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What Four Litt le  Lines Can Tell  Us About Soundness
Every exceptional breeder of American Pit Bull Terriers 

attempts to produce dogs which stand at the apex of a triangle 
made up of a sound base and two equally important sides. 
This triangle’s two sides are “breed type”, or how closely the 
dog resembles the written standard of physical perfection and 
correct temperament and “breed character” or how well the 
dog exhibits the often “unwritten” standard of performance and 
character expected of the breed. The triangle’s base is physical 
“soundness”, meaning how close the breeder has come to 
producing a well-balanced, structurally correct dog. Remove 
either side or the base, and the dog falls short of perfection.

STANDARDS OF EXCELLENCE
Physical breed “type” can mean, very roughly, the dog’s 

ability to be recognized as the breed it is by its silhouette 
only. But type is much more: it is the expression, hair coat, 
the many parts which make 
a good American Pit Bull 
Terrier an American Pit 
Bull Terrier and not, for 
example, a good collie. 
For “type” there is a clear 
guideline available for the 
serious breeder, it is the 
written conformation show 
standard.   

The “dog conformation 
show” developed in the 
mid-1800s when an interest 
in standardizing sporting 
(hunting) dogs led to 
groups of men sitting down 
and deciding what physical 
attributes a good setter or 
pointer should have. I don’t 
believe they ever meant for 
the physical appearance of their field dogs to be separated 
from the animal’s working ability. They assumed, I’m sure, 
that the performance ability of the dogs would always be of 
primary importance. How could men of that time envision a 
future where almost all dogs would be jobless “freeloaders”?

For this reason there was never any attempt to have any 
“show” judge assess a dog’s performance abilities at a 
conformation show. That is what performance trials were 
for. Early standards for many breeds described at length the 
character of the breed, but this has gradually been done away 
with until today’s standards generally only ask the judge to 
dismiss shy animals or those who act with unwarranted human 
aggression. There is no opportunity to test breed specific traits 
in the show ring. 

And the reverse is just as true; there is no consideration 
given to a dog’s physical appearance at performance events, 

granted the animal appears sound enough to do the task. A 
national field champion retriever can be a slab sided, ewe 
necked, roached backed animal with flat feet – as long as it’s 
working character is correct. Obviously the show ring and 
the performance event need each other to assess the complete 
dog. 

Today’s APBT breeders face complications when trying 
to measure up to the second arm of the triangle, breed 
character, due to the lack of clear, written specifications as 
to what “performance” requirements are. Like many breeds, 
our dogs are no longer able to legally perform their original 
functions (the one exception for a few dogs is catch work) 
so breeders find themselves with no legal, legitimate, “breed 
specific” performance test by which our breeding stock can be 
measured. For now the American pit bull must settle for the 
rather unsatisfying position of ”Jack of all Trades”, competing 

with other breeds at the 
other breed’s own games. 
No one can dispute that 
the American Pit Bull 
Terrier has rather handily 
taken the Northern breed’s 
sport of weight pulling 
and made it their own. 
They are also excelling 
at many other events that 
other breeds have long 
dominated, however, the 
issue of a breed specific 
performance event still 
remains, and hopefully, 
with good folks working 
the problem, a venue 
fitting to the breed will be 
forth coming.

        
SOUNDNESS: THE TRIANGLE’S BASE

All three sides of our triangle are of equal important: a dog 
can be “typey” and place in the show ring and yet be unsound 
or lack breed character. A performance champion can lack 
type to the point it is unrecognizable as a member of its breed. 
When insufficient attention is given to soundness, you can 
have the heartbreaking case of a young dog being awarded 
show or performance placements yet being crippled with hip 
dysplasia as it matures. 

While there is clear criteria for physical beauty, and well 
established venues for determining performance qualities, 
those seeking to meet the “standards for soundness” have a 
less clearly marked path. 

For those seeking to determine soundness there are two 
methods which should be used together, as they augment each 
other. 
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The first is the use of health testing for soundness issues 
which cannot be seen with the eye. This includes x-rays for 
hips, elbows and patella’s and veterinarian examination of 
the eyes and heart. Depending on the breed, there are often 
specific issues which should be checked for. Your very best 
source of information on learning about these tests is the 
Orthopedic Foundation for Animals:  http://www.offa.org . 
Tests are moderate in price and absolutely essential for the 

serious breeder. 
The second method a breeder can use to evaluate their 

breeding stock is quite simple; it involves developing an eye 
for the natural correct structure of a balanced dog. This is not 
hard to do if you use the Four Lines of Balance. 

Properly using the Four Lines of Balance requires observing 
a dog in the flesh, or using a photograph of the animal in 
the correct position and either mentally, in the first case, or 
actually drawing lines on the photograph in the second case, 
the four lines of balance. 

The first illustration shows a young male American Pit Bull 
Terrier in the correct position to be examined. His hocks and 
front legs are perpendicular to the ground (very important) 
and the angle is straight from the side, level with the animal 
(not looking down on it). 

The first line is Line “A” and this is a line drawn on the 
dog’s top line. If the dog has a poor topline, meaning you 
aren’t sure exactly where the dog’s topline is, draw the line 
where it should be, evening out any roaches or dips that are 
there. 

Line “A”: The dog’s entire head must be above this line 
when it is held in a natural position.

Line “B” is perhaps the single most important line. This line 
starts at the dog’s pro-sternum and runs directly back past the 
end of the dog’s body. The pro-sternum is that pointy lump on 
the front of the dog’s chest. The muscles of the dog’s “front” 
attach to the pro-sternum, making it a very important feature. 
The pro-sternum almost always indicates the position of the 
dog’s point of shoulder. To be correct and balanced, the line 

It is absolutely necessary that the dog be positioned correctly. Hocks and 
front legs must be perpendicular to the ground. When first learning to use the 
four  lines, it is best to use photographs and actually draw the lines.  Make sure 

the photo is taken level with the dog, as shown. 

Bulldog Supply Company
P.O. Box 6201  Bryan, Texas  77805     (979) 777-4847

How To Fit Your Dog For A Collar: Measure your dog's neck and add 1
inch to the measurement. Pick the collar with the best fit. For example: If
your dog's neck measures 15 inches, and you buy the 15-19 it would be on
the 16 inch hole. If you are purchasing a padded collar, measure your
dog's neck and add 3 inches. There will not be any refunds or exchanges

                                                            for the extra large collar sizes or the padded collars

3 ply nylon collars double metal keepers & all hardware is welded.
1 ½ “.............................$10.00............( White or Black Padded......... $16.00 ).... (Reflective.......$12.00)
2"..................................$12.00............( White or Black Padded .........$18.00 ).... (Reflective.......$14.00)
Sizes (13-17) (15-19) (17-21) (19-23) (21-25)
5/8 rope leads w/bull snap 1" double ply leash w/bull snap Welded o-rings
4'............................$10.00 4'..................................$12.00 3"..........................................$2.00
6'............................$12.00 6'..................................$14.00 2 ½” Heavy Duty.................$4.00

Colors Available: Black, Red, Blue, Purple, & Green.

www.bulldogsupplycompany.com
Now buy on-line with all major credit cards.

Shipping in the U.S.A.                            Make funds payable to Bulldog Supply Company. Master Card &
$0 - $20.00....................$8.00 Visa now accepted over the phone. Personal checks will delay
$20.01 - $99.99.............$10.00 shipment for 7-10 days.
$100.00 - $150.00.........$13.00
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must divide the dog in half, leaving as much body above 
the line as below. It is a very common fault in our breed for 
the pro-sternum to be placed far too low on the dog’s body, 
indicating a very short upper arm. This restricts the dog’s 
movement and results in a weakened attachment of the upper 
arm to the ribcage. 

Line “B”: A line drawn from the pro-sternum to the rear of 
the dog should divide the dog’s body exactly in half. 

For Line “C” imagine a line dropped from the dog’s 
point of rear to the ground. With the dog’s hocks absolutely 
perpendicular to the ground, the line should drop to the front 
of the dog’s rear toes.  If the toes are much further back the 
dog has too much rear angulation with its associated problems, 
and if the feet are in front of the line the dog lacks angulation 
and will have restricted movement and agility. Lack of rear 
angulation reduces a dog’s “driving” power and leaves them 
susceptible to joint, ligament and tendon injuries.

Line “C”: Dropped from the point of the dog’s rear a line 
straight down should fall on the front of the dog’s toes.

Line “D” is drawn up the front leg of the dog, with the legs 
perpendicular to the ground. The balanced dog will have its 
entire neck in front of this line. This shows that the shoulders 
are not too far forward, another issue which can cause the dog 
to have a weaker than need be front assembly. 

Line “D”: The entire neck of the dog will be in front of a 
line drawn up the front leg of the dog.

Balance Lines and Puppies

Balance lines work on puppies as well, specifically at eight 
weeks of age. After that time pups tend to go through uneven 
growth stages which can throw the lines off until the dog 
matures. For those interested in learning more about balance 
lines and evaluating puppies would benefit from getting a 
copy of Pat Hasting’s book  “Tricks of the Trade” or DVD 

“Puppy Puzzle: The Hasting’s Approach to Evaluating the 
Structural Quality of Puppies”. You can purchase these at 
www.DogFolk.com

Please examine the photographs provided. With practice 
you can become adept at quickly running your eye over a dog 
and assessing basic balance and soundness. This is a mark of 
a good dogman or dogwoman, someone who understands and 
appreciates equally the three sides of the triangle which make 
up the superior dog! 

It is important to remember that a bulldog is a bulldog 
because of its heart. As breeders, it is our responsibility to try 
and give the dog a body which will match that heart. Certainly 
poorly structured American Pit Bull Terriers have succeeded 
in many ventures, but just think how much better they could 
have performed if they had had better structure! As a breeder, 
strive hard to give your dogs the tools they need to be the very 
best they can be. 

By Diane Jessup
WorkingPitBull.com

“According to canine structure expert Pat Hastings, the nation’s most 
prolific puppy evaluator, the age of 8 weeks is the only age at which to get an 
accurate reading of future structure. Using the balance lines, look for a pup 
with a good straight back, a pro-sternum line that bisects the body as closely 
to the middle as possible, make sure the neck is in front of a line drawn up the 
front leg. This photo makes it impossible to gage rear angulation as the pup’s 

rear legs are stretched back too far.”  (Photo by Diane Jessup)  

“By studying this picture you can see how the balance lines can show just 
how badly out of balance a dog can be. This poor fellow’s pro-sternum line is far 
down on his body (not bisecting it in half) showing that he has an extremely short 
upper arm. This is part of the reason why his head does not clear his back line. 
His topline is very poor, and he lacks rear angulation. Even with a true bulldog 
heart, this animal would be at a disadvantage in activities where strength and 

agility are needed.”  (Photo by Diane Jessup)


