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THE BREED ID 
GAME

C A I T L I N  Q U I N N

K R I S T E N  A U E R B A C H

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

A BIT ABOUT US

Kristen Auerbach

Deputy Chief Animal Services Officer

Austin Animal Center

Caitlin Quinn

Director of Operations

HeARTs Speak, Inc. 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

TO KICK THINGS OFF:

• We’re not saying there is no such thing as breeds – Pure 

breeds of dogs definitely exist!

• It’s estimated that 75% or more of dogs in shelters are 

MIXED BREED

• Community members are looking to us, the animal 

shelters, as the experts on pets

Photo Credit: Jill Flynn, Visual Harmony Photography, HeARTs Speak, Inc.

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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B A C K G R O U N D  
I N F O  

T H E  L AT E S T  A N D  GR E AT E S T  I N  

R E S E A RC H  A N D  S C I E N C E

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

”WHAT KIND OF DOG IS 
THAT?”

Photo Credit: Lisa Prince Fishler, Printz Photography, HeARTs Speak, Inc.

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

MEET THE CANINE GENOME!

Approximately 20,000 Genes 

make up the dog genome

Variation across only 50 genes 

determines “breed defining”
physical characteristics

THAT MEANS:

Less than 0.25% of a 

dog’s genes 

determine physical 

features

Photo Credit: Lisa Prince Fishler, Printz Photography, HeARTs Speak, Inc.  

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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Credit: Animal Farm Foundation, www.animalfarmfoundation.org  

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

“ INSTE AD OF  

DE PE NDING  ON 

INACCURATE  BRE E D 

LABE LS , WE  WANT 

PE OPLE  TO CHOOSE  

THE IR  FUTURE  

COMPANIONS  B ASE D 

ON ACCURATE  

PE RSONAL ITY  

PROF I LE S …

THE  PROBLE M I S  THAT 

BRE E D IDE NTITY 

E L IC ITS  BE HAVIORAL  

E XPE CTATIONS  ON THE  

PART OF  THE  NE W 

OWNE R, E VE N THOUGH 

RE SE ARCHE RS  HAVE  

FOUND E NORMOUS  

BE HAVIORAL  

VARIAB I L ITY  WITH IN 

ALL  BRE E DS .

D R . A M Y  M A R D E R , V M D, C A A B

A TRIED & 

TRUE CONCEPT

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

LET’S PLAY A GAME:

If these two 4-month 

old puppies came in 

to your shelter…

What would you 

label them?

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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MEET THE PARENTS!

Scott and Fuller, 1965, Genetics and the Social Behavior of the Dog

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

IN LATER GENERATIONS, 
THINGS GET EVEN MORE COMPLICATED

"None of the 72 puppies 

in the total F2 population 

showed an exact 

resemblance to either 

parent breed.“

REMEMBER:

These pups have only 

Basenji and Cocker 

Spaniel in their 

background

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

Credit: Animal Farm Foundation, www.animalfarmfoundation.org  

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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RESEARCH ROUNDUP!

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

MIND-BLOWING FACTS:

The offspring of two different 

pure breed dogs isn’t a 

member of either breed

Once a dog is less than 100% 

of a single breed, they are 

members of no breed at all

Looks DON’T Equal Behavior

Photo Credit: Lisa Prince Fishler, Printz Photography, HeARTs Speak, Inc.

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

GUESSES AT 
BREED LABELS 

CAN CAUSE 
CONFUSION 
AND FALSE 

EXPECTATIONS
Photo Credit: HeARTs Speak, Inc. 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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SO WHY ARE 
WE STILL 

GUESSING?

Photo Credit: Jill Flynn, Visual Harmony 

Photography, HeARTs Speak, Inc.  

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

LABELS AFFECT ALL DOGS
Photo Credit: Lisa Prince Fishler, Printz Photography, HeARTs Speak, Inc.

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

B E Y O N D  T H E 
R ES E A R CH

B R E E D  L A B E L I N G I N  T H E  R E A L  

WO R L D

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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THE EVOLUTION OF SHELTER 
SOFTWARE

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

SHELTER SOFTWARE

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

FREQUENTLY ASKED 
QUESTIONS

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

DOESN’T THE PUBLIC CONTINUE TO GUESS?

Photo Credit: Jill Flynn, Visual Harmony Photography, HeARTs Speak, Inc.  

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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WHAT DO YOU 
DO WHEN 

PEOPLE ASK, 
“WHAT BREED 

IS THAT?”

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

WHAT ABOUT AREAS WITH BREED 
SPECIFIC LEGISLATION? 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

WHAT ABOUT HOUSING RESTRICTIONS?

“Generally speaking, having an 

allowance for pets will increase 

your pool of potential renters and 

even the amount you can charge 

for the apartment. But not every 

pet is built equally and some will 

be a perfect fit while others 

would make for trouble. So 

creating a list of breeds you would 

not allow and spelling out your 

policies in the lease and on your 

website is a good idea.”

-Zillow for Pros

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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HOW 

SHOULD WE 

HANDLE 

LOST AND 

FOUND 

LISTINGS? 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

HOW DOES 

THIS IMPACT 

BREED 

RESCUES? 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

M O V I N G  
F O R W A R D

H OW  TO  L E AV E  B R E E D  B E H I N D  TO  
C R E AT E  A  S U C C E S S F U L  A D O P T I O N  
P R O G R A M

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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1. We removed breed labels from 
our kennel cards.

2. We stopped using breed labels 
in social media posts.

3. We changed how we talked 
about breed internally and 
challenged each other to use 
non-breed descriptors for our 
dogs. 

4. We asked our shelter software 
provider to allow us to use 
‘mixed breed’ as a primary 
breed identifier. 

5. We role played with staff and 
volunteers what to do when 
someone says, “What breed is 
that?”

CASE STUDY: FAIRFAX, VIRGINIA

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

…AN ORGANIZATIONAL SHIFT…

“Dalton is not merely smart; he 

is knock-your-socks-off, almost-

human intelligent. The evidence: 

He knows the commands sit, stay, 

down, and paw. He lets us know 

when he doesn't have enough 

water left by lifting the bowl and 

bringing it to us. His most 

amazing feat yet was when I 

started putting on my boots to 

walk him. He instantly got 

excited and started whining a 

little, like he wanted me to hurry 

up. Then he inexplicably ran from 

the room. I heard noises down 

the hall, so I went to investigate. 

Dalton was standing there, 

holding my coat in his mouth! 

Then he looked at me and shook 

the coat.”

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

A CHANGE FOR THE BETTER
“The weeks following the 

removal of breed from the 

kennel card were 

uneventful. However, an 

amazing shift had happened 

for not only the dogs in the 

care, but how we treated 

people that entered our 

facility. Removing breed 

labels meant we not only 

got to know the dogs 

better, but our adopters as 

well.”

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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B E Y O N D  
L A B E LS
W H E RE  TO  I N V E S T  O UR T I ME , 

E N E R GY  A N D  R E S O U R C E S  

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

PREPARE, BUT DON’T 
WORRY!

“Before the new kennel cards debuted, we had several meetings and 

staff training sessions to prepare everyone for what to say when people 

asked about the breed. We figured there would be a ton of questions 

from people wondering why we omitted it from the kennel card, and 

frustrations about that…It all sounds so silly now, because the response 

ended up being basically no response.

We get occasional questions, but people are generally satisfied when we 

explain why we don’t know what breed most of our dogs are.” 

-Ashley Hetzner, Capital Area Humane Society

Photo Credit: Jill Flynn, Visual Harmony Photography, HeARTs Speak, Inc.

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

INVEST TIME DIFFERENTLY

Photo Credit: Safe Humane Chicago Photo Credit: Austin Animal Center

Photo Credit: Kauai Humane Society Photo Credit: Humane Society of Missouri

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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USE PHOTOS TO 

TELL A STORY

“The chairman of our 
advisory board at the time 
was the founder of a 
volunteer group called 
Pawsitive Shelter 
Photography, which takes 
glam shots of some of our 
pets. His recommendation 
was that the photos speak 
more about the animal than 
the breed and that we 
should remove the breed 
altogether because it was 
potentially putting a stigma 
or connotation on the dog 
that may not be true”

-Diane Summers, OCAS

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

ORANGE 

COUNTY 

ANIMAL 

SERVICES

ORLANDO, FL

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

AND THEY’RE NOT ALONE

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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SHAKE UP YOUR BIO-WRITING

www.heartsspeak.orgwww.heartsspeak.org  

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

KENNEL CARDS

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

UP YOUR MARKETING GAME

Heartsspeak.org/FREEdownloads

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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FINAL THOUGHT
If you remember only one thing:

We have nothing to gain by 

perpetuating our guesses at breed 

labeling as accurate or helpful to 

determining a dog’s future
Photo Credit: Jill Flynn, Visual Harmony Photography, HeARTs Speak, Inc.

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

THANK YOU!

Kristen Auerbach
Kristen.Auerbach@austintexas.gov

Caitlin Quinn
caitlin@heartsspeak.org

Photo Credit: , HeARTs Speak, Inc.

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 


