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Do you remember hearing about the rush of Dalmatians at the shelters across 
North America in the months following the release of Disney’s 101 Dalmatians? 
Not many people can resist an adorable puppy offering unconditional love. 
Couple these traits with today’s commercialism and marketing, and it is no small 
wonder that well-meaning gift givers too often fall prey to the desire to see the 
excitement of a child or spouse open a wiggly box. 
 
There are, however, several things to consider before bringing home such a 
precious gift to a loved one. First and foremost, animals are not disposable 
playthings. They are a lifelong commitment. The average dog and cat will live 
between 10-15 years - longer than most people own their cars, only a few years 
shorter than a child lives at home (ideally), and longer than some marriages. 
 
Unless you are the child’s parent, do not assume that the parents of a child are 
willing or interested in caring for any pet. The cost of a puppy and dog food are 
only a fraction of the real cost of pet ownership. 10-15 years of work and the cost 
of properly caring for an animal is an unimaginable burden to place on someone 
who may not even want a pet. If you are gifting to an older adult, you also need 
to consider if the person is physically and financially able to properly care for the 
animal.  
 
What’s in a breed? 
Gift shopping can be impulsive which can cause people to make poor decisions. 
A pet is a much bigger decision than a toaster, and much more complicated. 
When you consider gifting a pet you not only need to ask yourself, “does the 
person want a dog?” but more importantly, “does the person want THIS dog?”  
 
There are hundreds of dog breeds with different temperaments, health concerns 
and care requirements. You need to consider breed tendencies such as barking, 
territorial guarding, herding and aggression. What about grooming requirements? 
If you are told a breed does not shed, that generally means that breed requires 
professional grooming, which comes at a cost. What training is required beyond 
housetraining? Active dogs require an outlet or they can destroy your house. 
What about a breed’s medical issues? Behavioral issues? Are you home enough 
to look after its needs? Is every adult in the house on the same page with getting 
a pet? Nothing says, “I love you” like a puppy that chews your wife’s favorite 
purse. 
 
I recommend that you DO NOT purchase puppies from pet stores or “backyard” 
breeders. While some of these animals will succeed as companions, they have a 
higher risk for health and temperament problems. The well-meaning person that 
“rescues” a puppy from deplorable conditions unknowingly propagates the 
problem, as there is a ready supply to fill the demand. This person can also find 



themselves with large veterinary bills due to the unknown origins, previous 
exposures and poor genetics of these pups. Do not take the most available dog, 
the cheapest dog, or the easiest dog to acquire. A good breeder knows the 
breed, the parents and their relatives, and has studied the puppies as they have 
developed. A good breeder will have also done their homework about you. They 
will want to know you well enough to determine that you are able to give the 
puppy a good home.  
 
Alternatives 
Consider alternatives to giving a puppy or kitten as a gift. You could foster a 
puppy or dog through an assistance-dog training organization, a local rescue or 
shelter. This would allow you to have a trial dog in your home to get an 
appreciation of what pet ownership entails. Or you could consider a donation in 
the person’s name to an organization that does animal rescue, housing and re-
homing, or wildlife rescue and rehabilitation. These organizations are mostly run 
by volunteers, and are always in need of funds. Another nice idea would be a gift 
certificate to a pet food and accessory store. It would provide the anticipation of 
getting a puppy, yet give you the time to consider all your options.  
 
Like most relationships, pet ownership cannot survive on “love at first sight” 
alone. Simply put, you need to be compatible with your chosen pet for the 
relationship to work. And that simply cannot be determined though a window at 
the pet store, or sitting in someone’s living room with a litter of puppies on your 
lap. For a true match made in heaven, invest time in thinking seriously about all 
the implications of gifting a pet before you invest in the furry, scaly or feathered 
friend itself.  
 
 
Dr. Clare Leger works part time at the Millwoods East Veterinary Clinic. She lives 
in the Terwillegar area with her two daughters, Bronwyn and Lorelei, husband 
Mitch, and two dogs “Molly” an old Black Lab mix and “Pod” a three legged 
Cocker Spaniel.  


