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1. Introduction 

The German Shepherd (Canis lupus familiaris – Deutscher Schäferhund) is one of the most 

extensively studied breeds in applied genetics, ethology, and canine science. Created by Max 

von Stephanitz, the breed was designed with a precise purpose: to be a dog for utility and 

protection (Gebrauchshund). Its function has always been operational, not aesthetic. 

Over the last decades, however, the breed has undergone a clear internal selective 

divergence, resulting in the split between the working line and the show line. These two 

populations respond to very different selective pressures: functional-operational-

behavioral for the working line, aesthetic-morphological for the show line. 

2. Selective Methodology: Function vs Phenotype 

2.1 Working Line 

Selection focuses on: nerve stability (Nervenfestigkeit), character soundness, operational 

drives, problem-solving ability, stress control, physical robustness, and suitability for real-

life work (IGP, SAR, police, civil protection). 

2.2 Show Line 

Selection prioritizes angulation, movement, pigmentation, coat length, and ring-oriented 

morphology. 

3. Comparative Morphology 

3.1 Hindquarters 

Working line: correct angulation, biomechanical efficiency, solid and functional movement. 

Show line: hyper-angled structure, sloping croup, exaggerated rear assembly. 

3.2 Topline 

Working line: compact, strong, stable. 

Show line: excessively sloping topline with reduced biomechanical efficiency. 

3.3 Musculature 

Working line: functional, balanced musculature. 



Show line: sometimes hypertrophy of the rear, not functionally useful. 

4. Behavior, Temperament, and Neurophysiology 

4.1 Nerve Stability 

Working line: high stability, self-control, clarity under stress. 

Show line: greater variability, more frequent insecurity, reactivity, and instability. 

4.2 Working Capability 

The working line maintains intrinsic motivation, resilience, balanced drives, learning 

capacity, and problem-solving abilities. 

5. Genetics and Population Health 

5.1 Genetic Drift 

Working line: functional selection reduces dissemination of weak genetic lines. 

Show line: greater inbreeding, hypertypical morphology, and reduced functional selection. 

5.2 Pathologies 

Working line: lower operational incidence of HD/ED, stronger physical resilience. 

Show line: higher incidence of joint issues, ligament laxity, structural weakness, and 

temperament problems. 

6. Real Working Use 

6.1 Working-Line German Shepherd 

Used in law enforcement, search and rescue, civil protection, high-level IGP, and real 

operational contexts. 

6.2 Show-Line German Shepherd 

Used in conformation shows, pet companionship, and non-operational activities. 

7. The Ring Drift: A Functional Distortion 

The German Shepherd was created for utility and protection, not to run in circles in a show 

ring while handlers whistle, shout, and run in circles themselves. From a scientific 

standpoint, this activity does not measure any of the traits for which the breed was created: 

- not courage 

- not nerve stability 

- not scenting ability 



- not resilience 

- not conflict management 

- not self‑control under pressure 

It is a selective distortion produced by poor breeding choices that have shifted attention 

from utility to aesthetics. 

The question, “What is the usefulness of a dog that runs in circles in a ring?” is technical. 

Functionally, the answer is simple: none. 

8. Advantages and Disadvantages: Comparative Summary 

Category Working Line Show Line 

Strengths Strong nerves, robustness, 

functional stability, 

operational versatility 

Aesthetics, pigmentation, 

show presence 

Weaknesses Requires knowledgeable 

handling and 

mental/physical stimulation 

More frequent structural 

and temperament issues 

Adherence to original breed 

purpose 

Maximum Partial 

Utility Very high: real work, 

operational tasks, service 

Low: mainly aesthetic 

9. Conclusions 

The working line represents the only branch that remains fully aligned with the original 

purpose of the German Shepherd. Only the working line preserves stability, functional 

structure, operational ability, and true working temperament, faithfully embodying what 

Max von Stephanitz intended when creating the breed. 


