
 
 
 
 

 

 

Word cloud of the frequency of breeds identified in serious dog bite injuries in a 4-year review of 1616 
consecutive dog bite injuries treated at Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta (CHOA), a level I trauma center. 
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DogsBite.org is a national dog bite victims’ group dedicated to reducing serious 
dog attacks. Through our work, we hope to protect both people and pets from 
future attacks. Our website contains a wide collection of data to help policy-
makers and citizens learn about dangerous dogs. Our research focuses on pit 
bull type dogs. Due to selective breeding practices that emphasize aggression 
and tenacity, this class of dogs negatively impacts communities the most. 
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Summary of Key Peer-Reviewed Medical Studies (2011-2020) 

Over the last nine years, 14 peer-reviewed retrospective medical studies from 
Level 1 trauma centers spanning all major geographical regions in the United 
States—Northeast, Southeast, South, Southwest, Midwest, West Coast and 
Northwest—all report similar findings.1 Pit bulls are inflicting a higher prevalence of 
injuries than all other breeds of dogs. The majority of these studies (12 of 14) also 
report that pit bulls are inflicting the most severe injuries, requiring a higher number 
of operative interventions—up to five times higher—than all other dog breeds. 

Four additional studies from this period, all from Level 1 trauma centers in the 
Denver metro area, show a mixture of results, likely due to Denver and the 
surrounding metropolitan regions enforcing pit bull bans for the last three decades.2 

For brevity we are summarizing five of these studies. The first, Dog-Bite Injuries 
to the Craniofacial Region: An Epidemiologic and Pattern-of-Injury Review at a Level 
1 Trauma Center, is a 10-year review (2009-2018) of all facial and associated injuries 
from a regional Level 1 trauma center in West Virginia, Charleston Area Medical 
Center, the state’s largest hospital. The study included 182 patients and found that 
pit bulls inflicted the most complex wounds, 63%, the most mauling injuries, 71%, 
and the most fractures, 47%, within the top-biting breeds. Furthermore, pit bulls 
were 2.7 times more likely to attack off property and often attacked unprovoked. 

 “The data showed that compared with other dog breeds, pit bull terriers 
inflicted more complex wounds, were often unprovoked, and went off 
property to attack ... The probability of a bite resulting in a complex 
wound was 4.4 times higher for pit bulls compared with the other top-
biting breeds ... and the odds of an off-property attack by a pit bull was 
2.7 times greater than that for all other breeds.” 

 The second study, Characteristics of 1616 Consecutive Dog Bite Injuries at a 
Single Institution (2017), is a 4-year review of Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta, the 
only pediatric Level 1 trauma center in Georgia. The large-scale study included 1616 
pediatric patients and concluded that “operative intervention was more than 3 times 
as likely to be associated with a pit bull injury than with any other breed” and that 
“pit bull breeds were more than 2.5 times as likely as other breeds to bite in multiple 
anatomical locations.” Their findings showed that compared to other dog breeds, pit 
bulls inflicted a higher frequency of injuries and pit bull injuries were more severe. 

“Our data were consistent with others, in that an operative intervention 
was more than 3 times as likely to be associated with a pit bull injury 
than with any other breed. Half of the operations performed on children 
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in this study as well as the only mortality resulted from a pit bull injury. 
Our data revealed that pit bull breeds were more than 2.5 times as likely 
as other breeds to bite in multiple anatomical locations … Our data 
confirm what detractors of the breed and child advocates suggest—that, 
with rare exceptions, children and pit bulls do not mix well.” 

The third study, Dog Bites of the Head and Neck: An Evaluation of a Common 
Pediatric Trauma and Associated Treatment (2015), is a review of 334 dog bite cases 
from the University of California Davis Medical Center, a Level I trauma center in 
Sacramento. The study found that pit bulls inflicted a higher frequency of injuries 
and a higher severity of injuries—had 5 times the relative rate of surgical 
intervention—compared to other dog breeds. The study also concluded that, “pit bull 
terriers were significantly more likely to bite a patient without provocation” and were 
“more likely to bite a stranger without provocation.” 

“334 unique dog bites were identified, of which 101 involved the head 
and neck … Of the more than 8 different breeds identified, one-third 
were caused by pit bull terriers and resulted in the highest rate of 
consultation (94%) and had 5 times the relative rate of surgical 
intervention. Unlike all other breeds, pit bull terriers were relatively 
more likely to attack an unknown individual, and without provocation.” 

The fourth study, Mortality, Mauling, and Maiming by Vicious Dogs (2011), is a 
retrospective review of 228 dog bite patients admitted to the Level I trauma center at 
University Hospital San Antonio from 1994 to 2009 and treated by the Trauma and 
Emergency Surgery Service. The examination of these cases showed that compared to 
attacks by other breeds of dogs, attacks by pit bulls were associated with a higher 
median Injury Severity Scale score, a higher risk of an admission Glasglow Coma 
Scale score of 8 or lower (≤8 = severe head or brain injury), higher median hospital 
charges and a higher risk of death. 

“Conclusions: Attacks by pit bulls are associated with higher morbidity 
rates, higher hospital charges, and a higher risk of death than are attacks 
by other breeds of dogs. Strict regulation of pit bulls may substantially 
reduce the US mortality rates related to dog bites.” 

“The attack pattern of pit bulls is different from that of other dogs. With 
other dogs, children are usually at highest risk of being bitten. In 
contrast, pit bulls seem to attack adults almost as frequently as they 
attack children. Pit bulls not only are notorious for their indiscriminate 
attack pattern but also are well known for the tenacity with which they 
continue with an attack.” 
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Breed-Specific Findings in Peer-Reviewed Literature 

During this same 9-year period, there were also four peer-reviewed Level 1 
trauma studies from the Denver region, including a large-scale pediatric study 
carried out at Colorado Children’s Hospital, published in 2013. The study involved 
537 patients during the years of 2003 to 2008. Over a decade earlier, in 1989, Denver 
enacted a pit bull ban. No one is surprised that findings in the Denver region are 
different than the rest of the country. The pediatric study found a lower prevalence of 
pit bull injuries compared to other dog breeds. The study states in part: 

“Pit bulls were banned in Denver because of several gruesome maulings 
and fatalities that occurred between 1984 and 1989. Our study found 11 
victims of pit bull bites from 2003 to 2008, including the patient who 
suffered the most extensive injuries and the longest hospitalization.” 

The prevalence of pit bull injuries was lower in Denver due to the ban, but the 
severity of injury when a pit bull was involved in an attack remained the same. 

The primary reason why local governments choose to adopt breed-specific laws 
is to prevent damaging and disfiguring attacks by breeds of dogs, chiefly pit bulls, 
which have well identified severe injury risks, as well as fatal injury risks. 

From a national perspective, Denver is the “control factor” in all of these 18 
studies. Furthermore, in a 2017 meta-study published in the Journal of the American 
Society of Plastic Surgeons, they reviewed all peer-reviewed dog bite studies in the 
United States from 1958 to 2016.3 Part of their findings include: 

“Since 2001, Pit Bull type breeds have accounted for the largest subset of 
dog bites reported in the medical literature (37.5%) … In addition to 
these findings, we evaluated the effectiveness of breed specific legislation 
in Denver, CO, the largest jurisdiction in the United States with a pit bull 
ban in place. Since 2001, 5.7% of bites in Denver, CO were attributed to 
Pit Bull type breeds compared to 54.4% in the remainder of the United 
States.” 

Only 5.7% in Denver versus 54.4% in the remainder of the U.S.   

The authors also state: “To our knowledge, this is the first systematic review 
devoted to breed responsible for severe dog bites in the peer-reviewed literature, as 
well as the first report evaluating breed specific legislation in the United States. Our 
data suggest that breed specific legislation may be effective in reducing the incidence 
of dog bites attributed to breeds that are regulated.” 
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