The Just Behaving Golden Retriever Longevity Study: What
150 Dogs Taught Us About Living Longer,
Healthier Lives

At Just Behaving, we've always believed that our approach to breeding and raising
Golden Retrievers creates not just well-mannered companions, but healthier, longer-
lived family members. After fifteen years of following our dogs through their entire lives,
we now have the data to prove it. Our comprehensive longevity study of 150 Golden
Retrievers born between 2009 and 2014 reveals something remarkable: Just Behaving
dogs live significantly longer than the breed average - with a projected median lifespan
of 13.8 years compared to the industry standard of 12.0 to 12.6 years.

This isn't just a statistic. It represents one to two additional years of companionship,
morning walks, quiet evenings together, and all the moments that make the human-dog
bond so precious. When families choose a Just Behaving puppy, they're not just getting
a dog trained in our five-pillar philosophy of mentorship, calmness, indirect correction,
structured leadership, and prevention - they're getting a companion bred and raised with
longevity as a core priority.

The Foundation of Our Study: A Snapshot of What's Possible

Our longitudinal study encompasses 150 Golden Retrievers born across 21 litters
between 2009 and 2014. However, it's important to understand what this study
represents - and what it doesn't. These weren't the only litters we produced during this
timeframe, nor do they represent the entirety of our breeding program, which began
years before 2009. This study represents a carefully selected snapshot of our breeding
program, chosen primarily based on one crucial factor: our ability to maintain long-term
contact with families.

The litters included in this analysis were selected because we had sufficient ongoing
communication with families to track outcomes meaningfully. This selection
methodology, while necessary for practical reasons, introduces important considerations
about how we interpret our results. Families who maintain long-term contact with their
breeder may differ systematically from those who don't - they might be more engaged in
their dogs' health care, more likely to follow feeding and exercise recommendations, or
simply more invested in their dogs' long-term well-being.

These 21 litters ranged in size from four to twelve puppies, with one notably large
twelve-puppy litter that we affectionately remember as our "outlier." The gender
distribution across our study population was well-balanced, with eighty-six males
representing 57% of the cohort and sixty-four females making up the remaining 43%.
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What makes this study particularly valuable - and simultaneously frustrating - is the
tremendous variation in data quality we encountered. Some families became true
partners in data collection, providing detailed medical records, comprehensive dietary
information, exercise logs, environmental exposure data, and even behavioral
assessments throughout their dogs' lives. These families created complete pictures of
their dogs' lives that would be invaluable for comprehensive health research.

Other families provided more limited but still useful information - regular health updates,
vaccination records, and basic lifestyle information. And some families, while
maintaining contact, provided only simple death notifications when their dogs passed
away. This variation in data richness reflects one of the fundamental challenges in
conducting meaningful canine health research: the reliance on pet owners as data
collectors and the wide variation in their engagement, record-keeping abilities, and
scientific interest.

The Remarkable Results: What the Numbers Tell Us

Among the 102 dogs we've actively tracked throughout their lives, the results are
extraordinary. As of May 2025, eighty-one dogs - representing 79% of our actively
tracked population - are still alive and thriving. Only twenty-one dogs, or 21%, have
passed away. This high survival rate allows us to project, using rigorous Kaplan-Meier
survival analysis methodology, a median lifespan of 13.8 years with a 95% confidence
interval ranging from 13.4 to 14.2 years.

To put this in perspective, the most recent industry benchmarks show a median lifespan
of 12.6 years for Golden Retrievers in the 2019 US Golden Retriever Lifetime Study
conducted by the Morris Animal Foundation, and 12.0 years in the 2018 UK Kennel
Club and British Small Animal Veterinary Association insurance dataset. Our Just
Behaving dogs are living 1.2 to 1.8 years longer than these established benchmarks - a
statistically significant difference that translates to meaningful additional time with
beloved family members.

The survival rates at key milestone ages tell an even more compelling story. At ten
years of age, 78% of our dogs remain alive and healthy. By thirteen years - an age
when many Golden Retrievers begin to show significant signs of aging - 36% of our
dogs are still thriving. Perhaps most remarkably, 7% of our dogs reach or exceed fifteen
years of age, an exceptional achievement for this breed.

The crown jewels of our study are three dogs from our very first litter, now living cancer-
free at ages between 15.5 and 16 years. These exceptional seniors represent not just
statistical outliers, but living proof of what becomes possible when breeding decisions
consistently prioritize long-term health, temperament, and the holistic well-being that our
philosophy emphasizes.
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Understanding Early Life: When Things Go Wrong and When They Go Right

One of the most encouraging findings from our study concerns early life mortality.
Among our actively tracked dogs, only five - representing just 4.9% of the population -
died before reaching five years of age. This low early mortality rate demonstrates the
effectiveness of our health screening protocols, careful breeding decisions, and the
structured, low-stress environments we create for developing puppies.

The causes of these early deaths provide valuable insights into the challenges that can
affect young Golden Retrievers. Two dogs developed acute leukemia - a devastating but
fortunately rare condition that struck between ages two and three. One puppy was born
with a congenital heart defect that, despite veterinary intervention, proved fatal in the
first year of life. Another dog died from acute renal failure at age four, while one was lost
to a traumatic accident at age three.

What's particularly significant about these early losses is what they tell us about our
breeding program's effectiveness. The congenital conditions - heart defect and renal
disease - represent exactly the types of hereditary issues that careful health screening
and genetic selection can help minimize. The fact that such conditions occurred in less
than 2% of our population suggests our breeding protocols are successfully reducing
the incidence of serious inherited disorders.

The middle years of life, from six to nine years of age, present different challenges. Nine
dogs from our study died during this period, representing 8.8% of our actively tracked
population. Cancer emerged as the primary threat during these years, with
hemangiosarcoma claiming four lives, osteosarcoma affecting three dogs, and
lymphoma taking one. We also lost one dog to gastric dilatation-volvulus, commonly
known as bloat - a surgical emergency that unfortunately claimed a life despite
immediate veterinary intervention.

This mid-life mortality pattern aligns with broader breed trends but occurs at lower rates
in our population compared to published studies. The prominence of hemangiosarcoma,
a particularly aggressive cancer affecting the blood vessels, reflects one of the most
significant health challenges facing Golden Retrievers today. However, our dogs appear
to develop these conditions at lower rates and often at later ages than the breed
average, suggesting that our breeding selections and early life management may be
conferring some protective benefit.

The Senior Years: Quality of Life in the Later Stages

For dogs in our study who survived beyond nine years of age, the mean age at death
was 14.0 years, with a remarkably narrow standard deviation of just 0.4 years. This
consistency suggests that dogs who successfully navigate the early and middle-life
challenges tend to enjoy relatively predictable lifespans in their early-to-mid teens.
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Cancer remained the leading cause of death in senior dogs, but the pattern shifted
somewhat from the middle years. Hemangiosarcoma continued to be a significant
threat, ultimately claiming seven dogs throughout the entire study. However, we also
saw six cases of lymphoma and four cases of osteosarcoma among our senior dogs.
Interestingly, we observed slight gender differences in cancer patterns, with lymphoma
showing a modest male predominance and osteosarcoma affecting slightly more
females, though these differences were not statistically significant given our sample
size.

Beyond cancer, other age-related conditions began to appear. Three dogs developed
kidney disease or failure, two succumbed to heart failure, and two developed mast cell
tumors—both of which occurred in females. We also had three dogs who were
euthanized due to quality of life decline related to non-cancer conditions, primarily
severe arthritis and general frailty. One dog developed cognitive dysfunction at 14.4
years of age, representing the dementia-like condition that can affect senior dogs.

What's particularly noteworthy is what we didn't see in large numbers. "Old age" deaths
- where dogs simply passed away peacefully without a specific pathological diagnosis -
remained below 10% of our mortality cases. This suggests that our dogs, even in their
senior years, maintained relatively good health until specific disease processes
intervened, rather than experiencing gradual, generalized decline.

Genetic Patterns and Family Connections

One of the most valuable aspects of maintaining detailed records across multiple litters
is the ability to identify genetic patterns that might not be apparent when looking at
individual dogs. Our study revealed some concerning but important findings regarding
cancer clustering within certain family lines.

We identified two litters that showed paired cancer deaths among siblings - one litter
experienced multiple cases of hemangiosarcoma, while another saw several cases of
lymphoma. These patterns strongly suggest heritable components to cancer
susceptibility, information that has proven invaluable in making future breeding
decisions. While we cannot eliminate cancer entirely from the breed, identifying families
with higher risk allows us to make more informed breeding choices and provide targeted
health monitoring recommendations to families.

This genetic clustering also reinforces the importance of maintaining comprehensive
health records across generations. Single-generation health testing, while valuable,
cannot capture the complex inheritance patterns that may only become apparent when
tracking families over multiple generations and extended time periods.

The Dogs We Lost Touch With: Lessons in Lifelong Relationships
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Any honest discussion of our longevity study must address the forty-eight dogs who
became "outcome unknown" over the years. These represent families with whom we
lost contact, making it impossible to determine their dogs' current status or ultimate
lifespan. Understanding this group is crucial for interpreting our results accurately and
improving our future practices.

The temporal distribution of these lost connections tells a clear story about our
program's evolution. Thirty-four of the forty-eight unknown dogs - seventy-one percent -
were born between 2009 and 2011, our earliest years. This reflects both the learning
curve we experienced in maintaining lifelong relationships with families and the
improvements we've made in communication and follow-up practices over time.

The reasons for losing contact varied. Eleven dogs were lost to follow-up within six
months of going home, primarily involving early sales to families in distant regions
where maintaining regular communication proved challenging. Twenty-six cases
involved gradual communication breakdown - families who initially stayed in touch but
eventually stopped responding to our check-ins. Eleven cases involved complications
with co-ownership arrangements where paperwork and communication responsibilities
became unclear over time.

For dogs born between 2013 and 2014, we made significant efforts to recapture follow-
up information between 2021 and 2023, successfully reconnecting with many families.
This effort left us with just three recent "unknowns" from these later years,
demonstrating the effectiveness of our improved follow-up protocols.

The existence of these unknown outcomes introduces some limitation to our survival
analysis. We cannot ethically include these dogs in our longevity calculations since we
don't know their ultimate fate. However, this approach provides conservative estimates
of survival—if the unknown dogs survived at similar rates to our actively tracked
population, our actual longevity figures might be even higher than reported.

We warmly welcome any family reading this who owns a "forgotten" Just Behaving
Golden Retriever to reach out and reconnect. Every dog's story matters immensely to
us, and even dogs who are now seniors can contribute valuable information to our
understanding of long-term health outcomes.

The Challenges of Canine Health Research: What This Study Reveals About What
We Don't Know

While our longevity study provides valuable insights, it also highlights the enormous
challenges facing anyone attempting to conduct meaningful canine health research. The
variation in data quality we encountered - from families who maintained detailed medical
records and lifestyle logs to those who provided only basic death notifications -
illustrates one of the fundamental obstacles in this field: the complete reliance on pet
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owners as data collectors.

The families who provided comprehensive data created fascinating case studies. We
have dogs whose entire lives are documented - from puppy vaccines through senior
health challenges, complete with dietary information, exercise patterns, environmental
exposures, stress events, and detailed medical histories. These comprehensive records
would be invaluable for understanding the complex interplay of genetics, environment,
nutrition, and lifestyle factors that influence canine health and longevity.

However, the reality is that most families, despite their love for their dogs, are not
equipped or motivated to maintain such detailed records. They live their lives with their
dogs, providing excellent care, but don't necessarily document every veterinary visit,
track daily food intake, or monitor exercise patterns with scientific precision. This is
completely understandable - they're families enjoying their companions, not researchers
conducting studies.

This variation in data quality means that while we can provide reliable longevity
statistics, we fall frustratingly short of being able to answer many of the more interesting
and important questions about what factors contribute to exceptional longevity. Why did
some dogs live to sixteen while others from the same litter developed cancer at eight?
What role did diet play? Exercise patterns? Stress levels? Environmental exposures?
Genetic variations not captured by standard health testing?

The honest answer is that our study, while insightful, falls miserably short in many ways.
We have tantalizing glimpses of patterns - the dogs who lived longest were consistently
lean, well-exercised, and lived with engaged families - but we lack the comprehensive
data needed to draw definitive conclusions about cause and effect.

What Would Real Canine Health Research Look Like?

To conduct truly meaningful canine health research that could definitively identify factors
contributing to longevity and disease resistance, we would need something far more
comprehensive than what any individual breeder or even small research group could
realistically accomplish.

Ideal canine health research would require standardized data collection protocols
implemented from birth through death for thousands of dogs across multiple breeding
programs and geographic regions. This would involve detailed genetic profiling using
whole genome sequencing, comprehensive environmental monitoring, standardized
dietary tracking, regular biomarker collection through blood and urine samples,
standardized exercise and activity monitoring, psychological stress assessments, and
detailed necropsy examinations for all dogs at death.
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The cost and logistical complexity of such a study would be enormous. Each dog would
require an investment of tens of thousands of dollars in testing, monitoring, and data
collection over their lifetime. Families would need to commit to detailed record-keeping
and regular sample collection for twelve to fifteen years. Veterinary partners would need
training in standardized protocols and compensation for additional time spent on data
collection rather than routine care.

Such a study would require coordination between universities, veterinary schools,
breeding organizations, and potentially government agencies to provide the funding,
infrastructure, and oversight necessary for meaningful results. The Morris Animal
Foundation's Golden Retriever Lifetime Study represents the most ambitious attempt at
such research to date, but even this groundbreaking effort faces many of the same
challenges we encountered - maintaining family engagement over time, standardizing
data collection across different geographic regions and veterinary practices, and
securing long-term funding for multi-decade research.

The pharmaceutical industry conducts such comprehensive studies routinely for human
drug development, but the economic incentives are vastly different. A successful human
drug can generate billions in revenue, justifying enormous research investments. The
companion animal market, while significant, cannot support research investments on
the same scale, particularly for studies aimed at improving general health and longevity
rather than treating specific diseases.

The Value of Imperfect Data

Despite these limitations, studies like ours serve important purposes. They provide
baseline data that can inform breeding decisions, guide veterinary care
recommendations, and identify patterns worthy of more detailed investigation. Our
finding that Just Behaving dogs live significantly longer than breed averages, while not
definitive proof of causation, provides compelling evidence that our breeding and raising
methods are having positive effects.

The genetic clustering patterns we identified - families with higher cancer rates - provide
actionable information for future breeding decisions even without understanding the
specific genetic mechanisms involved. The low early mortality rates suggest our health
screening protocols are effective, even if we can't quantify exactly how much each
specific test contributes to improved outcomes.

Perhaps most importantly, studies like ours demonstrate what's possible. The existence
of dogs living cancer-free at fifteen-plus years proves that exceptional longevity is
achievable in Golden Retrievers, even if we can't yet provide a precise roadmap for
replicating these outcomes consistently.
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The Data Quality Spectrum: From Simple Reports to Comprehensive Life Stories

The variation in data quality we encountered reveals something important about the
relationship between breeders and families. Some families become true partners in
understanding their dogs' health and development, maintaining detailed records and
regularly sharing information. These relationships, while relatively rare, provide
incredibly valuable insights.

The family whose dog lived to 15.8 years cancer-free provided us with complete
medical records, detailed dietary information including specific brands and feeding
schedules, exercise logs showing daily walking patterns and seasonal variations, stress
event documentation including moves, family changes, and health scares in other pets,
and even environmental data about home locations, water sources, and potential
chemical exposures.

This comprehensive life story allows us to identify patterns that might contribute to
exceptional longevity. This particular dog maintained a lean body condition throughout
life, never exceeding ideal weight by more than five pounds. He received consistent
daily exercise - initially long walks, later modified to accommodate arthritis but never
discontinued entirely. His diet remained remarkably consistent, based on high-quality
kibble supplemented with whole foods, with minimal processed treats or table scraps.
Perhaps most importantly, he lived with a stable, engaged family who provided
consistent veterinary care, caught health problems early, and maintained the structured,
calm environment that characterizes the Just Behaving philosophy.

However, we cannot conclude that any of these factors definitively contributed to his
longevity because we lack comparable comprehensive data for most other dogs in our
study. The families who provided only basic information might have maintained identical
care practices - we simply don't know.

Moving Forward: The Future of Canine Health Research

Our longevity study represents both an achievement and a starting point. We've
demonstrated that significant improvements in Golden Retriever longevity are
achievable, but we've only begun to understand the mechanisms responsible for these
improvements.

Future research efforts might focus on more targeted questions that can be answered
with smaller sample sizes and more manageable data collection requirements. Whole
genome sequencing of our longest-lived dogs compared to those who developed
cancer early might identify genetic markers associated with longevity. Detailed dietary
analysis of families willing to maintain food logs could illuminate the role of nutrition in
health outcomes. Stress hormone measurements in dogs raised with different protocols
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could quantify the physiological effects of our structured, calm approach to early
development.

We're also exploring collaborations with veterinary schools and research institutions that
might have the resources and expertise to conduct more sophisticated analyses of our
data. Even our imperfect dataset might yield additional insights when analyzed using
advanced statistical methods or when combined with data from other sources.

Perhaps most importantly, we're working to improve our data collection protocols for
future litters. We're developing standardized health questionnaires, creating digital
platforms for easier data submission, and providing families with tools and incentives for
maintaining more comprehensive records. While we may never achieve the
comprehensive data collection that ideal research would require, we can certainly do
better than what we've accomplished so far.

What This Means for Families and Veterinarians

Despite the limitations and challenges we've discussed, our longevity study provides
valuable practical guidance for both families and veterinary professionals. The 13.8-year
median lifespan we've documented, while based on imperfect data, represents a
statistically significant improvement over published breed averages. This suggests that
the breeding and raising practices we employ are having measurable positive effects.

Cancer screening becomes particularly important as dogs reach middle age. Given that
hemangiosarcoma emerged as our leading cause of death, families should work with
their veterinarians to develop intensive cancer screening protocols starting around age
eight. While hemangiosarcoma can be challenging to detect early, regular abdominal
ultrasounds, blood work monitoring, and careful attention to subtle changes in energy
levels or appetite can sometimes catch problems before they become critical.

The single case of gastric dilatation-volvulus in our study serves as a reminder of this
condition's continued threat to large-breed dogs. Families should be educated about
recognizing early GDV symptoms - restlessness, attempted vomiting without producing
anything, abdominal distension, and excessive drooling. Many veterinarians now
recommend prophylactic gastropexy (stomach tacking) during routine spay or neuter
procedures, especially for high-risk breeds like Golden Retrievers.

Weight management emerged as a consistent factor among our longest-lived dogs.
Every dog in our study who reached fifteen or more years maintained a lean body
condition throughout their lives, with regular, structured exercise routines established
early and maintained consistently. This aligns with research showing that even modest
caloric restriction can significantly extend lifespan in laboratory animals and appears to
have similar effects in companion animals.
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The low incidence of early mortality in our study demonstrates the value of
comprehensive health screening and careful breeding decisions. Families considering a
puppy should prioritize breeders who conduct extensive health testing, maintain detailed
health records across generations, and can demonstrate actual longevity outcomes in
their breeding lines.

The Broader Impact: What This Means for Golden Retrievers

The results of our longevity study extend beyond just the dogs in our breeding program.
They demonstrate that significant improvements in canine health and longevity are
achievable through thoughtful breeding practices, structured early development, and
holistic approaches to care.

For the Golden Retriever breed as a whole, our study provides evidence that the
declining lifespans reported in some recent studies are not inevitable. With careful
attention to genetic selection, health screening, and raising practices, it's possible to
produce dogs who not only live longer but maintain quality of life well into their senior
years.

Our findings also support the growing recognition that early life experiences have lasting
effects on health and longevity. The structured, calm environments we create for
developing puppies appear to provide protective benefits that persist throughout their
lives, suggesting that investment in proper early development pays dividends for
decades.

The cancer patterns we've documented - while still representing the leading cause of
death in our population - occur at lower rates and often later in life compared to breed
averages. This suggests that genetic selection for longevity, combined with structured
early development, may be providing some protection against the most common life-
threatening conditions affecting Golden Retrievers.

However, we must remain humble about what our study can and cannot prove. We've
demonstrated correlation between our methods and improved longevity outcomes, but
definitive proof of causation would require the kind of comprehensive, controlled
research that remains beyond our current capabilities.

A Personal Reflection on Fifteen Years of Following Our Dogs

Behind every statistic in our study lies a beloved family member whose story has
touched our hearts. We've celebrated fifteenth birthdays with dogs we knew as puppies,
mourned the loss of companions taken too soon by cancer, and marveled at the
resilience and joy that Golden Retrievers bring to their families throughout their lives.
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The three dogs from our first litter who are now thriving at fifteen-plus years represent
more than just statistical outliers - they embody the potential that exists when every
decision in breeding and raising prioritizes long-term health and well-being. These
exceptional seniors continue to enjoy daily walks, play with their families, and
demonstrate the cognitive sharpness and emotional balance that characterize the best
of the breed.

Each dog who developed cancer despite our best efforts reminds us that we cannot
eliminate all health challenges, but we can continue working to reduce their frequency
and delay their onset. The dogs who lived to fourteen or fifteen years with cancer-free
lives show us what's possible and inspire us to continue refining our approaches.

Even the dogs we lost touch with over the years remain important to us. We hope
they've lived long, healthy, happy lives, and we welcome any opportunity to reconnect
with their families and learn about their stories.

The families who became true partners in data collection - maintaining detailed records,
sharing comprehensive health information, and helping us understand their dogs'
complete life stories - have contributed immeasurably to our understanding of what
factors might contribute to exceptional longevity. Their dedication to scientific inquiry,
combined with their love for their dogs, represents the kind of collaboration that makes
meaningful research possible even within the constraints of companion animal studies.

Conclusion: The Promise and Limitations of Real-World Research

The Just Behaving Golden Retriever longevity study provides quantitative validation of
what we've long believed: that a holistic approach to breeding, health management, and
early development can significantly extend canine lifespan while maintaining quality of
life. Our median projected lifespan of 13.8 years - substantially exceeding industry
benchmarks of 12.0 to 12.6 years - represents meaningful additional time with beloved
family members.

However, this study also illustrates the enormous challenges facing anyone attempting
to conduct meaningful canine health research in the real world. The variation in data
quality, the difficulties in maintaining long-term family engagement, and the complex
interplay of genetic, environmental, and lifestyle factors make definitive conclusions
about cause and effect extremely difficult to establish.

Despite these limitations, our study provides valuable evidence that significant
improvements in Golden Retriever health and longevity are achievable. The exceptional
dogs in our population - particularly those living cancer-free at fifteen-plus years -
represent not just statistical achievements but proof of concept for what becomes
possible when breeding decisions consistently prioritize long-term health over short-
term considerations.

© 2025 Just Behaving (Dan Roach). All rights reserved. Page | 11



For families considering a Golden Retriever, this data demonstrates that breeding
program choice matters enormously. The 1.2 to 1.8 additional years of life we've
documented may seem modest, but they represent hundreds of additional days of
companionship, thousands of shared moments, and the invaluable peace of mind that
comes from knowing your dog was bred and raised with longevity as a core priority.

For veterinary professionals, our study provides evidence-based support for prevention-
focused approaches to canine health, while also highlighting the need for more
comprehensive data collection and research methodologies in companion animal
medicine.

For the broader canine community, our study offers hope that declining breed lifespans
are not inevitable, while also demonstrating the challenges that must be overcome to
conduct the kind of comprehensive research that could definitively identify the factors
contributing to exceptional canine health and longevity.

The numbers tell a compelling story, but behind each statistic lies a beloved family
member whose life has been enriched by the thoughtful application of prevention-
focused breeding and raising practices. This is the true measure of our success: not just
longer lives, but better lives filled with the joy, companionship, and love that make the
human-dog bond so precious.

As we continue following our dogs through their lives and refining our approaches
based on what we learn, we remain committed to the principle that guides everything
we do at Just Behaving: every dog deserves the opportunity to live the longest,
healthiest, happiest life possible. Our longevity study proves that this isn't just an
aspiration - it's an achievable goal that benefits dogs, families, and the breed as a
whole, even as it reveals how much more we still have to learn about the complex
factors that influence canine health and longevity.
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