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The Standard for the Great Pyrenees reads, under Temperament: 

“Character and temperament are of utmost importance. In nature, the Great Pyrenees is 

confident, gentle, and affectionate. While territorial and protective of his flock or family 

when necessary, his general demeanor is one of quiet composure, both patient and tolerant. 

He is strong willed, independent and somewhat reserved, yet attentive, fearless and loyal to 

his charges both human and animal.” 

“Although the Great Pyrenees may appear reserved in the show ring, any sign of 

excessive shyness, nervousness, or aggression to humans is unacceptable and 

must be considered an extremely serious fault.” 

 

The emphasis of the above sentence in the AKC Standard is not just a guide for judges – it 

should be a bible verse for breeders.  A shy, nervous (timid) or human-aggressive Pyr has 

no place in the ring or in a breeding program.   

 

In the health surveys returned since 1988, owners have overwhelmingly described their 

dogs as “confident”, with additional descriptors of “reserved” or “protective”, but very few 

describe their dogs as “shy”, “timid” or “aggressive”. While that is as it should be, rescues 

are seeing a large proportion of dogs with unacceptable temperaments.  With the rise in 

popularity of Pyrs as livestock guardian dogs, more dogs with “feral” dispositions are coming 

in to rescue – dogs that are terribly fearful of people.  While both uninformed breeders and 

owners are responsible for this situation, it does point out the necessity for more education 

about proper temperament, and how to get it. 

 

Temperament has both a genetic and an environmental component and while good 

upbringing can modify – but not eliminate – incorrect temperament, a poor upbringing, 

particularly in the first four months, can severely damage a correct temperament. 

 

So that we have a common basis for comparison, here are the definitions used here: 

Shy - fearful, particular of new situations or people or sudden moves or noises 

Timid - very hesitant , nervous, uncertain, especially with new people or situations 

Reserved – needs time to warm up to people, doesn’t seek attention but not fearful 

Confident – nothing bothers him – takes life in stride  

Protective – prevents harm from coming to person or animal in his territory without 

initiating aggression 

Aggressive – having a tendency to initiate attack on people or animals or other dogs 

 

Several researchers agree that fearfulness is inherited as a dominant trait. “…shyness is a 

dominant characteristic in dogs that is normally strongly selected against ….” (Thorne, 

1944). Jackson Laboratory studies (Scott & Fuller, 1965) seem to bear this out – fearful 

responses to being approached and handled by humans were ‘consistent with the action of a 

single dominant gene’.  More recent evidence from guide dog breeding programs 

demonstrates that the ‘fearfulness trait is moderately heritable’ (Goddard & Beilharz, 1982)  

 



GP Temperament – C. Cruz 12/07 

The San Francisco SPCA cites three particular types of shyness most often seen in the 

shelter dogs.   

Social shyness, where the dog is fearful of unfamiliar people or certain kinds of 

people. This dog reacts by cowering or by attacking. 

Context fears, where the dog is afraid of certain kinds of situations –riding in a car, 

being confined. 

Sound sensitivities, where the dog is afraid of sudden loud noises. 

 

Shyness and fear are problematic traits that can lead to aggression and biting. The “flight or 

fight” response is heightened and if the shy dog can’t escape a situation, it may respond by 

biting.   

 

While the first component in raising a dog that is confident is parents with confident 

temperaments, environment comes strongly into play during the pups’ first eight to twelve 

weeks.   

 

Exposing pups to handling or other mild stressors during the neonatal periods (first eight 

weeks) tends to produce more relaxed and less easily stressed or frightened individuals.  

(Fox & Stelzner, 1966)Various early isolation experiments have demonstrated that pups 

reared in restricted, visually-isolated or environmentally-impoverished conditions from 

weaning until around 12-14 weeks of age exhibit various degrees of  fear of new things and 

situations.  Scott and Fuller found that pups reared with little or no human contact for the 

duration of the socialization period (first 16 weeks) tend to develop a generalized fear of 

humans that is difficult if not entirely impossible to overcome subsequently. 

 

The bad advice heard by some livestock producers to put the six to eight-week old pup with 

the livestock and not handle it is guaranteed to produce a pup that is afraid of humans, 

regardless of its parents’ temperament.  A responsible breeder – whether breeding family 

companions, show dogs or livestock guardians – should handle pups as much as possible 

from birth until it goes to its new home and the owner should be instructed to continue 

handling, even while the pup is with livestock.   

 

In addition to learning to cope with people, pups learn how to be a dog during interaction 

with its mother and littermates during their first eight to twelve weeks.  For an adult dog to 

be able to correctly interpret the vocalizing and body language of another dog, it has to 

have learned “to speak dog”, as it were, from its mother and littermates.  In the litter, it 

learns the difference between an invitation to play and incentive to fight; from mother’s 

disciplinary snap, it learns to accept discipline without resentment.  Owners of livestock 

guardians sometimes report that their LGD doesn’t hurt a toy-breed dog that invades its 

territory. One explanation may be that these small dogs may have remained infantilized by 

their owners and exhibit puppy behavior. Since a mentally-sound adult Pyr won’t hurt a 

puppy, the small dog is identified as a pup and left uninjured. Whatever the reason, the 

discrimination applied by a Pyr to intruders has its roots in the litter box. 

 

Whether a dog is used as a family companion, show dog or livestock guardian (or all three) 

“socialization” during the 8-16 week period is vital to developing a confident temperament.  

As a minimum, the pup should allow his feet, mouth and ears to be examined, should stand 

(or be held) still for brushing, learn to ride in a car or a crate in the truck, and should meet 

friendly people – of both sexes and all ages -  not of his own family.  Even if he will 

eventually be seen by a vet who comes to the farm, he should be taken in the car to the vet 

or farm supply store for a weekly weighing.  The day may come when his life will depend on 

your ability to get him into a vehicle and have him handled by a strange vet.  As a pup, all 

of his experiences should be positive – if he is sensitive about his feet, use positive 

reinforcement (treats) to get him to allow handling. If he doesn’t yet like the car, lift him 

into the vehicle while he’s still small enough to do so and give him a special treat that he 

only gets there.  Make the first trips very short to eliminate the chance of car sickness.   
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For the adult dog to apply discrimination in his protectiveness, he has to know what is 

“normal” before he can identify “not normal”. In the home or on the farm, he should meet 

friendly visitors; on the street he should be rewarded for positive reactions to friendly 

people and dogs.  A pup that barks at a stranger isn’t being “protective” – it’s being fearful. 

He probably hasn’t had enough exposure to normal interactions to show him that he doesn’t 

have to be on guard at all times.  With proper socialization, the adolescent Pyr may start 

showing protectiveness “on territory” – at home or in the field – while ignoring distractions 

“off territory” – on the street or at a show.  A number of breeder/owners of working 

livestock dogs successfully show their Pyrs with no one at the show aware that these are 

not family companions.  The combination of a confident temperament and early socialization 

has created dogs that appear “at home” in any environment.   

 

In the end, retaining the desired “confident, gentle, and affectionate” temperament in Pyrs 

while also retaining the “attentive, fearless and loyal” part requires breeding only dogs that 

have these characteristics and raising the resulting pups with proper care, training and 

socialization.  Educating owners is part of that equation, but it starts with responsible 

breeding.     
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