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Breeding for Mentality and Temperament
By Brynja Tomer, Halastjörnu Kennel, Iceland.
Who doesn’t dream of breeding or owning a Best in Show dog? 
Well, I have to admit that I just love when a judge likes my dogs and awards them with ribbons (of the right colour) rosettes and titles. I feel good when the audience applauds, as I enter the “big ring” for the finals with my BOB or my BIG. 

But … there is more in a dog than his or her exterior appearance, so much more.
Mental and Physical Health
Health is of utter importance and must never be ignored in breeding. Just to make myself clear: In my opinion, health means mental stability and physical welfare. I’m not a veterinarian, so I’ll leave the physical issues to those who have more knowledge than me in that field. 

What I would like to stress, is the importance of dogs’ mental health and temperament. 
First of all, we need to answer an important question:

Why do we want to have dogs around us and keep them as members of our families? 
I guess, it’s mainly because we enjoy their company. And that is the essence of it all: We want to have companions that behave in a certain way and react as they were bred to do. We don’t want a companion dog to snap at people and we don’t want a guarding dog to run away from a stranger with the tail between his legs. 
Who is the dog that will bite?
It’s extremely important to aim for good temperament in a breeding program. Many studies have proven that a dog’s mentality and temperament has a lot to do with genetics, and fear seems to be extremely inheritable. A frightened dog is more likely to bite (another dog or a person) than a mentally strong and stable dog.  Nobody wants to own or breed a dog that bites or snaps at people, and that is one of the reasons why it is so important to keep frightened dogs out of our breeding programs. 
I’ve worked with dogs of several breeds for many years, and I still haven’t been bitten by an aggressive dog. But, I have been bitten and threatened by a frightened dog. 
I think it is very important to distinguish the difference between a frightened dog and an aggressive one. Of course, we should never breed from an aggressive dog, but it is important for us to realize the difference between aggressiveness and fear.
The ability to work is very important for dogs of working breeds and the best way to see if a dog will be a good working dog, is to look out for the pup’s playfulness. 

Curiosity is another factor that is claimed to be important, because a curious dog will most probably overcome his fear easily. 

If you want to breed working dogs, it is wise to choose playful, curious and social dogs for your breeding program.

Useful Tools
We have several tools to test dogs’ mentality and temperament. Many puppy tests are available and can be very useful, if used properly, to predict a puppy’s mentality and behaviour in adulthood.
For young dogs, 12 – 18 months we have a tool, called the Mental Test, which was developed in Sweden several decades ago, and is now very popular among breeders of various working breeds in Scandinavia, including the Icelandic Sheep Dog. 

The Mental Test aims to describe a dog’s reaction in different situations, some of which are quite scary for a young dog, such as ghosts, that approach slowly, a loud and sudden sound, and gunshots. The Mental Test also checks out if the dog is social and playful. Last, but not least, it checks how a dog neutralizes, i.e. how it behaves towards the “scary” thing afterwards.
We Are Responsible
The responsibility of a breeder is great. It does not only lay in the selection of “good and nice looking” parents, but the really important work of a breeder starts at the moment the puppies are born.

The dam needs a secure and quiet place to whelp. She does not need neighbours or friends around the litter box during the first 3 weeks. The other dogs of the house do not need to meet her puppies until they are able to walk (approximately at 3 – 4 weeks).
By the time your puppies are able to walk around, you should keep them close  to you and your family (including other dogs of the house) and introduce them, little by little,  to babies, toddlers, teenagers, elderly people and all kind of normal household noises, i.e. vacuum cleaner, dish washer, door bell, etc.  

If you like, you can go for the Early Neurological Stimulation. (Check it out on the Internet at www.breedingbetterdogs.com). Some like it and others don’t.

If You Have a Timid Puppy

Although social training is, in my opinion, extremely important, please, be careful with young puppies and do not overdo in “social training”. Puppies need to sleep a lot, just like human babies, and their sleep should never be interrupted by you or by your guests. They need to sleep to balance their neurotical system.
If you notice that a puppy is afraid of something, please help him. Encourage him to approach the “scary” thing and praise him when he looks at it or smells it. Do not force a puppy to overcome his fear, just help him.
Dogs are such wonderful creatures; they are the ones that teach us what unconditional love is all about.  We owe them love and comprehension.

