
How did the Boxer
become so good –and
what can we learn from
the past?

We can see that the Boxer
still has much of its original
appearance.

S Ch Buster. Born in 1928.

S Ch Fels von der Teck. Born in 1932.

By Anna Persson

As breeders we are keen to look
to the future. We are planning the
next litter and dreaming of stars
to come. But how often do we look
back and wonder about where our
Boxers originate from and what
it takes to keep those specific
qualities? Man created the
dif ferent breeds and we are
responsible for their development.
The development of the Boxer, in
terms of both its appearance and
its mentality, was through a
selection and it is important to
know how this selection was
made. When we think of the Boxer
as the best among breeds, we
should ask ourselves how the
Boxer became so good. Not until
we know the answer to that
question can we answer some
other, equally important,
questions: What are the
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Boxer Illustrated visited Lennart Swenson
to offer our readers some insight into his
thoughts regarding the genetics of dogs in
general, and Boxers in particular. As a
researcher, Lennart Swenson is creative with
many interesting ideas about the future –still he
advises us to first search the past for knowledge.

differences between the selection
that we make today and the

selection that created the
Boxer? And how long will it
take, with today’s selection,
until the Boxer is no longer
a Boxer? Lennart Swenson
stresses that these are
important questions to ask:

– If the selection that created the
Boxer is gone, there are no longer
any guarantees that the Boxer will
not change and become different.
The development of a breed can
easily become controlled by
serendipity. I believe that one of
the greatest dangers to all breeds
is that we no longer seem to care
about how they were created and
thereby miss many clues about
how to retain the desired
properties of the breed.

Changes in the exterior are
less of a problem, since they are
relatively easy to restore through
a focused breeding program. We
can see that the Boxer still has
much of its original appearance,
there have not been any
revolutionary changes in that
area. The mental area is more
troublesome, since these



A fundamental characteristic of the Boxer is their true love towards
man.

Lennart Swenson, Agr.D. and Sennior Research Officer, specialised in
the reproduction, behaviour and health in dogs.

properties are much more difficult
to measure and influence.

– You may ask yourselves
what has happened to the
mentality of the Boxer? Has it
changed, and if so, for the better
or for the worse? The good
mentality of the Boxer will hardly
remain unless we make selections
similar to those made when
creating the Boxer. The problem is
the lack of methods for measuring
mentality. The tests we have
today help to ensure that we are
not breeding undesirable dogs, but
they hardly contribute in creating
or maintaining the breed.

But if it is so hard to measure
the mentality, how can we know
in which direction we are
heading? Lennart Swenson feels
that we should continue to use
the tests we use today to create a
profile of the breed and at the
same time decide what a desirable
profile should look like. For this
purpose today’s tests are good. At
the same time we should consider
if there are other solutions. Have
we missed some area of
knowledge, should we learn more
about the history of the breed in
order to understand which
characteristics the Boxer really
possesses?

Look for knowledge in the past
Parts of the history of the

Boxer may not be considered as
entirely politically correct in
today’s society. The relationship
to the Bullenbeisser of the 19th

century is not something one
eagerly brings forward at a time
when society cries for restrictions
on dogs and their owners. Some

of the things that created our
breed no longer exist and are not
things we wish to pass on.
However, Lennart Swenson does
not think this should be a reason
to ignore the past:

– Even if there are parts of
history that we are less proud of,
it is still necessary to know about
these parts. If the early selection
was made using criteria that we
see as undesirable today, we
must find replacements. But even
the less flattering part of history
must be brought into light.
Unfortunately, history is often
concealed, but we must search for
as much information as possible.

A fundamental characteristic
of the Boxer is their true love
towards man. One may speculate

on the origin of this property, one
theory is that the dogs that were
used in fights with other animals
were under no conditions to turn
on people. They had to be
extraordinary friendly to people,
otherwise they could not be
handled, and for this reason a
selection was made towards dogs
with a true love towards man.
Other dogs with similar
background also have this
property.

– It is hard to tell whether there
has been a conscious selection of
individuals with lots of love
towards man, but it is reasonable
to believe that this was the case.
It is a very interesting question.
Today there is hardly any
selection based on love of
mankind, which means that this
property will only disappear by
accident, which takes time. But we
should be aware of the fact that
unless we strengthen a property
it will slowly decay. If there is no
directed selection to keep the love
towards man, I believe that it will
eventually disappear.

Naturally, we cannot expect
the dogs to be the same as they
were in the past, and it is not
always what we would wish.
Lennart Swenson feels that
breeders and their clubs should
not deny the fact that the breed
is developing, but instead work to
take control of the direction. His
advice is to set up goals and



encourage the breeders to actively
work to fulfil these goals. It is
better to accept the fact that the
development of the breed is a
continuous process rather than
believing that we can keep things
the way they used to be, and still
not know what we are keeping
since we lack measurable
controls.

Genetic variation
When breeding, there is

always the risk of loosing certain
hereditary properties. The rate of
the loss of the so-called genetic
variation, has nothing to do with
the number of animals in a breed,
or how many of them are used in
breeding, it is about the
relationship between the animals
that are used in breeding.

The loss of genetic variation is
measured by the increase in
inbreeding per generation. This
helps us to find out how much of
the genetic variation is lost per
generation. Today, we know that:
– the relationship between the size
of a population and loss of genetic
variation is weak
– the relationship between the
calculated degree of inbreeding
and loss of genetic variation is
strong
– the relationship between low
genetic variation and increased
frequency of known genetic
disorders is clear

Lennart Swenson emphasises
the problem with loss of genetic
variation:

– We know that populations
that lack genetic variation are not
capable of developing, which
means that if there is a hereditary
disorder, there is no mechanism for
removing it.  The Boxer has, as
most other breeds, passed through
some bottlenecks and thereby

already lost genetic variation. To
increase the genetic variation
unrelated individuals must be
bred, which may not be as simple
as it sounds. It is easy to fool
oneself and believe that the
genetic material is new, but one
must go far back in the books to
see that it really is not the same
material.

Popular imports
The most important factor in

the loss of genetic variation has
been the extensive use of certain
individuals. It is often imported
animals that are thought of as
”fresh blood” that are allowed to
produce far too many offspring.

The opened borders have, for
many breeds, meant an increase
in imported animals and they do
not always contribute to the breed
in a positive way.

– You sometimes get the
impression that it is a credit to a

dog to be imported and that other
requirements are set lower than
for our Swedish breeding stock.
And isn’t it strange that the sons
of these imports are seldom
thought of as good enough to be
bred on? If a ”good” animal is
brought into the country and its
offspring are not used in breeding
–what does that tell us about the
quality of that animal? The way I
see it, the simplest criteria for a
good stud dog must be that it
leaves offspring suitable for
breeding.

It is understandable that
breeders who have imported an
animal at great expense want a
return on this investment and
that it is easy to be tempted to
use a popular dog a little too many
times.  After all, we are only
human. But –and this is
important –you may never claim
that it is ”in the best interest for
the breed” to allow overuse of a
particular individual. Regardless
of how good the dog may be, it
can never be justified to increase
the use of genes from one single
individual. We know that every
dog carries 5-6 defect genes
(genetic load) and overuse of
certain individuals could have
serious effects on the breed.

– There are so many good dogs
to use when breeding, and it is
important to ensure a degree of
rotation. A dog doesn’t have to



have 20 titles to be a good stud
dog, and an imported dog is not a
better dog just because it comes
from another country.

Inbreeding and line breeding
Another threat to the genetic

variation is line breeding and
inbreeding. Even serious breeders
used these methods, not so long
ago. Today, with better
knowledge, these methods should
not be accepted.

When using line breeding, one
tries to incorporate as many good
genes as possible from a good dog
in the pedigree. The inherited
gene set up is varied to make the
offspring less related regarding
specific properties. Line breeding
is a sort of lottery, in which one
hopes for a certain result, but the
chances are low.

When using inbreeding one
tries to create a ”copy” of a dog by
doubling certain genes, that both
the mother and the father are
presumed to pass on. The
problem is that genes with
negative properties are also
passed on to the of fspring.
Inbreeding can give a
homogeneous appearance, but
the dogs are still regarded as
inferior, according to Lennart
Swenson.

– The biggest problem with line
breeding and inbreeding is the loss
of genes. The doubling of one gene
means loss of another on an
individual basis. Loss of genes
decreases the preparedness of
both the immune defence and the
mentality –and they could
deteriorate quickly! For instance,
a dog might end up lacking a gene
that codes for a certain protein.
There is no need to double this
gene, but a loss may be fatal.

Both inbreeding and line
breeding are short-term methods.
Even if you are lucky and the
of fspring really inherits a
doubling of the desired gene, the
dog can never pass on the
doubled gene. To continue this
imaginary breeding success one
must double the desired genes
again, at the expense of other
genes.

Be proud of our Scandinavian
dogs!

What is the greatest credit to
our own dog population? Lennart
Swenson asks, and gives the
answer himself: -it is our
extensive knowledge about these
dogs.

You can improve a breed by
increasing the breeder’s
knowledge about other breeders’
dog populations. If we cannot
keep all the dogs and their
offspring for evaluation, we must
use other breeder’s material and
be honest when informing about
our own dogs. Lennart Swenson
has a vision of how this could be
realised:

– We must exchange
knowledge and have a flow of
information to make all kennels
work together as if they were one
kennel. What if a whole breed
could function as an old-fashioned
English kennel? Today, we are
unable to keep the number of dogs
that one used at mansions in the
past, when dog breeding began,
and we are therefore dependant
on dog material from each other
and of honesty and openness.

With a smile he continues:

– On the other hand, it is good
that people disagree sometimes,
since that means that they won’t
use the same dogs on their
bitches. As a consequence, there

is still a potential genetic variation.
But, as with stock certificates, it
is of no value until it is realised,
unused genetic variation is
meaningless. There is no benefit
until the lines are mixed.

Lennart Swenson feels that the
Scandinavian breeders are not
proud enough of their own dogs.
Despite the fact that the greatest
credit, the knowledge, is within
our own population, foreign and
imported animals are often
thought of as better animals per
se. The grass may seem greener
on the other side of the fence, but
isn’t an unwillingness to make
use of our own dogs an admission
of failure in our breeding?

– The Scandinavian dogs are
just as good! We have access to
more information and greater
openness. In many countries, the
dog world is a closed shop, where
knowledge is not shared,
especially regarding faults and
problems in your own material. In



some countries even the pedigree
is confidential, it is the property of
the owner. The best conditions for
breeding are probably found in
Scandinavia. But the grass is so
green on the other side…  What if
a dog wins at Cruft’s, it is often
rated much higher than a perfectly
sound dog with a good mentality.

Lennart Swenson praises the
Boxer Clubs where the use of stud
dogs, X-ray of hips and knees,
mental descriptions, etc is official.
The requirements for dogs used
in breeding should be stricter
than the limits for clinical
problems. In the case of Hip
Dysplasia, the condition is
normally not a problem to the
dog, but the limits for breeding
must be very strict.

Experience must be shared to
be useful
Lennart Swenson often returns to
the fact that it is essential to know
the past in order to make good
judgements today and to make
the right decisions for tomorrow,
also including the part of the
history that goes more than 30-
40 years back in time. Somehow
we need to get information from
this time, information based on
honest self-criticism -are the old
truths really waterproof? Earlier
opinions and methods need not
necessarily be valid today, but it
is equally important that the

positive parts are emphasised.
The younger breeders represent
the society of today and the
directions in which we are
heading, but they need help from
the more experienced breeders.

– It would be very useful if the
veterans could speak openly about
how the breeding was carried out
in, for instance, the 60’s and 70’s.
They posses a great knowledge
and should play a part in deciding
which changes are necessary. The
older breeders cannot claim that
they were right about everything.
That will stop the younger
breeders from making any

changes at all. The younger
breeders need to learn from the
mistakes and the successes of the
older breeders.

It is impossible to avoid difficult
questions and heated
discussions. One example is with
white puppies, where it used to
be the custom to put them to sleep
at birth. Today many of the
younger breeders (and also more
and more of the older breeders)
argue that it cannot be right to
put healthy puppies to sleep. It is
important that they get support
from the experienced breeders to
find a solution in the best interest
of the breed. However, Lennart
Swenson does not see this as a
problem:

– Modern people realise that
there are two solutions to the
”problem”. Either you take care of
the white puppies or you stop
producing them. It is no more
difficult than that. We have the
knowledge today to choose
whether white puppies are born
or not, and it is our duty to use it.
Increased knowledge means
increased responsibility!

Lennart Swenson warns us
against judging each other so
quickly. Sometimes the breeders
are thought of as superior beings
who you are free to point the
finger at when they produce a dog
with a health problem or when
something else goes wrong.
Breeders are normal people, they
make normal people’s decisions
and we all have our faults.



– We must remember that most
breeders started out as normal
dog owners who decided to get
puppies from their bitch. Still, the
most common reason to choose a
bitch to breed on is ”I own her”.
Those who just started as
breeders have so much to learn
and those who have been around
longer must help them. We must
remember that the responsibility
for a breed is a shared
responsibility.

Selection that governs health
When we speak of the
development of the breed, health
aspects are of course one of the
most important areas. If we can
establish that there are certain
health problems within the Boxer
breed, this must be the result of
breeding. One may ask what
exactly in the breeding causes
these side ef fects? Or is it
random?

– It is very bad if we do not
think about and analyse which
side effects are caused by our
selection. This must be one of the
most important questions to each
breeder. If the selection causes
negative health effects, it must be
changed to something better.

Lennart Swenson gives credit to
the Swedish Boxer Club and their
work with specific strategies for
the Boxer breed, aiming at
decreasing the amount of
suffering. However, it is important
to control the ”degree of suffering”
that may be caused by different
faults and health problems.

– We must learn to see the
whole picture, see what creates
pain and attack the source. This
is one way to look at things: If
there is 10% Hip Dysplasia in a
breed, there may be only 0.1%
who are in pain. While if there is
2% epilepsy, it means that 2% are
suffering. As a consequence 2%
epilepsy is worse than 10% hip
Dysplasia, when measured in
terms of suffering. It can be
difficult to grasp, but we must put
the suffering in perspective and
look at the individual as a whole.

Hip Dysplasia should of course be
taken seriously, but we may be
making things too easy when
concentrating on Hip Dysplasia
and other health problems that

can easily be measured. There are
other health problems that are
difficult to measure and to treat,
such as atopic dermatitis and
skin problems in general, which
cause a lot of pain both to the dog
and its owner. Mental suffering
should also be considered. No one
knows how many dogs are put to
sleep because of the mentality.
Why are they put to sleep? Is it
because the owners are unable to
handle the dogs? How much of a
problem are these dogs? To be
able to attack the problem,
knowledge about the cause of it
must increase.

For almost all health problems it
is true that a decrease in the
abundance results in healthier
non-affected dogs and fewer
af fected dogs. Genetics is
controlled by the average. A few
serious and dedicated breeders
are not enough to bring a breed
forward, and at the same time, a
less serious breeder is not a major
threat to the breed. Instead it is
the mean value –the selection that
controlled the production of the
average puppy –that is important.
Lennart Swenson stresses that
the same is true for a single litter
and that it is important to have
the correct expectations of a
puppy. The probability that a
puppy should inherit only positive
or only negative features from its
parents is infinitely small. The
puppy will receive a mixture of
good and bad from both parents.

Lennart Swenson’s advice is
simple:

– A dog becomes as good as the
mean value of the whole litter. You
should rather take an average
individual in a litter with a better
mean value, regarding health and
other desired properties, than an
outlier in an uneven litter.

Health –weakened material
In nature, the normal is best
suited to survival, but in the dog
world it is people who are in
control and we seem to have the
ability to put ourselves above
nature. We should of course do as
much as possible to help and save
sick dogs, but it is important to
consider the consequences of our
actions. A puppy who needs
constant help to suckle is
probably a weak individual who
should not be used in breeding
even if it matures satisfactorily
later on. If the dog is used in
breeding anyway, the breeder
must be honest and admit that it
was for his/her own benefit and
not in the best interest of the



breed. Another example is dog
food that claims to support and
improve the immune system. If
this is true, it will hide immune
deficiencies.

– Dogs that will not be used in
breeding should of course get all
the support possible, but those
who will be used in breeding must
be ”tested” so we can trust that
they really are healthy. If not, we
may end up in a situation where
we must add artificial immune
defence for all generations to
come. Misdirected care may
deteriorate our breeding material.
We must not hide the possible
faults of our breeding animals.

Weakened immune defence
Today there are many reports

regarding Boxers with itches and
other symptoms that may be
related to a weakened immune
defence. These problems are often
connected with substantial pain
and suffering to the dog. However,
we know too little about the
reasons for these problems and
it is often difficult to find adequate
solutions.

– Immune related disorders are
very interesting and there are
many questions to ask. Is the
increase proportional to the loss of
genetic variation? Is the increase
due to the fact that we don’t make
conscious selections and use dogs
with a good immune defence? Are
we hiding weak immune systems
synthetically? Are we using
animals at too young an age when
they have not yet shown their

faults? Is it our increased
knowledge that leads us to believe
that there is an increase in a given
disorder?

In any case, the Boxer seems
to be vulnerable and the problem
must be taken seriously. It is
therefore with pleasure that we
hear Lennart Swenson talk about
the start-up of a research
programme at his department
during 2003, using Boxer and
English Bullterrier as subjects for
a study. The main purpose is to
study atopic dermatitis and the
secondary objective is to study
sensitivity towards infections.
Apart from this, the passing on
of the white colouration and the
connection to deafness will be
studied. There will also be an
evaluation of the existing genetic
variation.

These are very interesting
projects, and we look forward to
hearing more about the results
during 2004. We are grateful to
Lennart Swenson’s interest in our
breed and hope that he will help
us find the answers to many
interesting questions in the
future.

Advice
Finally, what is Lennart

Swenson’s advice to the
Scandinavian Boxer breeders?

1. Make sure not to increase
the Hip Dysplasia statistics
through overuse of imported
animal. This advice could help
with two serious issues –the

overuse of single individuals and
by decreasing Hip Dysplasia.

2. Improve the immune
defence.

3. Do not throw all the eggs in
the Hip Dysplasia-basket. Hip
Dysplasia should of course be
taken seriously, but do think
about potential future problems
to the breed and attack these now.

– Humans set the standards,
but now is the time to look at the
effects of our standards and see
what we can do to avoid
undesired side-effects. We choose
the standard, and there is nothing
wrong with that, but what are the
consequences? These questions
must be taken seriously. We
cannot keep producing animals
with health problems, we must
take responsibility and acquire the
necessary knowledge.

Well chosen words that
deserve some thought. We thank
Lennart Swenson for letting us
take his time and he concludes
with these positive words:

– The Boxer of today is a very
good dog mentally. When the
breeding clubs, associated with
working dogs in Sweden, looked
for the ideal mental properties for
a working dog it turned out to be
the mental profile of the Boxer that
fitted their expectations the best.
You have something really good in
the Boxer, make sure to maintain
it well and the best of luck!


