
2011 Deerhound Health Survey Results – Part 1

The SDCA conducted a survey of
Deerhound owners and breeders in 2011.
Survey forms could be completed via the
internet or provided as a hard copy by mail.

As with our last health survey in
1995, it has taken a good deal of time to
sort out the responses, clean them up to
remove duplicate entries, and organize and
code the responses so they could be
analyzed.  

Because this survey could be
completed electronically, we received
responses from the United Kingdom,
Germany, and Australia as well as the
United States and Canada.  As expected,
the majority of respondents were from
North America.  Nowadays, Deerhounds in
different parts of the world can and are
bred to each other.  Despite this, the
Deerhound populations in North America,
Europe, and Australia are still fairly distinct
genetically, and the environments in which
the dogs live definitely differ.  For this
reason, I decided to analyze the data
separately for each region.  

In this month’s column, I will begin
sharing the results for Deerhounds in North
America.  I’ll continue sharing results in
subsequent columns.

Because the word “dog” can be
confusing, I will avoid it.  Instead, I will use
the terms “male” and “bitch” when
designating dogs of a particular sex, and
the terms “hound” or “Deerhound” when
referring to dogs of either or both sexes.

How Big Was the North American
Response?

A total of 147 people in North
America provided information on 588
Deerhounds—274 males and 314 bitches.
Where a birth date was reported, the birth
dates range from 1983 to 2010 for males
and 1980 to 2011 for bitches; thus, the
results cover hounds born over an
approximate 30-year period.

All but four people submitted
information via the internet, although
several folks who completed the survey
electronically also followed up with a hard
copy to clarify or add information.

Size of North American Deerhounds

Respondents provided information on
mature height for 519 dogs, and the results
are summarized in the table below.

Table 1. Height (inches) of North
American Deerhounds

Bitche
s

Male
s

Based on this many
hounds 281 238

Average

Mean 30.3 32.3
Median 30.0 32.0

Range

Shortest 26.0 28.0
Tallest 34.0 37.3

Respondents provided information on
mature weight for 568 dogs, and the
results are summarized in the table below.

Table 2. Weight (pounds) of North
American Deerhounds

Bitche
s

Male
s

Based on this many
dogs 305 263

Average

Mean 86 105
Median 85 105

Range

Minimum 63 53
Maximum 125 184



Based on these results, the average
North American Deerhound male stands
approximately 32 inches tall at the withers
and weighs 105 pounds, while the average
North American bitch stands approximately
30 inches tall and weighs 85 pounds.  This
sex difference is very similar to the results
of the previous health survey in 1995.

One can compare these results with
our breed standard, which says the
following:

For males:  Height from 30 to 32 inches,
or even more if there be symmetry
without coarseness, which is rare.  Weight
from 85 to 110 pounds.
For bitches:  Height from 28 inches
upwards.  Weight from 75 to 95 pounds.

Apparently North American males
over the past 30 years have tended to be
somewhat large, relative to the standard,
while bitches have tended to fall in the
middle of the range that the standard
suggests.

Life Span and Life Expectancy of North
American Deerhounds

For each hound, the survey asked
owners to provide birth and death dates in
one place and the dog’s age at death in
another place.  Occasionally respondents
provided dates but not the age at death.  

I calculated the age at death based
on the dates and compared it to the
reported age at death.  In the vast majority
of instances, the two numbers agreed.  In
the rare cases where there was a
discrepancy, this was sorted out by
communicating with the person who
completed the survey.

In one form or another, respondents
provided life span data on 311 dogs—140
males and 171 bitches.  These data are
summarized in the table below.

Table 3. Range of Life Spans
(years) for North American
Deerhounds

Bitche Mal

s es

Number of dogs 171 140

Average life span 8.8 7.3

Shortest life 0.8 0.3
Longest life 16.0 13.6

In our 1995 survey, the average life
span for all dogs that died was 7.4 years for
bitches and 7.2 years for males.  Thus, it
seems like the average life span has
improved substantially for bitches but has
not changed for males.

However, as I pointed out in 1995,
the average life span of these 311 dogs is
not the true average life span of North
American Deerhounds.  In order to get the
true average life span, one has to define
the population as a group of dogs born
during a certain time period instead of as a
group of dogs that died during a certain
time period.  That is because one cannot
calculate a population’s true average life
span until every single member of the
population has died.  If one gets impatient
and tries to calculate the average life span
while some members of the population are
still alive, then one ends up omitting some
of the longest-lived members of the group
from the calculation.  The result is an
artificially short estimate of average life
span.

For the 2011 survey, the appropriate
populations to use in calculating life span
are bitches born before January 10, 1999
and males born before July 20, 2000,
because all of them have died.  This
population consists of 118 bitches and 93
males.  At least some of the dogs born after
these dates are still alive.

The average life span for this
population of North American Deerhounds
is 9.8 years for bitches and 8.3 years for
males.  In the 1995 survey, these numbers
were for 8.9 years for bitches and 8.4 years
for males.  Thus, even when we look at true
life span, it seems that life span has
increased by a year for bitches but has not
changed for males.



One has to be careful to distinguish
life span from life expectancy.  Life
expectancy increases with age.  To
calculate life expectancy at a given age,
one needs to exclude from the population
any dogs that died before reaching that age
and then calculate the average life span of
the remaining dogs.  I have done this in
Table 4.  

Life expectancy clearly differs
between sexes.  The difference is greatest
at birth and gradually shrinks with age, but
it never disappears.  Although I did not
analyze the data statistically, the large
sample size and the distribution of life
spans make me think that the difference in
life expectancy between sexes is real and
not due to chance.

Another message to take from Table
4 is that we have some respectably long-
lived Deerhounds.  For example, 123 dogs
(40 males and 83 bitches) lived at least 9
years, and 87 dogs (22 males and
65 bitches) lived to be at least 10 years old.
Although I don’t show the data in the table,
we had 11 males that lived at least 11
years, and we had 22 bitches that made it
beyond their 12th birthday.

Causes of Death for North American
Deerhounds

The survey asked for information
about the cause of death, and this
information was entered for more than
300 dogs.  For 33 of those dogs, the cause
of death was entered as unknown or
undetermined.  The causes of death for the
remaining 273 dogs are summarized in
Tables 5 and 6.

As in the 1995 survey, the two most
frequent causes of death were cancer
(overwhelmingly osteosarcoma) and heart
failure, including sudden death due to
arrhythmia and gradual death due to
congestive heart failure.  It is safe to
assume that the large majority of heart
failures (sudden and gradual) were a
consequence of cardiomyopathy.  Also as in
1995, there was a sex difference in these
two causes of death.  Males were more
likely to die of cardiomyopathy, while
bitches were more likely to die of
osteosarcoma.  It is impossible to
exaggerate the impact of these two
diseases for our breed.  If we assume that
the majority of deaths due to heart failure
are a consequence of cardiomyopathy, then
the picture is pretty stark:

• Of the males for which a cause of death
was identified, almost one in four died
of cardiomyopathy, and more than one
in six died of osteosarcoma!  

• Of the females for which a cause of
death was identified, almost one in four
died of osteosarcoma, and almost one
in six died of cardiomyopathy!

On the brighter side, the third most
frequent cause of death for dogs of either
sex could be summed up as “old age.”  (As
you would expect, most of these deaths
were by elective euthanasia.)  In addition,
the average age at which a dog died of old
age was more than 10 years, regardless of
the underlying health problem that lead to
death.  This is something to celebrate for
any breed, but especially for a giant breed
like ours.

Table 4.  Average Life Expectancy (years) for North American Deerhounds

Age (in years) = Birt
h 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Females

Life expectancy
9.8 9.8 9.8 9.9 9.9

10.
2

10.
3

10.
6

10.
9

11.
2

11.
7

Number dogs 118 118 117 115 117 112 109 102 95 83 65



Males

Life expectancy
8.3 8.4 8.4 8.6 8.8 9.0 9.3 9.6

10.
0

10.
3

10.
7

Number of dogs 93 92 92 88 86 82 75 67 59 40 22
Sex Difference

Females vs.
males

+1.
5

+1.
4

+1.
4

+1.
3

+1.
1

+1.
2

+1.
0

+1.
0

+0.
9

+0.
9

+1.
0

Table 5.  Reported Causes of Death for North American Deerhound Bitches

Numb
er

Repor
ted

Relative
Frequen

cya

Age (years)

Avera
ge

Young
est

Olde
st

Based on this many dogs 171
Cause of death specified 152 88%
No cause of death determined 20 12%

Cancer 51 34%
Osteosarcoma 37 22% 8.5 5.2 10.0
Lymphoma/lymphocytic
leukemia 3 --- 7.5 4.0 10.0
Metastatic or site-unspecified
cancer 3 --- 9.9 9.5 11.0
Hemangiosarcoma 2 --- 8.6 7.8 9.3
Lower urinary tract tumors 2 --- 11.0 --- ---
Rare tumors (single report for
each)b 4 --- 9.6 7.6 11.2

Heart-related 24 14%
Heart failure due to
cardiomyopathy 14 8% 8.7 4.1 11.9
Heart failure, cause unknown 9 5% 9.2 2.7 12.8
Heart arrhythmia 1 --- 11.8 --- ---

Age-related 27 16%
Old age, with weak
rear/trouble rising 9 5% 12.0 9.9 14.1
Old age, no rear end trouble
mentioned 10 6% 13.0 10.7 16.0
Spondylitis/spondylosis 5 3% 11.7 10.2 12.8
Degenerative myelopathy 3 --- 12.3 11.9 13.1

Torsions 11 6%
Stomach torsion/bloat 10 6% 9.1 3.2 13.5
Splenic torsion 1 --- 5.3 --- ---

Anesthesia- or surgery-
related 11 6%

Bleeding after surgery 5 3% 5.2 3.2 7.9
DIC after surgery 2 --- 5.8 5.0 6.6
Other cause, not bleeding 4 --- 7.3 6.3 8.0



Table 5.  Reported Causes of Death for North American Deerhound Bitches

Numb
er

Repor
ted

Relative
Frequen

cya

Age (years)

Avera
ge

Young
est

Olde
st

Pneumonia 5 3% 8.0 4.0 11.8
Accident or injury 9 5% 5.3 0.8 10.5
Rare (reported in one or
two dogs) 13 ---

a = Relative frequency is calculated as a percentage of all deaths, including those
for which the cause was undetermined.

b = Rare tumors were chondrosarcoma, synovial cell sarcoma, choroid plexus
papilloma, and liver tumor (type not specified). 



Table 6.  Reported Causes of Death for North American Deerhound Males

Numb
er

Repor
ted

Relative
Frequen

cya

Age (years)

Avera
ge

Young
est

Olde
st

Based on this many dogs 135
Cause of death specified 122 90%
No cause of death determined 13 10%

Cancer 36 28%
Osteosarcoma 22 16% 7.4 4.8 10.8
Lymphoma/lymphocytic
leukemia 3 --- 4.0 1.8 5.9
Metastatic or site-unspecified
cancer 3 --- 7.6 7.9 9.1
Hemangiosarcoma 2 --- 8.2 7.6 8.6
Rare tumors (single report for
each)b 6 ---

Heart-related 29 22%
Heart failure due to
cardiomyopathy 20 15% 6.9 1.6 11.2
Heart failure, cause unknown 5 4% 10.5 9.7 11.6
Heart arrhythmia 4 3% 7.7 5.6 10.3

Age-related 13 10%
Old age, with weak
rear/trouble rising 8 6% 11.9 10.2 13.6
Old age, no rear end trouble
mentioned 2 --- 10.4 9.5 11.3
Spondylitis/spondylosis 1 --- 11.2 --- ---
Degenerative myelopathy 1 --- 10.4 --- ---

Torsions 4 3%
Stomach torsion/bloat 2 --- 6.6 4.8 8.0
Splenic torsion 2 --- 4.6 3.1 6.0

Pneumonia 6 4% 7.8 3.0 11.4
Liver shunt 6 4% 2.4 0.3 6.8
Seizures 3 --- 8.5 6.6 10.2
Aneurysm 3 --- 4.5 0.9 9.3
Enlarged prostate gland 3 --- 8.3 7.1 8.9
Rare (reported in one or
two dogs) 19 ---

a = Relative frequency is calculated as a percentage of all deaths, including those
for which the cause was undetermined.

b = Rare tumors were subcutaneous fibrosarcoma, intestinal tumor (type not
specified), spinal sheath tumor (type not specified), oral melanoma, pancreatic
cancer, and a benign splenic tumor (likely hemangiosarcoma).



Next month I’ll share the information on the various health problems reported for
North American Deerhounds, and how the results in 2011 compare to those in the 1995
Health Survey.

Dr. John E. Dillberger, P.O. Box 2118, Nashville, IN  47448-2118   (812) 988-6175
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