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It might sound like a silly question, but when you think about it properly, it really 
isn’t. Nearly half of the owners I work with have told me that they really didn’t 
know where to start and had unwittingly done the wrong thing. 

What most people don’t realise is that those first 8 weeks are not unimportant, 
they shape the behaviour of your dog for the next 14 years. (It actually starts 
before the puppies are born, but I don’t want to get scientific on you!) 

In the first minute of meeting a new puppy I can tell if a puppy has come from a 
breeder who didn’t know how to socialise a litter, or the key development points 
which make this successful, or worse – that the puppy is from a puppy farm. 
These puppies are so much work for their new owners and need hours more 
training and engagement each day than a well reared puppy. Often this is too 
much for new owners.

PRICE

What should you pay for a puppy? 

Personally, I would not pay more than £1,000 for 
a pedigree, vaccinated, microchipped puppy from 
fully health-tested parents. (By the way a health-
tested parent does not mean a dog that has just seen a vet, it means that they have 
had the DNA health tests or BVA approved screens relevant for the breed OR CROSS, 
and you have seen the certificates. There are tests for all breeds, and crossbreeds 
should have the tests of ALL breeds included in their cross.) 

The puppy should come home with a puppy pack containing at least a toy, 
bedding and enough food to last for 2 weeks, too. 

Some breeds that have very small litters might increase to £1,500.

There is no reason to pay more. A puppy that costs more almost never means 
it is better quality, in fact it often means the opposite. People charging £2,000+ 
for a puppy are only looking to make as much money as possible. The care of 
the dogs is often at the bottom of the list. You only have to look at the news to 
see how sickly some of these puppies are, and unfortunately how many pass 
away in a matter of days.

So, how do you buy a puppy? 

HOW TO BUY A PUPPY BY CLAIRE JOHNSON DOG TRAINING



A ‘rare’ or ‘unusual’ colour should never cost you more, and if advertised as 
such it is a real indication that you have found a con artist. They are normally 
a result of crossing with another breed, so you are not buying a pedigree dog, 
despite what the breeder might say. A grey or blue Labrador is a Labrador 
crossed with a Weimaraner, a breed that does not generally share the 
Labrador’s soft and trusting temperament. Colours such as ‘champaign’ are 
actually diluted reds or browns. Diluted colours often have severe genetic health 
conditions associated with them, which is why responsible breeders avoid them.

Don’t pay for a name! Crossbreeds often come with weird and wonderful 
names these days. But they are still crossbreeds. There is nothing wrong with a 
crossbreed or a mongrel! But even just 15 years ago these dogs used to be ‘free 
to a good home’ not £2,500 because the breeder put the names of the parents’ 
breeds together in a witty way.

Don’t forget that the purchase price of the puppy is just the start of 
your financial commitment. Consider what the insurance and food 

bills will be for your puppy when it is an adult.

I’M LOOKING FOR A PUPPY NOW

Aren’t we all!

Never buy a puppy just because it is available when you are looking. This puppy 
will hopefully share your life for the next 14 years: it has to be the right one. 
Buying a puppy because it is available as you start looking, rather than waiting 
for a breeder that has done all the health testing and early rearing can saddle 
you with many years of expensive vet trips and intense training with an expert. 

The best things come to those who wait! Sometimes walking away from the 
immediate option is a hard choice, but the best thing for you to do. The cynical 
part of me also has to ask why these puppies are still available when they are 
ready to move to their new homes in 2 weeks. What does everyone else know 
that you don’t…
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Do not buy your puppy through Facebook or Instagram. I cannot stress 
this enough. A puppy is a living, emotional being and you need to choose with 
care who you are bringing into your family for the next 14 years. Puppies sold 
on social media are predominately from puppy farms. These are horrific, cruel 
places that will give your puppy the worst start in life, and your puppy may 
come to you already having behavioural issues. Worse, many are brought into 
the country illegally from foreign puppy farms, bringing a host of health issues 
and a truly terrifying start to your puppy’s life. Puppies are brought over in bulk 
- as not all are expected to survive the journey. Puppy farms often have very 
sleek websites – don’t be taken in. 

Other puppies that can sometimes be found on social 
media sites are occasional litters from family pets. Now, 
in my opinion, all dogs should be pets, but not all owners 
are breeders. Knowing what experiences a puppy needs to 
encounter at which developmental stage is a breeders job, 
without this in place new owners can be left with a training 
mountain to navigate over, above and beyond normal 
puppy training and socialisation.

If you are looking for a specific breed, please contact 
the breed club. They can put you in touch with breeders 
that care deeply about the health of your pet, and will do 
all the relevant health screening. If you are looking for 
a crossbreed, speak to your vet to see if they have any 
recommendations, or contact groups about these dogs.
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WHERE TO LOOK

WHAT TO LOOK FOR

Not all dogs are the same! 

Think carefully about what type of dog will fit in your life before you start 
looking. How many hours out of each day do you have to walk the dog, 
regardless of rain and cold? How much time can you spend grooming? Do you 
want a high drive, active dog, or a dog to chill out with you in the garden? What 
age are your children, or will there be children or grandchildren in the future? 
Getting the wrong dog for your circumstances can be miserable, for you and the 
dog. Do your homework!



HOW TO BUY A PUPPY BY CLAIRE JOHNSON DOG TRAINING

WHEN TO WALK AWAY

HOW TO PICK YOUR BREEDER

This is so important. Why? 

Because puppy farmers are getting very ingenious at hiding the true origins of 
your puppy, so much so, it has become an organised crime. 

When you have your list of recommendations from the sources above, again, do 
your homework. I would Google their contact information. Does their website 
advertise lots of different breeds, is their mobile number linked to lots of 
different litters for sale online, if so it is likely you have stumbled onto a puppy 
farmer. 

You want a breeder that will ask you as many questions as you ask them. 
Who wants to be sure that you can offer their precious bundle the best possible 
life. They should offer you lots of advice, they should want occasional updates of 
the dog as it grows up, and they should always offer to take it back no questions 
asked if this is required at some point in the future to save the puppy entering 
the rescue system. They will want to meet you in person before committing to 
offering you a puppy, and they should show you adult dogs so you fully realise 
what you will be living with. When you visit, does the house look lived in? Are 
there photos of the family or the dogs around. Puppy farmers are now even 
renting houses as a front to sell puppies.

 “I went to visit, and once I arrived I knew it was wrong, but I couldn’t leave 
the puppy in those conditions.”

I have lost count of the times that I have been told:

If anything doesn’t feel right you MUST walk away. By buying that puppy 
not only are you validating the ‘breeders’ practices with hundreds or thousands 
of pounds, but you are condemning the poor mother to remaining as a puppy-
making machine. You are also taking a risk of financially burdening yourself by 
taking on a puppy with chronic health problems. Now, I’m not heartless, you 
shouldn’t do nothing. 

Walk away and then report them. That way you won’t have saved just one 
puppy, but the whole litter, the mother and possibly countless future puppies 
and families.
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HOW TO PICK YOUR PUPPY

So… we all know this advice… 

… go for the outgoing puppy that isn’t frightened of bangs but is the first to run 
over to you. Well, yes and no. If you have an energetic breed or cross and plan 
to have the puppy around children, then maybe the bolshy puppy who is used 
to getting everything first isn’t for you!

Bear in mind that puppy visits are often 
only 2 hours. You might be visiting just after 
an exciting playtime or new adventure (such 
as the puppies going in the garden) and even 
the most active puppies will snooze right 
through most of your visit. 

Describe your lifestyle to the breeder, 
and what you are looking for in your 
new companion. Listen to what they say 
and be guided by them; they spend their 
every waking (and most sleeping!) moments 
with these puppies. They know their true 
characters.

Make sure you ask them how they intend to rear the puppies - they should be 
able to tell you at length! 

Never buy a puppy anywhere other than where it was raised. No breeder 
has time to meet you halfway at a service station to drop off a puppy - this is a 
very high risk sign that you are speaking with a puppy farmer. 

Always see the puppy in the puppy pen where it was raised with the 
litter and the mum. The breeder should also want to send you (or put online) 
photos of the litter growing up. Seeing the mum is so important - not only can 
you see that she lives with the person selling the puppies, but you can see her 
general health, and very importantly, her character. If the mum is nervous or 
acts aggressively towards visitors, you are seeing a window into your puppy’s 
potential future. You want a puppy from a calm, well rounded adult.
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THINGS YOU SHOULD NEVER LEAVE WITHOUT

Once you have handed your money over to the breeder there are 
certain things you shouldn’t leave without;

• The puppy!
• Microchip documentation and an understanding of how to change the details 

to your contact information.
• Paperwork regarding any vaccinations given.
• A record of worming to date, and instructions on when the puppy needs 

worming again.
• The food the breeder has been feeding and instructions on how much to 

feed and when.
• If your puppy is a pedigree, the Kennel Club registration certificate and a copy 

of the pedigree.
• Breeder contact information for ongoing questions.

Claire has been working with puppies and helping owners 
find their new family members for 20 years. If you are about 
to add a gorgeous bundle of fur into your family why not take 
a look at www.ownersbestfriend.com to see how she can set 
you on the very best path. Claire is not only passionate about 
matching the right puppies with the right owners, but with 
training with the goal to create the perfect family member, 
not the next Crufts Obedience Champion.

http://www.ownersbestfriend.com 

