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A critical reflection on temperament 
assessment tests in dogs 
Author: Helen Brown 

Temperament assessment in companion animals is an important welfare issue, and more so for dogs than 

any other species. In this essay the purpose and process of the tests will be outlined, followed by a 

discussion of the potential positive and negative welfare implications. This will focus largely on the current 

weaknesses in the application of these assessments and the ethical and welfare concerns implicit in this. 

Suggestions will be made for how the procedure and its outcome could be improved.  

Temperament assessment: what, how, why, when and who?  
Temperament is a description of stable behavioural tendencies, and is a function of genetics and acquired 

experiences. In the domestic dog, temperament tests are intended to assess behaviour and predict long 

term traits so as to establish suitability for a particular purpose. The tests may take the form of ethograms, 

graded responses to different stimuli (e.g. toys, people, other animals), responses to handling or even 

questionnaires (Wiener and Haskell, 2016). They can be done at any age, but have traditionally been 

applied to younger dogs in order to make a decision on their future training and working roles- for example, 

assistance, herding or retrieving dogs. Anyone can attempt to perform a temperament test, but it is a 

skilled task requiring knowledge and training in canine ethology (Rayment et al, 2015).  

Strengths and weaknesses  
The biggest potential strength of temperament testing from a welfare point of view is the ability to apply it 

to adult dogs in re-homing shelters. Behaviour is a crucial factor in being re-homed successfully, being 

kennelled for a long period or even being destroyed. Reducing the post-adoption relinquishment rate and 

euthanasia rate is a positive outcome. However, when life-ending decisions have to be made, it is good 

practice for them to be strongly evidence-based, and this is where temperament testing is weak.  

Currently there is no agreed method of testing, a lack of consistency in application, and not enough 

evidence on test validity (Taylor and Mills, 2006). Even the terminology around these tests is inconsistent 

(Diederich and Giffroy, 2006), and useful information from the field of human psychology has not been 

applied significantly (Rayment et al, 2015). The influence of the context in which testing takes place is a 

particular concern for shelter dogs, both because of the environment where testing takes place and its 

impact on results, and the consequences for the dogs being tested. A lack of standardisation is a significant 

welfare problem for dogs (Mornement et al, 2014) and the process of testing can be a potential source of 

adverse stress in itself.  
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Temperament tests are rife with questions over reliability and validity. In guide dogs, testing is part of the 

breeding programme where genetics and environment are relatively consistent, and high predictability has 

been found (Harvey et al, 2016 and Duffy and Serpell, 2012). In other working dogs the findings vary 

widely- from Border Collies with low predictability (Riemer et al, 2014) and military dogs where findings 

were variable (Arvelius et al, 2014 and Sinn et al, 2010). 

The difficulty in making meaningful comparisons is that these working dogs were all being assessed in 

different ways for different jobs. Also, there is a difference between predicting suitability for a job than 

from predicting stable future behavioural traits (Willson and Sinn, 2012). In animals in general, behaviour is 

generally highly predictable (Bell et al, 2009), but not only do domestic dogs vary so much, so does the 

information generated about them by a wide variation in test protocols. Tests that are predictive of one 

thing in one type of dog cannot be assumed to extrapolate to dogs of differing breeds and ages. When the 

tests applied are varied, prone to observer bias, inaccurately measured, and performed in a stressful 

environment, it is hard to justify the life-changing (or life-ending) consequences for an animal.  

Better applications 
The first meta-analysis of personality consistency in dogs found that there is significant consistency and 

that it is higher in older dogs (Fratkin et al, 2013), potentially advantageous for the prospects of shelter 

dogs. If this is true, then the first duty of those who make decisions using temperament tests is to establish 

that the behaviours measured are in fact representative of 'personality'. This requires expert data 

collection, consistency of testing, publication and peer review, with ongoing refinement. As it stands in 

2017, temperament tests are often not based on established canine behaviour science. Other researchers 

(Dowling et al, 2011 and Valsecchi et al, 2011) have found good predictability in shelter dogs, but again the 

trait dimensions assessed and test methods differ from one data set to another. A diversity of backgrounds 

of research into this field contributes to difficulty of reaching an agreed standard (Jones and Gosling, 2005). 

Ethical issues  
In human psychology, 'personality' is a contested concept (Butt, 2004), and the popularity and dominance 

of psychometric testing in human culture could arguably have contributed to high expectations being 

placed on the value of temperament tests in domestic dogs. This might apply both to the professionals 

doing the testing, and a potential owner who believes their dog will always behave 'well' or at least 

consistently, never developing a behavioural disorder. Even the most sophisticated test protocol will be 

imperfect, and it is an ethical concern if dogs are seen to 'fail' a temperament assessment when a moral 

overtone is attached to canine behaviour.  

The question also has to be raised of whether human society should be making these management choices 

about dogs. Pragmatically, a good application of the tests is likely to lead to welfare improvement, both for 
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shelter dogs and, in a better regulated industry, for dogs bred as companions. But is breeding or selecting 

“low maintenance” dogs in temperament terms analogous to genetically engineered “pain-resistant” meat 

animals? Perhaps this might contribute to a negative overall perception of the purpose of animals in 

general and an excuse not to try harder to understand canine behaviour in particular. 

Conclusion 
It is clear that temperament assessment tests in dogs are highly flawed, with inconsistent testing regimes, 

poor understanding by some testers, and grave concerns over reliability and validity. The welfare 

consequences can carry high stakes for the dogs in question. Whether humans should be making decisions 

for animals at this level is a moot point. In a world where animals are still widely considered as tools for 

human use, the most positive welfare outcome with respect to domestic dogs and temperament testing is 

to work towards establishing a far better evidence base to use to make these decisions. 
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