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Overview 
Obesity is the 
leading cause of 
sickness in the 
United States, not 
just for humans 
but for our pets 
as well. Keeping 
a dog healthy is 
just as important 
as keeping ourselves 
healthy. However, deter-
mining the health of a pet 
can be much more diffi-
cult than assessing the 
health of a person. As hu-
mans, we are able to talk 
and communicate about 
what's wrong and how we 
feel. Dogs lack the ability 
to communicate their 
problems, so it's up to 
their owners to determine 
how healthy they are. 
There are several steps 
that can help determine 
whether a dog is over-
weight. 
 

Step 1 
Look at the dog's ribs. 
When you feel for the 
ribs, you should be able to 
feel each individual rib, 
with a thin layer of fat 
over the bone. If you can 
see each rib, the dog is 
too thin; if you cannot 

feel any ribs at all, the dog 
is too heavy. 
 

Step 2 
Check the dog's back near 
the base of the tail. There 
will be a little fat covering 
the area. This is a sign of a 
healthy dog. Again, if you 
can actually see the bone 
sticking out, the dog is too 
thin; if you are unable to 
locate any bones while 
feeling the area, the dog is 
too heavy. 
 

Step 3 
Feel around the dog's 
spine, hips and shoulders. 
Like the ribs, these should 
be covered in a thin layer 
of fat, but you should still 
be able to locate them with 
your hand. If these bones 
stick out and are not cov-
ered in that thin layer of 
fat, the dog is too thin. If 
those bones are hidden 


from view and you cannot 
locate them by feeling 
around, the dog is over-
weight. 
 

Step 4 
Look at the dog from 
above. There should be a 
noticeable taper at the 
base of the ribs that wid-
ens at the hips. The dog 
should have an "hourglass 
figure," so to speak. This 
is a healthy dog. If the ribs 
are too visible, or if the 
body doesn't taper be-
tween the hips and ribs, 
the dog is unhealthy. 
 

Step 5 
Look at the dog from the 
side. Like the taper from 
above, from the side the 
dog should have a smaller 
diameter around the waist 
than around the ribs. Sev-
eral types of dogs have a 
very distinct abdominal 
tuck; with others you have 
to look a little more 
closely. 
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How a Dog Show Works  
 
Each dog presented to a judge is exhibited 
("handled") by its owner, breeder or a 
hired professional. The role of a handler is 
similar to that of a jockey who rides a 
horse around the track and, hopefully, into 
the winner's circle. 
 
Most dogs in competition at conformation 
shows are competing for points toward 
their AKC championships. It takes fifteen 
points, including two majors (wins of 
three, four or five points) awarded by at 
least three different judges, to become an 
American Kennel Club "Champion of 
Record."  
 
The number of championship points 
awarded at a show depends on the number 
of males ("dogs") and females ("bitches") 
of the breed actually in competition. The 
larger the entry, the greater the number of 
points a male or a female can win. The 
maximum number of points awarded to a 
dog at any show is 5 points. 
 
Males and females compete separately 
within their respective breeds, in seven 
regular classes. The following classes are 
offered, and are divided by sex:  
 
Puppy - For dogs between six and twelve 
months of age, that are not yet champions 
(optional class).  
 
Twelve-To-Eighteen Months - For dogs 
twelve to eighteen months of age, that are 
not yet champions (optional class).  
 
Novice - For dogs six months of age and 
over, which have not, prior to the date of 
closing of entries, won three first prizes in 
the Novice Class, a first prize in Bred-by-
Exhibitor, American-bred, or Open 
Classes, nor one or more points toward 
their championship (optional class).  
 
Amateur-Owner-Handler – For dogs that 
are at least six months of age that are not 
champions.  Dogs must be handled in the 
class by the registered owner of the dog 
and is limited to exhibitors who have not, 
at any point in time, been a professional 
dog handler, AKC approved conformation 
judge, or employed as an assistant to a 
professional handler (effective January 1, 
2009) (optional class). 
 
Bred By Exhibitor - For dogs that are 
exhibited by their owner and breeder, that 
are not yet champions (optional class).  

American-Bred - For dogs born in the 
United States from a mating which took place 
in the United States, that are not yet champi-
ons (mandatory class). 
 
Open - For any dog of the breed, at least 6 
months of age (mandatory class).  
After these classes are judged, all the dogs 
that won first place in a class compete again 
to see who is the best of the winning dogs. 
Males and females are judged separately. 
Only the best male (Winners Dog) and the 
best female (Winners Bitch) receive champi-
onship points. The Winners Dog and Winners 
Bitch then compete with the champions for 
the Best of Breed award. At the end of the 
Best of Breed Competition, three awards are 
usually given:  
 
Best of Breed - the dog judged as the best in 
its breed category.  
 
Best of Winners - the dog judged as the 
better of the Winners Dog and Winners 
Bitch.  
 
Best of Opposite Sex - the best dog that is 
the opposite sex to the Best of Breed winner.  
 
The Role of the Judge  
 
Judges examine the dogs, then give awards 
according to how closely each dog compares 
to the judge's mental image of the "perfect" 
dog described in the breed's official stan-
dard. 
 
The standard describes the characteristics that 
allow the breed to perform the function for 
which it was bred. These standards include 
specifications for structure, temperament and 
movement.  
 
The official written standard for each breed is 
maintained by the breed's national club and is 
included in the The Complete Dog Book 
published by the AKC.  
 
The judges are experts on the breeds they are 
judging. They examine ("go over") each dog 
with their hands to see if the teeth, muscles, 
bones and coat texture conform to the breed's 
standard. They view each dog in profile for 
overall balance, and watch each dog gait 
("move") to see how all of those features fit 
together in action.  
 
The Road to Best in Show 
 
Dog shows are a process of elimination, with 
one dog being named Best in Show at the 
end of the show. 

Only the Best of Breed winners advance to 
compete in the Group competitions. Each 
AKC-recognized breed falls into one of 
seven group classifications. The seven groups 
are Sporting, Hound, Working, Terrier, Toy, 
Non-Sporting and Herding. Four placements 
are awarded in each group, but only the first-
place winner advances to the Best In Show 
competition.  
 
Dog Show Terms  
 
Angulation - Angles created by bones meet-
ing at their joints.  
 
Baiting - Using liver or some treat to get the 
dog's attention and have him look alert.  
 
Bench Show - A dog show at which the dogs 
are kept on assigned benches when not being 
shown in competition, so they can be viewed 
and discussed by attendees, exhibitors and 
breeders.  
 
Exhibitor - A person who brings a dog to a 
dog show and shows it in the appropriate 
class.  
 
Fancier - A person who is especially inter-
ested, and usually active, in some phase of 
the sport of purebred dogs.  
 
Gait - The way a dog moves, movement is a 
good indicator of structure and condition.  
 
Groom - To brush, comb, trim or otherwise 
make a dog's coat neat.  
 
Handler - A person or agent who takes a dog 
into the show ring or who works the dog at a 
field trial or other performance event.  
 
Heel - A command to a dog to keep close 
beside its handler.  
 
Match Show - A usually informal dog show 
at which no championship points are 
awarded.  
 
Miscellaneous Class - Transitional class for 
breeds attempting to advance to full AKC 
recognition.  
 
Pedigree - The written record of a dog's fam-
ily tree of three or more generations.  
 
Points - Credits earned toward a champion-
ship.  
 
Soundness - Mental and physical well-being.  
 
Stacking - Posing the dog's legs and body to 
create a pleasing picture. 





  

 

















