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DOG BREEDS

The Cairn terrier is a sturdy, small dog 
with a long history as a dog that is raised 
to locate and burrow small prey (such as 
badgers or rats), and bark to summon a 
hunter or owner. 

Originating in the Scottish highlands and 
Isle of Skye in the 1500s, this is one of the 
oldest breeds of terrier and is an original 
Scottish working dog.  The Cairn Terrier is 
related to the Skye, West Highland White, 
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and Scottish Terriers and all of these 
dogs were considered the same breed 
until the 1900s when they began to be 
bred separately.

“Cairns” are human-created mounds of 
stone that are arranged in a cone shape, 
often used to mark properties or grave 
sites. The Cairn Terrier was developed so 
the dogs could squeeze or dig into these 
cairns and bark at prey until their human 
arrived to capture and kill it.

Jen deHaan

1A Cairn Terrier is an alert and intelligent dog.

www.dogthusiast.com/breeds

CAIRN TERRIER
From the cairns of Scotland to the living room

Cairn Terriers have a long history of chasing vermin or prey 
for their human companions. Lively and affectionate, these 
small dogs are known for their intelligence and feisty nature. 
They are also at times known to be stubborn, independent 
thinkers - but that’s also why they’re loved so much by their 
families.

Cairn Terrier
CONTENTS:

Jobs
A Cairn Terrier is often used for tracking 
and hunting, and sometimes as a 
watchdog. However, due to their overt 
friendliness, you might only be able to 
count on alert-barking since many Cairn 
Terriers would show the intruder into 
the house and lead them directly to the 
valuables. 

Numerous Cairns have also had acting 
jobs, starring as Toto in productions of 
The Wizard of Oz.

Cairn Terriers were bred to track down prey, but do 
very well in a household when well-exercised. 

1 History Origin of the breed
1 Jobs Giving your Cairn a job
2 Build and appearance
2 Grooming Tending to their 

shedding fur, nails, and more
2 Exercise Reducing boredom 

and frustration
3 Behavior and temperament 

Energy, intelligence and more
3 Health Genetics and life 

expectancy
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Cairn terriers are often considered to be 
a “big dog in a small package”, taking 
into account both their temperaments 
and sturdy structure. Despite this 
reputation, a Cairn is small, short-legged, 
and sturdy with a head that is broad in 
comparison with the rest of its body. Its 
ideal height ranges between 9 and 13 
inches, and weight between 13 and 18 
pounds. The Cairn has a medium length 
muzzle and tail, the latter of which 
should resemble the shape a carrot, and 
prick ears. 

This breed has a double coat, which 
includes a short wiry outer coat that is 
weather resistant, and a short, dense, 
and soft undercoat for warmth. Their fur 
can be any color except for white, and 
will often change color between puppy 
and adulthood, and sometimes even as 
they age in later years. Many Cairns have 
darker fur on their muzzle, ears, and tail 
tip. A coat of many colors

It’s common for the fur of a Cairn Terrier to change color between 
puppy and adulthood. However, the coat can also continue to 
change throughout a Cairn’s life.

A Cairn Terrier weighs between 13 and 18 lbs.

Build and appearance

Exercise is important, because Cairn Terriers really love their dinner.
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Understanding behavior characteristics that are typical for a 
breed is important before you commit to a companion for up 
to 16 years.
Cairn Terriers are well known for their 
lively, animated, alert, and intelligent 
nature. Cairns are friendly and 
affectionate dogs who do well with 
children. They are tough and sturdy 
small dogs, who often believe their 
dimensions are quite different from what 
they are in real life. A 15 pound Cairn 
Terrier may think she rivals the size and 
strength of a St. Bernard. 

Cairn Terriers, like many terrier breeds, 
are independent thinkers, because 
that is what they were bred to do while 
tracking and hunting their prey on their 
own. They tend to think for themselves 
and might act stubborn, so a Cairn 
must know what is in it for them when 
you ask them to do something, such 
as “come”. This terrier has a strong prey 
drive because of their genetics, so they 
are naturally apt to chase other small 
animals or rodents. As such, it’s generally 
not safe to allow a Cairn Terrier to run 
off-leash without extensive training 
and practice of chasing recall on a long 
line. The Cairn also loves to explore and 

Behavior and 

Temperament

Health and life 
expectancy

A Cairn loves to figure out 
a way to get into mischief. 
They are intelligent and 
independent thinkers who 
need confident leadership 
in the household. Other-
wise, they’re quite happy 
to take that spot!

Cairn Terriers have a healthy 
appetite and can suffer from 
weight gain if their intake is not 
monitored closely. 

The Cairn Terrier may suffer 
from the following  hereditary 
conditions: 
•	 Weight gain
•	 Cataracts and other eye 

abnormalities
•	 Krabbe disease
•	 Lion Jaw
•	 Hip abnormalities
•	 Hypothyroidism
•	 Portosystemic shunt
The Cairn Terrier has a life 
expectancy of between 10 and 
15 years of age.
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learn, curious about their environment 
and often the people within it. They also 
naturally love to dig.  Long on-leash 
walks are well-loved by these terriers, as 
are games of fetch and tug, and these 
will help exhaust your pup so he doesn’t 
dig up (all of ) the back yard. 

Therefore, a Cairn’s human companion 
must be confident, firm, and consistent 
when bonding to and training these 
small dogs with a big personality. 
However, while you must establish 
leadership in your household, Cairns 
can be sensitive enough that harsh 
techniques are generally not successful 
with this breed. The best way to establish 
your relationship with a Cairn is by using 
calm and loving confidence. 

Cairn Terriers must be active both 
physically and mentally so they don’t 
become bored, and then frustrated and 
destructive around the house or bark 
incessantly. Exercise, training, love, and 
jobs make Cairn Terriers very happy and 
enjoyable companions.

Learn about the size, weight, 
and shedding capabilities 
of a Cairn Terrier, so you 
know what to expect in your 
household.

Exercise
A Cairn Terrier, being an intelligent dog, 
needs regular mental exercise. Tricks, 
jobs, or play (such as fetch or tug) can 
all help meet these needs and reduce 
frustration. This exercise can occur both 
indoors or outdoors, and finding the 
space to play is easy due to its small size.

A brisk daily walk that includes sniffing 
and exploring is also essential, for both 
mental and physical health. Cairn Terriers 
like to eat, so working off those calories 
is important. 
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Cairn Terriers need to be stripped regularly, but not 
bathed too often.

Grooming
Cairns need to be groomed on a regular 
basis, greatly reducing the amount of 
fur that they shed.  Hand stripping or a 
stripping comb is preferred to remove 
dead fur, as clipping damages their 
weather resistant coat. Some owners 
strip the undercoat once or twice per 
year. 

Some recommend bathing the Cairn as 
little as once per year, as it can dry out 
the skin and cause issues.  When you do 
bathe your Cairn, it’s advisable to use a 

shampoo customized for wire-coated 
breeds. Washing the terrier with a wash 
cloth or brushing is preferred. However, 
depending on what the Cairn discovers 
on your walk may alter these priorities 
from time to time. 

Other grooming requirements are 
common to other breeds, such as 
clipping nails and cleaning ears. 
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Dogs: Ultimate Dictionary of 
over 1000 Dog Breeds
Desmond Morris

Choosing a Dog:  Your Guide to 
Picking the Perfect Breed
Nancy Baer, Steve Duno

World Atlas of Dog Breeds
Dominique De Vito

For more information
on dog breeds: 

Dogster Contains a section devoted to 
breeds, and many other useful sections 
of the site (social areas, news, and more)

PetConnection blog Informative posts 
from a variety of animal advocates.

Dog Breed Info Center Comprehensive 
list of breeds that includes breed 
groupings (such as Jogging, Cur, and 
Lap). 

DogTime Includes details and care 
instructions for many breeds.

Excellent web resources offering information on dog 
breeds, health, and welfare:

American Kennel Club List of 
breeds with standards and additional 
information.

Other End of the Leash Blog from 
Patricia McConnell

YesBiscuit Animal welfare and news.

KC Dog Blog Animal welfare and news.

DogThusiast: for the dog enthusiast

Fergus (our model Cairn): 1994-2010. RIP little 
buddy!

This breed report is brought to you by www.dogthusiast.com. 

Remember that dogs are individuals and the quality of breeders 
varies.  Some dogs of this breed may not match the characteristics 
outlined in this guide. Choose your puppy or dog after carefully 
observing it as long as possible, and also meet littermates, parents, 
or related dogs if you can. Remember that other illnesses may 
affect your dog, and to plan and budget accordingly. And of course 
remember that there are many dogs, including purebreds, 
available in shelters and rescues that await a loving family.

For more information on the website, comments, feedback, or to 
post your own story, please contact jen@dogthusiast.com. 
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