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What to Know 
About Aggression
Here's why it's 
important not to 
confuse it with 
dominance. 
"She’s a wonderful dog at home. But I can’t take her 
anywhere because she simply goes crazy when she 
sees another dog.”

“I was asked to leave my agility class because my 
dog kept barking and lunging at the other dogs. 
What are we going to do now?”

“I just don’t know if I should keep him. He’s a great 
dog with us, but he’s so wild around other animals 
and people. I’m afraid he’ll hurt someone or get into 
a serious dog fight.”

Living with a dog who exhibits aggressive 
behaviors can be unpredictable and sometimes 
even frightening. Simple activities — like friends 
or family coming to dinner, going for a walk in the 
neighborhood, even taking him to the vet — can 
be an ordeal. 

In this e-book, we’ll take a look at what drives 
some of these behaviors, and we’ll explore coping 
strategies for when it seems you’ve gotten “more 
dog” than you bargained for. Each article includes 
useful, practical information on how to deal with 
aggression, so be sure to read them all, even if 
some of the sections don’t seem to apply to your 
particular situation. For example, you should read 
the section on multi-dog household aggression 
even if you only have one dog! You’re sure to find a 
wealth of information that can be applied to your 
concerns about dog aggression.

I AM WHAT I AM
Changing your attitude about your dog is the first 
and possibly the most difficult step in developing a 

Consider the natural behavior and instincts 
of individual dogs — and how we often 
require them to live in environments that don't 
necessarily embrace those traits.

saner life together. It probably seems obvious that 
a positive outlook can make a huge difference. But 
when you live with a dog who sometimes behaves 
in a frightening way (like snarling at other dogs), 
it’s hard to remember his wonderful qualities. It’s 
also hard to have faith that things can and will get 
better.

Focus on your dog’s good traits. Every dog has traits 
we see as positive and some we see as negative. 
By identifying your dog’s good traits, you’ll begin 
laying a foundation for strengthening those traits 
and bringing out the best in your dog. Try writing 
down all of your dog’s good qualities. Post them on 
the refrigerator or somewhere else where you will 
see them often. 

CATTLE DOG IN THE CITY
Take some time to re-frame the negative traits, 
too. For example, a cattle dog’s protectiveness and 
aggression toward other dogs may be seen as a 
“problem.” It may be easy to assume that this dog’s 
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behavior issues are because of a lack of something 
— like not enough early socialization or not 
enough training.

But what might this dog be like on a working 
ranch? In the city, ushering other dogs away 
from her home and family would be seen as 
aggressiveness. On a ranch, her protectiveness over 
her “flock” would help keep predators away. Her 
high-energy nature, which would prove difficult 
to cope with in a small home with a small yard, 
would lend itself to endless hours of herding. Even 
her relentless hunting of small furry creatures (like 
rats, gophers, and squirrels) would most likely be 
appreciated in a rural setting where it is important 
to control the vermin population. On a ranch, she 
would not be seen as a difficult dog. She might 
even be a prized dog!

Identifying the aspects of your dog’s nature that 
are natural and normal can help you understand 
that your dog is not being bad — or even difficult 
— but just being true to her genetically inherited 
nature. Many of the qualities that would be 
viewed as “difficult” in our Cattle Dog in the City 
would actually be very desirable under the right 
circumstances.

Of course, that doesn’t mean that a dog’s natural 
behavior traits can simply be ignored. But by 
looking at your dog’s positive qualities, and re-
framing the challenging behaviors, it may be easier 

to appreciate who your dog is, and not expect her 
to be someone she isn’t.

WHAT EXACTLY IS AGGRESSION?
Aggression is a natural, normal dog behavior, 
but it’s also a scary word that evokes images 
of maulings and dog-related fatalities. The 
term “aggression” actually encompasses a 
long continuum of behaviors, some of them 
very appropriate and critically important to 
successful canine communication. If your dog 
has ever displayed the slightest sign of aggressive 
behavior, it is incumbent on you as a responsible 
owner to learn as much as possible about the 
causes of — and of course, solutions for — canine 
aggression. 

Aggression is probably the most common 
behavioral problem in dogs seen by behavior 
professionals and the most dangerous one seen in 
companion dogs. While the number of dog-related 
fatalities (about 30 per year in the U.S.) pales in 
comparison to accidental death by other means, 
the number of annual reported bites is staggering. 

AGGRESSION IS NOT DOMINANCE 
Many types of aggressive behavior in dogs are 
rooted in fear. There’s a widespread misconception 
held by many dog owners, perpetuated by 
unfortunate television drama, that aggression is 
all about dominance, and that the appropriate 
response to any display of aggression is to force 

If your dog is bred to be a working dog, it may 
be hard for him to accept the life of a couch 
potato. Before adopting, do your research!
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the dog into submission. This couldn’t be further 
from the truth. In fact, a very mild, easily resolvable 
display of aggressive behavior can quickly become 
a significant behavior problem if the dog’s human 
responds with aggression. 

The concept of dominance in a social group has 
been so widely misunderstood and distorted 
that many knowledgeable behavior professionals 
hesitate to even use the term. In fact, dominance 
has little to do with aggression, and a lot to do 
with access to desired resources: the concept of 
dominance strictly refers to an interaction or a 
series of interactions between two individuals in 
which there is an outcome in favor of one member 
of the pair. 

That outcome is largely determined by a 
submissive or yielding response from one of the 
individuals and not through overt conflict or 
escalated aggression. Someone who is truly higher 
ranking in social status doesn’t need to resort to 
aggression to get what he wants. Violent behavior 
between group members is inappropriate and 
unacceptable in social interactions. These precepts 
hold true for social groups of all species, including 
humans. 

Using violent behavior against a dog who is 
aggressive adds additional stress to his stress 
load. With force, you may be able to suppress his 
aggressive behavior in that moment. However, 
your actions will increase the probability of his 
future aggression — and possibly more intense 
aggression. There are far more appropriate and 
effective ways to manage and modify aggressive 
behavior than aggressing back.

FEAR AGGRESSION IN DOGS
Fear is by far the most frequently observed cause 
of aggression. Professionals who work with 
modifying aggressive behavior in dogs generally 
agree that it is more common than any of the 
other classifications of aggression. In her excellent 
book Manual of Clinical Behavioral Medicine for 
Dogs and Cats, renowned veterinary behaviorist 
Dr. Karen Overall says, “Fear aggression can be a 
common condition in part because its exhibition 
may have been adaptive for the dog.” That is, dogs 
in the wild who fight back against things that 

frighten and threaten them tend to live. 
The good news for owners of fearful dogs is that 
fear-related aggression can be managed and 
modified. Fearful dogs can live long and happy 
lives. Fear-related aggression most frequently 
appears between the ages of eight to 18 months, 
as a young dog reaches maturity. This may be 
because increased boldness tends to come with 
maturity. 

But it’s also likely because, over time, aggressive 
responses are reinforced; the scary stimulus 
(most often a human, when we’re talking about 
aggression issues) backs off. Initially, a fearful 
pup generally tries to hide from scary humans 
by moving away, perhaps crawling under a 
chair. The well-meaning human, feeling sorry 
for the frightened pup, picks her up and cuddles 
her to reassure her, thinking, “I just need to 
show her enough love, and she’ll come around.” 
Unfortunately, love is rarely enough. 

Initially, the fearful puppy often shuts down, 
thinking she’s probably going to die and there’s 
nothing she can do about it. Humans misread 

A fearful puppy generally tries to hide from scary 
humans by moving away. The well-meaning human 
picks her up and cuddles her, thinking, “I just need 
to show her enough love, and she’ll come around.” 
Unfortunately, love is rarely enough. 
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this, thinking the puppy is comfortable with the 
attention. 

At some point, the frightened puppy, feeling 
trapped, may growl and bare her teeth at an 
approaching human. Wisely, the human backs 
off, probably thinking, “Whoa, where did that 
come from?” Meanwhile, the puppy has a light 
bulb moment, thinking, “Hey, that worked, I’ll try 
that again next time!” The behavior is negatively 
reinforced (the pup’s behavior of growling made 
a bad thing go away), and behaviors that are 
reinforced increase. 

Each time the pup growls, snarls, snaps, or even 
bites, she becomes more convinced that aggression 
is a successful behavioral strategy for making scary 
humans leave her alone. She survives. People leave 
her alone. The aggression increases. 

It might seem logical to tell people not to back 
away when a fearful dog offers a growl, snarl, snap, 
or bite. After all, we don’t want to reinforce that 
undesirable behavior, do we? Logical perhaps, but 
very wrong. In the moment, the risk of reinforcing 
the behavior is the lesser of two evils; far better 
than getting bitten. By all means, back away 
— without any kind of reprimand, I might add, 
because this will only confirm your dog’s already 
strongly held conviction that bad things happen 
when scary humans are around. 

The far better answer is, first, to prevent people 
from trespassing on a dog who doesn’t welcome 
the interaction. This takes management. Start by 
managing your dog’s environment so he doesn’t 
feel the need to protect himself from humans 
or other scary stimuli; use leashes, baby gates, 
exercise pens, closed doors, and clear instructions 
to anyone who may come in contact with your dog. 
Don’t do — and don’t allow anyone else to do — 
the things that you know might make your dog 
growl, snap, or bite.

IS YOUR DOG'S AGGRESSION A NEW 
BEHAVIOR? 
Trainer Pat Miller describes a common scenario: 
“Clients who come to me with their adolescent dog 
who has recently started biting often tell me this 
is a new behavior, with no previous indication of 

3 Focus on your dog’s good traits. In 
doing so, you’ll begin laying a foundation 
for strengthening those traits and 
bringing out the best in your dog. 

3 Identifying the aspects of your dog’s 
nature that are natural and normal can 
help you understand that your dog is not 
being bad — or even difficult — but just 
being true to her genetically inherited 
nature.

3 Many types of aggressive behavior 
in dogs are actually rooted in fear. 
Unfortunately, there’s a widespread 
misconception held by many dog owners 
that aggression is all about dominance. 

3 The smartest owners address 
fearful behavior well before biting 
starts. The next-smartest humans seek 
professional assistance the first time 
their dog bites. 
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THINGS TO UNDERSTAND

aggression. Upon further questioning, they almost 
always confirm that their dog has been fearful 
since puppyhood — it’s only the actual biting 
that’s new.”

The smartest owners address fearful behavior well 
before biting starts. The next-smartest humans 
seek professional assistance the first time their 
dog bites. And then there are those who wait 
until their dog has a significant bite history… As 
with most behaviors, the likelihood of successful 
behavior modification is much greater if you start 
sooner rather than later. And with aggression, 
you’re better off seeking the help of a qualified 
professional than trying to do it on your own (see 
related article on page 15). 
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All About Bites

Learn the warning signs, 
reasons and stressors 
that can push a dog past 
his "bite threshold." 
Well-known veterinarian and behaviorist Ian Dunbar 
developed a six-level system of classifying bites to 
make discussions of biting behavior more consistent 
and understandable. Those levels are:

Level 1 Bite: Harassment, but no skin contact. This 
is the so-called snap. A snap is an intended “air bite” 
from a dog who did not intend to connect. He didn’t 
just “miss.” It is a warning signal, telling us that we 
need to identify his stressors and either desensitize 
him or manage his behavior to avoid exposing him 
to the things that cause him undue stress.

Level 2 Bite: Tooth contact on skin but no puncture. 
Again, this is a bite from a dog who didn’t intend to 
break skin, and a warning that this dog is serious. 
It’s a very good idea to remove the dog’s stressors at 
this point, before he graduates to the next level.

Level 3 Bite: Skin punctures, one to four holes 
from a single bite (all punctures shallower than the 
length of the canine tooth).

Level 4 Bite: One to four holes, deep black bruising 
with punctures deeper than the length of the 
canine (which means the dog bit and clamped 
down) or slashes in both directions from the 
puncture (the dog bit and shook his head).

Level 5 Bite: Multiple-bite attack with deep 
punctures, or multiple attack incident.

Level 6 Bite: Killed victim and/or consumed flesh.

IF YOUR DOG BITES SOMEONE
Biting dogs need attention, and you need to 
take immediate action to manage or correct 

the behavior. “There are few things quite as 
disconcerting as having your own dog bite you,” 
says trainer Pat Miller. Despite the horror stories of 
free-roaming Pitbulls mauling children as they walk 
to school, the majority of bites occur in the owner’s 
home. Most bite victims are friends or members of 
the owner’s family, and a relatively small percentage 
of bites are inflicted by errant stray dogs. This 
means that most bites leave a shocked owner 
feeling betrayed by his loyal canine, and wondering 
whether he can ever trust his four-footed friend 
again.

UNDERSTANDING WHY DOGS BITE 
All dogs can bite, and given differing circumstances, 
all dogs will. Although we humans regard any 
bite as aggression, for dogs, biting is a natural 
and normal means of canine communication and 
defense. It’s actually surprising that our dogs don’t 
bite us more often than they do!

As we will stress throughout this e-book: Aggression 
is generally caused by stress, which can come from 
a variety of sources. Some dogs have high bite 
thresholds — it takes a lot of stressors to make them 
bite. Some have low thresholds — it doesn’t take 
much to convince them to bite. A dog with a high 
bite threshold may seem like the best choice around 
kids. This is often true, but if noisy, active children 
are very stressful to the dog, even a high-threshold 

Wounds to the human victim's skin often heal far 
more quickly than the breach in the relationship 
between dog and person.
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dog might bite them. 

Conversely, a dog who has a low bite threshold may 
be a fine child’s companion if children are not one 
of his stressors, and if he is kept in an environment 
that is free of the things that are stressors for him. 

WHAT EXACTLY IS A BITE THRESHOLD?
According to author and dog trainer Jean Donaldson 
in her book, The Culture Clash, dogs have a breaking 
point beyond which, if pushed, they respond with 
aggression. She calls this the “bite threshold.” Dogs 
also have thresholds for other threat behaviors such 
as growling, snarling, and snapping.

Anything that stresses the dog is a risk factor. Risk 
factors vary from one dog to the next, but can 
include things like loud noises, children, anything 
the dog associates with punishment (a leather 
strap, rolled-up newspaper, choke chain), and 
anything to which the dog has not been adequately 
socialized, such as strange men, umbrellas, odd hats, 

etc. The list of possible risk factors is endless. Any 
one risk factor may be enough of a stimulus to cross 
a particular dog’s bite threshold, but in many cases 
it is a combination of factors that join together to 
push a dog past his limit. When several stressors 
— or triggers — are present at the same time or 
within a short period of time, trainers call this event 
“trigger stacking”.

For example, let’s say Rascal is not overly fond of 
small children, he’s afraid of loud noises, and a 
little bit protective of his toys. One day the owner’s 
two-year-old granddaughter is visiting during a 
thunderstorm, and crawls over to Rascal, who is 
lying in the corner on the floor next to his favorite 
toy. Rascal, who has always in the past just avoided 
the toddler, is on edge from the thunder, is cornered 
and can’t get away, and sees the girl reaching out 
toward his most valuable possession. “Without 
warning,” Rascal lunges and grabs the little girl’s 
face. The combination of risk factors has pushed 
him past his bite threshold.

Each side of the diagram depicts a dog who is stressed by 
(among other things) men with beards, threats to his resources, 
small children, and thunder. As long as those things come into 
the dog’s proximity in isolation from each other (as seen on the 
left side of the diagram), he never reaches his “bite threshold” 
and so no bite occurs. 

If the dog experiences all of those stressors within 24 to 48 
hours, though, they stack up like building blocks (as seen on 
the right side of the diagram), and a bite is likely to happen. 

In the scenario on the right, it’s Thanksgiving, and lots of 

family members are visiting, including several uncles with 
beards and all the little cousins. There was a thunderstorm 
the night before. The dog is lying under the table, minding 
his own business; a two-year-old cousin crawls by and pauses 
to glance at the doggie. Bam — the bite happens. While this 
is often perceived as an “unprovoked bite,” in reality, from 
the dog’s perspective the bite is always provoked . . . or it 
wouldn’t happen.

Note that dogs also have growl thresholds, as well as 
thresholds for other agonistic behaviors. 

kids

men w/ 
beards

resource
guarding

thunder

men w/ 
beards

resource
guarding

kids

thunder

bite! Dog was pushed 
past his bite threshold 
by proximity to numer-
ous stressors in a short 
time period.

Adapted from “bite threshold charts” 
presented in Jean Donaldson’s excellent 
book, The Culture Clash.

Bite Threshold not reached: no bite

Bite threshold

Bite Threshold reached: bite!



The Whole Dog Journal™  The Aggressive Dog — 9	 www.whole-dog-journal.com

In truth, there was plenty of warning, if someone 
had just been able to recognize Rascal’s nervousness 
with each of the individual risk factors and 
understood that putting them all together placed 
the child at a significant risk of being attacked.

Pain, fear, anxiety, arousal — any kind of threat to 
the dog’s well-being can be considered a stressor. 
A timid dog whose space is trespassed upon 
will retreat, but if prevented from retreating, 
will bite out of fear. A mother with pups whose 
space is trespassed upon may feel threatened by 
the intrusion, and bite. A resource-guarder bites 
because he is offended (stressed) by his perception 
that the human might take a possession. 

The bite often resolves the situation for the dog 
and relieves his stress, which is why a dog may 
bite in one instant and seem fine the next. When 
the resource-guarder bites, the human (generally) 
withdraws; with the threat to his food bowl gone, 
the dog is perfectly calm and happy again. 

Wounds to the human victim’s skin often heal far 
more quickly than the breach in the relationship 
between dog and human. This is unfortunate, 
because the majority of bites are perfectly justified 
— from the dog’s point of view — although often 
misunderstood by the human. If humans better 
understood dogs, we would realize it’s about 
behavior, not trust. Many biting dogs could easily 
remain in their homes and lead long and happy 
lives, with a low risk for a second bite, if their owners 
only under-stood how to identify and minimize 
their dogs’ stressors. 

THE WRONG THING TO DO 
The most dangerous course of action — for the dog 
and the human — is also the one taken by most 
uninformed owners of dogs who bite. Many people 
react to their dog’s bite by physically punishing 
the dog into submission. Some dog trainers even 
recommend this method, to be employed at the 
dog’s first sign of aggression. A warning growl or 
snarl is met with a harsh verbal correction and a 
leash jerk, followed by more serious measures such 
as hanging or helicoptering if the dog continued to 
resist. While this method does manage to “whip” 
some dogs “into shape,” others will escalate their 

resistance, fighting back until dog, human, or both, 
are seriously injured or even dead. 

This method may also teach the dog not to give 
a warning prior to the bite. It certainly doesn’t 
do anything to minimize the dog’s stressors. If 
anything, it increases the stress, since the dog now 
associates a severe beating along with whatever 
other negative feelings he has about the stressor.

GROWLS ARE GOOD!
Let’s say, for example, a dog is not fond of children. A 
child approaches and the dog growls — his attempt 
to let us (and the child) know that her presence is 
stressful to him. We jerk on his leash and tell him to 
knock it off. He snaps at us in response to the jerk, 
so we punish him harder, until he stops fighting 
and submits. The end result is a dog who isn’t any 
happier about being around small children, who 
has now learned that it isn’t safe to growl.

This dog is now more likely to bite a child next time 
he sees one, rather than growling to warn her away, 
since he has learned that his growling makes us 
unreasonably aggressive. We may have suppressed 
the growl, but we haven’t helped him feel any better 

This dog may be at the point of losing patience 
with the situation. It's far better to remove the dog 
than to risk the escalation of the stressful response.
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about being around kids! A growl is a good thing. 
It tells us that our dog is nearing his bite thresh-
old, and gives us the opportunity to identify and 
remove the stressor. Snarls and air-snaps are two 
steps closer to the threshold – our dog’s last ditch 
attempts to warn off the stressor before he is 
forced to commit the ultimate offense: The actual 
bite. 

If your dog growls or snaps frequently, you need 
to take notice. He is telling you that there are lots 
of stressors pushing him toward his bite thresh-
old. If you don’t take action, chances are good 
that he will eventually bite. Dogs who bite tend to 
have short lifespans. If your dog bites, you have at 
least four options.

(1) Manage his behavior to prevent him from 
ever having the opportunity to bite again. 
While difficult, this is possible. It means greatly 
restricting his movements so he has no access 
to humans, other than adult family members. If 
company comes over, the dog is crated in a closed 
room. If the grandkids visit, he is crated or sent to 
a kennel that is equipped to safely handle a biting 
dog. Even if he adores the grandkids, the fact that 
he has bitten puts them at unacceptable risk. Un-
less you are 100 percent confident that you know 
what his stressors are and can prevent them from 
occurring during the kids’ visit, you cannot take 
the chance. 

Of course, selecting this option means a reduced 
quality of life for the dog — no more walks in the 
park, on or off leash; no more rides in the car; and 
no more spending hours on his own in the fresh 
air and sunshine in the fenced backyard. 

(2) Manage his behavior to prevent him from 
biting while you implement a comprehensive 
behavior modification program. This requires 
a serious commitment. If your dog’s behavior is 
relatively new and mild, you may be able to ac-
complish this on your own. (See “A Sample Behav-
ior Modification Program,” on page 11.) 

Most owners, however, need the (sometimes cost-
ly) help of an experienced, positive behavior coun-
selor or behaviorist to help them succeed. The 
behavior professional will help identify your dog’s 

stressors, and set up a program to use desensiti-
zation and counter-conditioning to convince him 
that the things he now perceives as “bad” (stress-
ors) are really “good.” If he changes his perception, 
they will no longer cause him stress, and they 
won’t push him over his bite threshold. 

This doesn’t happen overnight. The longer your 
dog has practiced his aggression responses, the 
longer it takes to modify them. The more commit-
ted you are to working with him, the more oppor-
tunities he will have to reprogram his responses 
and the faster it will happen. Meanwhile, he must 
be crated or kenneled while visitors or grandkids 
are at the house, and not taken for walks, car 
rides, nor left to his own devices in the backyard.

(3) Rehome him with a new owner who is willing 
and able to do one of the first two. This is a long 
shot. Your average adoption home, however, is no 
better equipped than you to make the commit-
ment necessary to safely keep a biting dog. Most 
rescue groups will not accept dogs who have 
a history of biting, and shelters that do accept 
them will often euthanize, rather than take the 
risk (and the liability) of placing them in a new 
home. If you rehome him yourself, you risk having 
the dog fall into the hands of someone who will 
punish him severely for biting, or otherwise not 
treat him well. You may even bear some liability, 
moral if not also legal, should the dog do serious 
damage to someone. 

(4) Have the dog euthanized. This is never a hap-
py outcome. Still, you need to think long and hard 
about this dog’s quality of life. If you can only 
manage his behavior, will he be happy, or miser-
able, being shut out of the activities he loves? Can 
you guarantee that the home you find for him 
will treat him well? What if he bites again? 

MOST BITERS CAN BE IMPROVED 
What you should not do is close your eyes and 
hope that he doesn’t bite again. You are responsi-
ble for protecting your family and other members 
of your community. Denial will only result in more 
bites.The good news is that relatively few dogs 
are beyond help. If you make a commitment to 
helping your dog feel more comfortable with the 
world, there’s a good chance you will succeed. 
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COUNTER-CONDITIONING AND dESENSITIZATION 
FOR reducing DOG REACTVITY
Counter-conditioning involves changing your dog’s 
association with a scary or arousing stimulus from 
negative to positive. Desensitization is starting with a 
very low-level intensity of aversive stimulus until the 
dog habituates to (or changes his association with) the 
aversive, and then gradually increasing the strength 
until the dog is comfortable with the stimulus at full 
intensity. The easiest way to give most dogs a positive 
association and to help them become comfortable with 
a stimulus is with very high-value, really yummy treats. 
I like to use chicken — canned, baked, or boiled; most 
dogs love chicken. Here’s how the CC&D process works. 

1Determine the distance at which your dog can be 
in the presence of another dog and be alert or wary 

but not extremely fearful or aroused. This is called the 
threshold distance. 

2With you holding your dog on leash, have a helper 
present a neutral dog at threshold distance X. 

(Alternatively, station yourself and your dog at a location 
where people pass by with their dogs on leash at 
threshold distance X.) The instant your dog sees the 
other dog, start feeding bits of chicken, non-stop.

3After several seconds, have the helper remove the 
dog, and stop feeding chicken to your dog.

4Keep repeating steps 1-3 until the presentation 
of the dog at that distance consistently causes 

your dog to look at you with a happy smile and a “Yay! 
Where’s my chicken?” expression. This is a conditioned 
emotional response (CER) — your dog’s association with 
the other dog at threshold distance X is now positive 
instead of negative.

5Now you need to increase the intensity of the 
other-dog stimulus. You can do that by decreasing 

distance by several inches; by increasing the amount 
of time the neutral dog stays in sight; by increasing 
movement of the other dog at distance X; by increasing 
the number of dogs (two or three dogs, instead of one); 
or increasing the visual “threat” (a large dog instead of 

a small one, or allowing the neutral dog to make brief 
eye contact). I’d suggest decreasing distance first in small 
increments by moving the reactive dog closer to the 
location where the neutral dog will appear, achieving 
the CER at each new distance.

6 Then return to distance X and add intensity of the 
neutral dog, gradually decreasing distance and 

attaining CERs along the way, until your dog is delighted 
to have the neutral dog reasonably close.

7Now, back to distance X, increase intensity again, 
by having your helper move more quickly with the 

neutral dog, have the dog do more vigorous behaviors 
— roll over, catch a ball, etc. 

8Repeat until you have the CER, then gradually 
increase the length of time you have your dog in 

the presence of the increased-intensity neutral dog, 
until he’s happy (but not aroused) to have it present 
continuously.

9Begin decreasing distance in small increments, 
moving the dog closer to the stimulus, obtaining 

the CER consistently at each new distance. 

10When your dog is happy to have the higher 
intensity neutral dog stimulus close to him, 

you’re ready for the final phase. Return to distance X 
and obtain your CER there, with a full intensity neutral 
dog — zigzagging toward him, then approaching head-
on. Gradually decrease distance until your dog is happy 
to be in the presence of other dog, regardless of that 
dog’s behavior. He now thinks the other dog is a very 
good thing, as a reliable predictor of very yummy treats.  
 
The more intense the reactive dog’s response, the more 
challenging the behavior is to modify. A fear response 
is more challenging to modify than an excitement 
response. True anxieties and phobias generally require 
a greater commitment to a longer term and more 
in-depth modification program than less intense fear-
based behaviors. 
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A Sample Behavior 
Modification 
Program

Unlike obedience training, 
it's a systematic approach 
that looks to change a 
dog's response to some-
thing. 
Aggression is a classically conditioned response. 
Your dog does not generally take a seat and 

ponder whether he is going to bite the next 
time you try to clip his nails or remove him 
from the bed. When a stressor occurs, it trig-
gers an involuntary reaction — the dog’s brain 
screams, “Nail clipping — BAD!” and the dog 
bites. If you want the dog to stop from biting 
when you clip his nails, you have to change his 
brain’s reaction to “Nail clipping — GOOD!” 

You will use food, a very powerful positive 
reinforcer, to change the way your dog’s brain 
responds to a stressor, using “desensitization 
and counter-conditioning” (D&CC). Here is one 
possible program for a dog who bites during 
nail trimming, as an example. You can change 
the steps to fit any situation that typically 
causes your dog to bite. 

NOTE: Because the risks associated with a 
failed program for aggression are high, we 
strongly recommend that you work with a 
competent positive behavior professional to 
implement a D&CC program. The following 
program is not intended to take the place of 
professional guidance. (See chapter on page 15 
on how to find a qualified professional.)

1. Write down every step of the process you nor-
mally go through for nail trimming (or whatev-
er situation your dog has problems with). Your 
list may ultimately look something like this:

a.) Set the nail clippers on coffee table; 
b.) Grab dog; 
c.) Drag dog to coffee table; keep stranglehold of 
dog’s collar; 
d.) Grip dog in unbreakable headlock ;
e.) Pick up clippers; 
f.) Pick up dog’s right front paw with left hand 
while maintaining headlock; 
g.) Move clippers toward paw; 
h.) Touch paw with clippers; 
i.) Clip first nail; 
j.) Clip second nail, etc., all the way through all 
the dog’s nails.

2. Determine how to separate different ele-
ments of this procedure into separate goals for 
D&CC. Separate goals might look like this:
(a.) Develop positive association with clippers; 

Convince your dog that something stressful to him 
is actually quite wonderful by pairing it with high-
value treats, such as small bits of cooked chicken.
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(b.) Teach dog to sit quietly and accept paws be-
ing held; 
(c.) Convince dog to allow nail clipping.

3. Create a mini-D&CC program for each sepa-
rate element. Work on each program separately 
but concurrently so you can put them all to-
gether later.

(a.) Positive association with clippers. Purchase 
several nail clippers. Leave them around the 
house next to his dinner bowl, on the coffee 
table, etc. Carry them in your hand as you go 
about your daily routine. Feed the dog treats 
while you are holding the clippers. Teach him to 
touch the clippers with his nose for a high-value 
reward. Pet him with the clippers in your hand 
and feed him treats.

(b.) Teach your dog to accept paw-holding. Have 
dog sit quietly with you. Touch him at a point 
that does not elicit tension — perhaps the top 
of his head. Feed him a high-value treat. Repeat 
several times, giving him a treat each time, then 
move your hand slightly down his neck and feed 
him a treat.

Repeat this process, giving him treats all the 
while, very gradually moving down to his elbow, 
his knee, his paw. It may take several sessions 
just to get to his elbow. If at any time you elicit 
signs of aggression — a growl, snarl, or snap 
— you have moved too quickly. An ideal D&CC 
program never elicits the behavior you are trying 
to eliminate. Continue this gradual process until 
you can lift each paw and hold it longer and 
longer without resistance.

(c.) Convince the dog to allow nail clipping. Your 
dog now thinks that nail clippers are GOOD and 
paw holding is GOOD. You must now convince 
him that the actual clipping is GOOD as well.

Do this gradually. Hold the clippers in one hand 
while you repeat the paw desensitization step 
(step 3b) with the other, to show him that paw 
touching in the presence of clippers is also good. 
Be generous with your high-value treats. Then 
use the hand with the clipper to repeat step 
3b until he is happy about having you touch 

his paws with the clipper. Continue by closing 
the clippers near his toenail, then against his 
toenail, then by actually clipping the very tip off 
one nail.

4. NOW STOP! If he handled this much well, it 
is tempting to go on to the next nail, but it is 
important that you stop here. One nail clipped 
without resistance is a huge success. Don’t spoil 
it by pushing him into feeling stressed, and un-
doing your work. 

Repeat the process the next day, and if all goes 
well, clip the next nail. The third day, if he still 
does well, try clipping the next two nails. Even-
tually, when he is comfortable with the whole 
process, you can sit down and clip all his nails in 
one session, without risk of being bitten. 

EDUCATE YOURSELF
Remember that a very large part of address-
ing aggressive behavior in your dog depends 
on your ability to recognize, manage, and treat 
your dog’s stress. The first thing to do is educate 
yourself about dog body language so you can be 
aware of your dog’s more subtle agonistic behav-
iors. Then be aware of your dog’s stressors and 
stress levels, and avoid putting him in situations 
where he may be compelled to bite. When you do 

If your dog has problems with nail trimming, for 
example, write down all the steps (even seemingly 
unimportant) so you can later separate the 
elements into specific goals/steps.
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see stress signals, even subtle ones, remove him 
from the immediate proximity of the stressor to 
help him cope with the situation.

When you’ve identified something that appears 
to be a stressor for him, figure out how to re-
move it as a stressor in his life. If it’s something 
you can get rid of, simply get rid of it. If you 
can manage it, by removing the dog from the 
environment when you know the stressor will 
be present, do it. If it’s too present in his world 
to get rid of or manage, take steps to change his 
opinion of that stressor through counter-condi-
tioning, or change his behavior in the presence 
of that stressor through operant conditioning. 
There are bound to be some low-level stressors 
that he’ll just have to live with. As long as they 
aren’t significant enough to put him near or 
over his bite threshold, he can live with some 
stressors. We all have some stress in our lives! 
But remember that the more stressors you de-
sensitize him to, the more likely it is that he will 
spend the rest of his life bite-free.

Here are some examples of a Stress Action Plan:
 
u Get rid of it: Anything aversive that causes un-
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necessary pain or stress, including shock, choke, 
and prong collars; penny cans; or throw chains. 
Even head halters, considered by many to be 
positive training tools, are aversive to some dogs.

u Manage it: So, your dog isn’t fond of small 
children and there are none in your life and he 
doesn’t encounter them regularly in your neigh-
borhood. Even so, you can manage him the one 
time each year your sister comes to visit with 
your young niece and nephew, by keeping him 
in another part of the house when the kids are 
awake and about. 

u Change his association: Convince him that 
something that stresses him is actually very 
wonderful by pairing it consistently with some-
thing else wonderful. If your dog is stressed by 
men with beards, you can convince him that 
men with beards always make chicken happen, 
by having a bearded man appear, and feeding 
bits of chicken to your dog, over and over and 
over again, until he wants furry-faced men to 
appear so he can have more chicken. 

The key to successful counter-conditioning, as 
this process is called, is to always keep the dog 
below threshold; you want him a little aware of 
and worried about the aversive stimulus, but not 
quaking in fear or barking and lunging. 

u Teach him a new behavior: Perhaps your dog 
becomes highly aroused by visitors coming to 
the door. He’s not fearful or aggressive, but the 
high arousal is a stressor. You can teach him that 
the doorbell is his cue to run get in his crate, 
where he’ll receive a stuffed Kong or other dog-
gie delectable. Or you can teach him that visitors 
toss toys for him to chase if he sits politely when 
the door opens. 

u Live with it: So you’re a little (or a lot!) stressed 
because your work isn’t going well, or the school 
just notified you that your teen-age daughter 
has been skipping school. While I encourage you 
for your own well-being to take steps to reduce 
your own stress as much as possible, this is one 
your dog can live with, especially if you remem-
ber that when you are stressed, it pushes your 
dog a little closer to his own bite threshold. 

In a "Stress Action Plan," you should get rid of any 
aversive equipment that can cause unnecessary 
pain or stress (like the choke collar pictured above).
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When It's Time  
to Seek Help

If you're ready to consider 
professional guidance, 
here's what to look for. 
Remember that a good behavior professional 
won’t come riding in like a white knight, push 
your dog around a little, and declare him cured. 
A good behavior modification protocol is not 
dramatic, but rather a slow, low-key program that 
will help your dog learn to better cope with his 
world. And your behavior professional won’t need 
to see the actual aggressive behavior; she will 
trust your description of your dog’s reaction to 
the stressors in his world, and help you figure out 
how to keep him far below his bite threshold. 

Like most behaviors, aggression is far easier to 
modify sooner, before your dog has had time to 
practice and get good at it. It’s most effective to 
hire a professional with an appropriate amount 
of experience and expertise in dealing with the 
amount of aggression your dog displays.

If a dog’s aggression is not too far advanced, we 
recommend looking for a trainer with any of the 
following credentials:

CCPDT certificants: The Certification Council 
for Professional Dog Trainers (CCPDT) confers 
the titles of “Certified Professional Dog Trainer 
– Knowledge Assessed” (CPDT-KA), “Certified 
Professional Dog Trainer – Skills Assessed” (CPDT-
KSA), and “Certified Behavior Consultant, Canine 
– Knowledge Assessed” (CBCC-KA) to trainers 
who have passed a written exam designed to test 
broad knowledge in the field. 

CPDT-KSA means the certificant has also dem-
onstrated that they have a professional level of 
training skill. The CCPDT has not yet developed a 

skills-assessed certification for behavior consul-
tants. CCPDT certificants are not required to use 
“all positive” methods, but they do agree to follow 
a “humane hierarchy” that puts positive methods 
first.

IAABC certified members: The International As-
sociation of Animal Behavior Consultants (IAABC) 
confers the titles of "Certified Behavior Consul-
tant" (CDBC) and "Associate Certified Behavior 
Consultant” (ACDBC) to professionals working 
with dogs. 

Qualified professionals must pass a rigorous 
written exam that includes submission of profes-
sional letters of reference, multiple case studies 
demonstrating knowledge and application of 
technique and evidence-based assessment, as-
sessment of case scenarios, the ability to com-
municate effectively, and knowledge of learning 
science. IAABC certified members are required to 
adhere to a Least Intrusive, Minimally Aversive 
(LIMA) standard in their work that stresses posi-
tive reinforcement training and behavior modifi-
cation as primary strategies.
Graduates of Jean Donaldson’s program: Jean 
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Not all professional trainers necessarily utilize a 
positive-reinforcement philosophy, so be sure to 
ask plenty of questions first. 
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Donaldson is a well-known trainer and teacher, 
and former director of the trainer academy pro-
gram at the San Francisco SPCA; she now offers 
her own rigorous online course and credentials 
through the auspices of the Academy for Dog 
Trainers.

Graduates of KPA: Karen Pryor is known as the 
mother of clicker training in the dog world. She 
offers an in-depth distance-learning program for 
training and behavior professionals through the 
Karen Pryor Academy (KPA). Students work on 
their own, and meet from time-to-time to dem-
onstrate their knowledge, skills, and accomplish-
ments with one of several Karen Pryor trainers. 
Pryor does not teach the courses herself.

Graduates of Pat Miller’s Academy: Pat Miller 
(training editor at the Whole Dog Journal) of-
fers academies for trainers, and confers titles 
with increasing levels of designation (Pat Miller 
Certified Trainers, PMCTs) as a trainer successfully 
completes more academies.

PPG Members: The Pet Professional Guild is a 
membership organization committed to force-

free training methods. Pet Professional Guild 
Members (PPGs) must agree not to use pain, 
force, or fear in their training and behavior prac-
tices, but there is no test or certification required 
to be a member.

PROFESSIONALS WITH ADVANCED EDUCATION  
AND TRAINING
In many cases, an experienced trainer with a good 
education and an interest in and comfort with 
dogs who display aggressive behavior will be suf-
ficient to help you. But for dogs with more severe 
aggressive behavior, or complex or confounding 
aggression, we recommend you look for one of 
the following professionals with advanced educa-
tion and training in animal behavior:

Certified Applied Animal Behaviorists (CAAB) 
and Associate Certified Applied Animal Behavior-
ists (ACAAB) have advanced degrees in behavior 
and have met rigorous standards to obtain their 
credentials. Not all CAABs and ACAABs necessarily 
follow a positive reinforcement-based philosophy, 
so be sure to investigate. 

Veterinary Behaviorists (VBs) are veterinarians 
who are board-certified in behavior. This means 
they have studied behavior extensively and 
passed rigorous testing to obtain their creden-
tials. Not all VBs necessarily follow a positive 
reinforcement-based philosophy, so be sure to 
investigate.

Veterinary Behavior Consultant (VBC) is not an 
official title or certification; these veterinarians 
are not (yet) board-certified in behavior but are 
educating themselves in animal behavior and 
making behavior a specialty. As there are fewer 
than 70 boarded Veterinary Behaviorists in the 
country, VBCs provide a very valuable service to 
augment this scarce resource. There is no official 
source that lists Veterinary Behavior Consultants. 
Try an Internet search for “veterinary behavior 
consultant” and (your state) to find any who 
might be near you.

WHICH KIND OF HELP DO YOU NEED?
First and foremost, if your dog’s aggressive be-
havior is new and rather sudden, get a veterinary 
check-up. Your dog may not be feeling well, or 
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Your dog should get a complete medical work-
up to make sure that there isn't a health reason 
lurking behind his aggressive behavior.
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might be experiencing some pain. That kind of 
discomfort can sometimes be enough to make 
any of us a little grumpy.

A complete medical work-up, including a full thy-
roid panel, is indicated for any significant behav-
ior problem, especially aggression. Any medical 
condition that causes your dog to behave out of 
sorts is a massive contributor to stress. Trying to 
modify aggression while your dog suffers from 
an untreated medical condition is akin to push-
ing a behavioral boulder uphill. You absolutely 
must rule out or identify and treat any medical 
contributors to your dog’s behavior in order for 
your dog to fully benefit from your modification 
efforts.
  
Mild aggression cases might involve a dog who 
growls and might even “air-snap,” but who hasn’t 
made contact with a person, or whose teeth 
touched a person but did not break the skin. For 
mild aggression cases, I’d consider profession-
als with one of the following credentials (and of 
course, experience and interest in aggression 
cases): CBCC-KA, CDBC, ACDBC, JDA, KPA, PMCT, 
PPG, or VBC.

For help with a dog displaying moderate to signif-
icant aggression — a dog who has actually bitten 
and broken skin — I’d look for a professional with 
any of the following credentials: ACAAB, CAAB, 
PMCT 2 or 3, VB, VBC and some CBCC-KAs, CDBCs, 
JDAs, or KPAs.

For dogs with severe aggression (multiple signifi-
cant bites, mauling), I’d consider only profession-
als with credentials ACAAB, CAAB, VB, or VBC.

BE PATIENT ... AND REALISTIC
Basic training and early socialization can go a 
long way toward inoculating your dog against 
future aggression. Your observational skills and 
ability to mitigate stressful situations for your 
dog are excellent booster shots. At the point, 
however, when you become aware that your dog’s 
behaviors are inappropriate, traveling along that 
continuum of agonistic behavior verging on overt 
aggression, and are resistant to your efforts to 
manage and modify them, it’s time to call for 
help.

Of course, there will be some dogs that don’t 
respond adequately to any training program. 
These may require a referral to a certified veteri-
nary behaviorist who can prescribe drugs such 
as fluoxetine (Prozac) as part of the treatment 
arsenal. If you have an aggressive dog, you have a 
responsibility to ensure his safety and that of oth-
ers by taking appropriate measures, including the 
use of a muzzle when indicated.

But no matter how serious your dog’s problem 
may be, Jean Donaldson, author of The Culture 
Clash and founder of The Academy for Dog Train-
ers, advises keeping it in perspective: “In any 
discussion of aggression, it bears remembering 
that the bar we hold up for dogs is one we would 
consider ridiculous for any other animal, includ-
ing ourselves. We want no species-normal ag-
gressive behavior directed at any other human 
or canine at any time, of even the most ritualized 
sort, over the entire life of the animal? It’s like 
me saying to you, ‘Hey, get yourself a therapist 
who will fix you so that for the rest of your life, 
you never once lose your temper, say something 
you later regret to a loved one, swear at another 
driver in traffic, or yell at anyone, including your 
dog.’ It’s a tall order!”

In other words, you need to keep your expecta-
tions realistic. 

We're hoping that you and your dog 
will benefit tremendously from all the 
information contained in this eBook. 

To see a comprehensive list of all of our 
current eBook titles on canine training, 

behavior, nutrition and health, please visit 
www.whole-dog-journal.com/products
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Unraveling Leash 
Aggression
Why an otherwise 
friendly dog may behave 
aggressively when his 
leash is on. 
If you hang around with other dog owners, you’ve 
no doubt heard the same comment I have: “My dog 
is fine with other dogs when he’s off-leash; he’s only 
dog-aggressive when his leash is on.” You may have 
even said it yourself. The reason it’s an often-heard 
comment is that it’s a common behavior: A lot of 
dogs who are fine with other dogs when left to their 
own devices become aggressive if they are leashed 
when they meet other dogs.

We know that aggression is caused by stress. Clearly, 
there is something about being on a leash that a lot 
of dogs find stressful enough that it prompts ag-
gressive behavior. There are several reasons for this. 
Let’s take a look at each of them.

THE LEASH INTERFERES WITH THE NORMAL SOCIAL  
INTERACTION OF DOGS
Picture in your mind two dogs meeting and greet-
ing, off-leash. They engage in a social dance — ad-
vancing, retreating, moving around each other, 
sniffing various body parts, giving body language 
signals intended to keep the interaction civil. Some-
times the movements are slow; sometimes they are 
quick. If one dog is cautious or fearful of the other, 
he can retreat as he wishes, using social distance to 
keep himself safe.

Now picture those same two dogs meeting on-
leash. The dance is stilted, inhibited by the restraint 
of the leash. One dog tries to circle the other, and 
the leash tangles around his legs. The cautious dog 
would like to retreat to safety, but knows the leash 
restricts his movement, and elects to act out his 
second option to increase distance — a growl and 
a snap to signal to the other dog to move away — 
who cannot, because he is leashed. The fight is on.

In the future, the cautious dog will offer a growl and 
snap before he’s close enough for the other dog to 
make contact. The best defense is a good offense. 
Alarmed, owners move away from each other, and 
the fearful dog’s aggression is reinforced by the 
increased distance. Behaviors that are reinforced 
repeat and increase, and the cautious dog’s aggres-
sion escalates as he realizes that it’s a successful 
behavior strategy for him — it keeps other scary 
dogs away. You now have a leash-aggressive dog. 
Absent the leash, he still chooses to move away from 
the other dog — his first behavior choice. 

LEASH RESTRAINT FRUSTRATION 
This is the dog who would love to visit with other 
dogs, on- or off-leash. In fact, you have reinforced 
his “I wanna go see the other dog!” behavior by 
frequently allowing him to greet other dogs on-
leash, being careful to keep the leash loose, as your 
instructor showed you in class, to avoid having the 
leash interfere with the dogs’ normal social interac-
tion. However, sometimes owners of approaching 
dogs give a clear indication that they don’t want to 
allow their dogs to greet yours. You politely comply, 
restraining your dog with his leash to hold him back.

Your dog, who suffers from low impulse control 
and low tolerance for frustration, becomes highly 

This otherwise natural canine interaction is being 
impacted by the presence of the leashes and their 
inevitable tightening and limitations placed on the 
dogs.

@
 n

el
yn

in
el

l/G
et

ty
 Im

ag
es



The Whole Dog Journal™  The Aggressive Dog — 19	 www.whole-dog-journal.com

aroused when his desire to greet the other dogs 
is thwarted. His frustration and arousal turn into 
aggression, and your dog is labeled as “reactive.” Ab-
sent the leash, he would have happily greeted other 
dogs without any frustration or aggression.

OWNER PRESENCE AS A STRESSOR
Stories abound of dogs who are ferocious if the 
owner is in the room, or holding the leash, yet turn 
into pussycats when the owner leaves or hands the 
leash off to someone else. One possibility is that 
the dog is protecting his owner. Another more likely 
one is that the owner’s presence gives a fearful dog 
enough confidence to act aggressively, but the dog 
shuts down when the owner leaves. Yet a third and 
perhaps most likely explanation, is that the owner 
is stressed in anticipation of the dog’s behavior in 
the proximity of other dogs, as well as other coming 
events — such as obedience ring competition. The 
stress of the human is an added stressor for the dog 
who is well aware of his owner’s emotional distress 
(they are masters at reading human body language, 
remember?) and that’s enough to put him over his 
aggression threshold.

PRIOR NEGATIVE ASSOCIATION WITH EVENTS THAT 
HAPPENED ON-LEASH
If you ever made the mistake of punishing your dog 
for inappropriate behavior toward other dogs on-
leash, you may have given him a negative associa-
tion between the leash and the presence of other 
dogs. Verbal corrections, a jerk on the leash, or a zap 
from a shock collar are all stressors that your dog 
might now associate with the presence of another 
dog when he’s on his leash. That added stress can 
cause him to be aggressive when he otherwise 
might not have been.

Perhaps he was attacked by another dog when he 
was on leash. Attacks can create very strong nega-
tive associations; you will often see a dog who is on-
leash-aggressive toward a particular breed, type, or 
color of dog that reminds him of a prior aggressor.

TIGHTENING OF THE LEASH AS A STRESSOR/TRIGGER
Sometimes introductions seem to be going well un-
til one owner turns to leave, and pulls on the leash 
to get her dog to follow. Suddenly a fight breaks out 
for no apparent reason other than the leash tight-
ening. If things were already a bit tense between 

the dogs, the tightening of the leash can easily 
trigger an aggressive outburst. For one thing — it’s 
a stressor. Imagine if you were engaged in conversa-
tion with someone, and someone grabbed your arm 
— or worse, your shirt collar — and tried to pull you 
away. Annoying, yes? Well, annoying equals stress 
— perhaps enough stress to trigger an outburst.

For another, picture two dogs standing nose-to-
nose, with some tension between them. Now envi-
sion the dog’s body language when his owner pulls 
back on the leash. The dog leans forward against 
the pressure of the leash, standing a little taller and 
causing his muscles to tighten — all of which mimic 
an assertive, perhaps aggressive body posture in a 
dog. If the annoyance-stress isn’t enough to trigger 
aggression in that dog, his offensive body language 
is likely to trigger an aggressive response from the 
other dog.
WHAT YOU SHOULD DO
Each of the causes for on-leash aggression has its 
own remedy. Some require preventative action — 
proactive steps that reduce the likelihood of future 
aggression. Others respond well to intervention in 
the actual moment of potential aggression. They all 
require that you keep a cool head when you identify 
possible trouble spots.

Leash interference with normal social interaction 
Make it a strict rule not to introduce dogs while still 
holding leashes. A better dog-to-dog introduction 
routine involves letting the dogs see each other 
from a distance and, if all appears copacetic as the 
dogs near each other, dropping leashes and let-
ting the dogs interact normally, without human 
interference. If the meeting unravels, we can grab 
leashes and separate the dogs without risking a 
close encounter with flashing teeth. If all goes well, 
however, we remove leashes after a moment or two 
of greeting, and allow the dogs to play freely.

Leash restraint frustration 
The “no greetings on-leash” rule works well to pro-
actively prevent leash-restraint frustration. Because 
your dog won’t be in the habit of routinely greeting 
other dogs on-leash, he won’t develop that expec-
tation, and therefore shouldn’t become frustrated 
when it doesn’t happen. Teach your dog that when 
he is on leash, he is with you, and his job is to pay at-
tention to you. Only when and if you drop the leash 
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and give him the “Go play!” cue can he expect to 
interact with an approaching dog.

For this reason, on-leash greeting exercise in 
group training classes are not a good idea (greet-
ing humans, yes; greeting dogs, no). Practicing the 
no-greeting rule from Day One of group training 
classes helps to decrease the potential for on-leash 
frustration-aggression. (If your class instructor 
wants you to participate in an on-leash dog-to-dog 
greeting exercise, feel free to politely decline.)

Owner presence as a stressor 
This one might be more about you than it is about 
your dog. It’s generally best not to leave your dogs 
in the hands of strangers — even veterinarians. 
Without you there to protect your dog, some may 
resort to inappropriate use of force to coerce your 
dog into cooperating. Forcible restraint is likely to 
exacerbate your dog’s stress and resulting aggres-
sion. Your veterinarian may be able to get the job 
done, but your dog’s behavior could escalate and 
worsen with each subsequent encounter.

You may need a two-pronged approach — modifi-
cation protocols for your dog and you. Meditation, 
yoga, and other self-calming procedures are useful 
to train yourself to stay calm during interactions 
that might otherwise cause your dog to react 
to your stress with aggression. “Square breath-
ing” is one simple technique you can use to calm 
yourself and reduce your own stress. You can also 
teach your dog to breathe, and then ask him to 
breathe on cue — reducing his stress — and giving 
you something to think about and do, which also 
reduces your stress. 

Prior Negative Association with On-Leash Events 
The greater the intensity of the prior negative 
association, the harder you will have to work to 
overcome it. If your dog has perceived that the 
presence of another dog causes pain or discomfort 
to his neck — from the shock of an electronic collar, 
the pinch of a prong collar, or even the choking of a 
flat collar — start by changing the equipment.

Then implement a counter-conditioning and de-
sensitization program to other dogs. Dog at a dis-
tance makes chicken happen (the other dog needs 
to be far enough away — “sub-threshold” — so as 

not to elicit an aggressive response to your dog). 
Let him look at the other dog; feed him chicken. Let 
him look again; feed chicken. Look — feed. Look – 
feed. Over and over, until, when he sees another 
dog his brain thinks “Chicken!” — and he no longer 
stresses over the presence of the other dog.

Then gradually decrease the distance between 
your dog and the other dog, and increase intensity 
of the stimulus in other ways: multiple dogs, more 
movement from the dogs, direct eye contact with 
the other dogs, offset walking (walking in the same 
direction but not right next to each other); parallel 
walking (next to each other, dogs on the outside 
humans on the inside); offset approaches, and 
finally, direct approaches.

If your dog was actually attacked by another dog 
on one or more occasions, the negative associa-
tion may be even more intense, and modification 
even more of a challenge. If the mere presence of 
another dog is a very strong stressor for your dog, 
you may want to seek the assistance of a behavior 
professional for your modification program, and a 
veterinary behavior professional, for a discussion 
of behavior modification medication.

Leash Tightening as a Stressor
The solution for this is absurdly simple: just teach 
your dog that the tightening of the leash reliably 
predicts wonderful stuff. You need your dog, on-
leash, and a large supply of his favorite treat, cut 
into pea-size pieces. Now pull gently on his leash 
— and feed him a treat. Do this multiple times, 
until a tug on the leash prompts your dog to turn 
happily to you in anticipation of a goodie. Then in-
crease the pressure on the leash, and the duration 
of the pressure. Next, practice the “leash pressure 
equals treat” game in the presence of increasing 
distractions, and finally in the presence of other 
dogs. 

Identify and address the specific cause of your 
dog’s on-leash aggression; manage his on-leash 
behavior to prevent the frustration, arousal, stress, 
and fear that are the root causes of his undesirable 
behavior; give him new associations with the pres-
ence of other dogs; and keep him safe from inap-
propriate social interactions (canine and human), 
and he will be well-positioned to succeed. 
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Taming the 
Schoolyard Bully
Sometimes, it's hard for 
owners to notice where 
the play ends and the 
bullying begins. 
You can find canine bullies everywhere — at dog 
parks and doggie daycare centers, in dog training 
classes, in your neighbor’s yards ... perhaps even in 
your own home. They overwhelm their potential 
playmates with overly assertive and inappropri-
ate behaviors, like the out-of-control human bully 
on the school playground.

In her excellent book, Fight!, dog trainer and 
author Jean Donaldson defines bullying dogs (not 
to be confused with “Pitbull-type dogs”) as those 
dogs for whom “roughness and harassment of 
non-consenting dogs is quite obviously reinforc-
ing.” Like the human playground bully, the bully 
dog seems to get a kick out of tormenting less-
assertive members of his playgroup. Donaldson 
says, “They engage at it full tilt, with escalating 
frequency, and almost always direct it at desig-
nated target dogs.”

WHAT EXACTLY IS APPROPRIATE PLAY? 
For some reason, dog owners often have difficulty 
distinguishing between appropriate and inap-
propriate play. Some may think that perfectly 
acceptable play behavior is bullying because it 
involves growling, biting, and apparently pinning 
the playmate to the ground. Appropriate play can, 
in fact, look and sound quite ferocious.

The difference is in the response of the playmate. 
If both dogs appear to be having a good time and 
no one’s getting hurt, it’s usually fine to allow the 
play to continue. Thwarting your dog’s need to 
play by stopping him every time he engages an-
other dog, even if it’s rough play, can sometimes 

lead to other behavior problems.

With a bully, the playmate clearly does not enjoy 
the interaction. The softer dog may offer multiple 
appeasement and deference signals that are 
largely or totally ignored by the canine bully. The 
harassment continues, or escalates.

Any time one play partner is obviously not 
having a good time, it’s wise to intervene. A 
traumatic play experience can damage the 
softer dog’s confidence and potentially induce 
a life-long fear-aggression or “Reactive Rover” 
response — definitely not a good thing!

Some bullies seem to spring from the box full-
blown, meaning there could be a genetic ele-
ment behind this type of personality. However, 
there can certainly be a learned component of 
any bullying behavior. As Jean Donaldson re-
minds us, the act of harassing a “non-consenting 
dog” is in and of itself reinforcing for bullies.
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Interestingly, the size of canine playmates does not 
always predict who is going to "not play nice" and 
strive to become the bully of the dogpark. 
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By definition, a behavior that’s reinforced con-
tinues or increases — hence the importance of 
intervening with a bully at the earliest possible 
moment, rather than letting the behavior be-
come more and more ingrained through rein-
forcement. As with most behavior modification, 
prognosis is brightest if the dog is young, if he 
hasn’t had much chance to practice the unwant-
ed behavior, and if he has not been repeatedly 
successful at it.

SOME YOUNG BULLIES-IN-THE-MAKING
Jasper was a nine-month-old Labradoodle from a 
puppy mill, enrolled in one of my Peaceable Paws 
Good Manners classes. He was kept in a wire 
cage on a Pennsylvania farm until he was four 
months old, when his new owners purchased 
him. Katy Malcolm, the class instructor, had 
asked me to sit in on the first end-of-class play 
session with Jasper because she was concerned 
that his lack of early socialization could present 
a challenge. She was right.

Sam was a 10-week-old Golden Retriever puppy, 
well bred, purchased from a responsible breeder 
by knowledgeable dog owners who immediately 
enrolled him in one of my Peaceable Paws Puppy 
Good Manners classes to get him started on the 
right paw. Sam unexpectedly also turned out 
to be a challenge at his first end-of-class puppy 
play session.

These two dogs had considerably different 
backgrounds, but when it came time to play, 
both dogs exhibited bullying behaviors: Jasper 
because he never had a chance to learn how 
to interact appropriately with other dogs; Sam 
because — well — who knows? Genetics, maybe? 
Early experiences in his litter, maybe? Regardless 
of the reasons, both dogs required special han-
dling if they were ever to have a normal canine 
social life.

Jasper: Not well socialized
When released with permission to “go play,” the 
poorly socialized Labradoodle, Jasper, imme-
diately pounced on the back of Mesa, an easy-
going and confident Rottweiler who was playing 
nicely with Bo, a friendly and exuberant Golden 
Retriever. Jasper barked insistently, nipping at 
Mesa’s back as she tried to ignore his social in-
eptness. Finally, fed up with his boorish behavior, 
she flashed her teeth at him one time, at which 
point he decided Bo was a better target for his 
attentions. Indeed, Bo found him overwhelming, 
a response that emboldened Jasper to pursue 
him even more energetically.

We intervened in his play with Mesa several 
times by picking up Jasper’s dragging leash and 
giving him a time-out when his behavior was 
completely unacceptable, then releasing him 
to “Go play!” when he settled a bit. Each time 
we released him he promptly re-escalated to an 
unacceptable level of bullying, until Mesa herself 
told him to “Back off, Bud!” with a quick flash of 
her teeth.

Human-controlled time-outs, however, made 
no impression on Jasper. The canine corrections 
were more effective, but didn’t stop the behav-
ior; they only redirected it to a less-capable vic-
tim. Because Bo wasn’t assertive enough to back 
Jasper off, we ended the play as soon as Jasper 
turned his attentions to the softer dog.

Sam: Star performer in puppy class
Like Jasper’s preferred victim, Sam’s favorite bul-
lying target was also a Rottweiler — not a breed 
you’d necessarily expect to find wearing an 
invisible “bite me!” sign. Max was about Sam’s 
own age, and outweighed Sam considerably — 

A dogpark with compatible canine friends can be 
a great benefit to giving your dog the ability to 
socialize and exercise.
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but was no match for the smaller pup’s intensity.

Sam had given us no indication during class that 
he had a play problem. In fact, he was a star per-
former for his clicks and treats. However, when 
playtime arrived his demeanor changed from an 
attentive “What can I do to get you to click the 
clicker?” pupil to an “I’m tough and you just try 
to stop me!” bully.

Several seconds after the two pups began frolick-
ing together, Sam suddenly pinned Max to the 
ground with a ferocious snarl, then released 
him briefly, just to pin him again in short order. 
Needless to say, we also intervened quickly in 
that relationship!

While Sam had, no doubt, already been rein-
forced for his bullying by the response of his 
softer littermates, he must have been born with 
a strong, assertive personality in order for the 
behavior to be as pronounced as it was by the 
tender age of 10 weeks. Jasper, on the other 
hand, may have been a perfectly normal puppy, 
but months of social deprivation combined with 
a strong desire to be social turned him into an 
inadvertent bully. 

MODIFYING BULLYING BEHAVIOR
Successful modification of bullying behavior 
requires attention to several elements: 

u Skilled application of intervention tools and 
techniques: Leashes and long lines, no-reward 
markers (NRMs), and time-outs. 

u Excellent timing of intervention: Application 
of NRMs and time-outs. 

u Reinforcement for appropriate behavior: Play 
continues or resumes when dog is calm or play-
ing nicely. 

u Selection of appropriate play partners: Dogs 
who are not intimidated or traumatized by bul-
lying behavior.

The most appropriate human intervention is the 
use of “negative punishment,” in which the dog’s 
behavior makes a good thing go away. In this 

case, the most appropriate negative punishment 
is a time-out. Used in conjunction with a “no-
reward marker” (NRM) or “punishment” marker, 
this works best for bullying behavior.

USING THE WORD OOPS
The opposite of the clicker (or other reward 
marker, such as the word, “Yes!”), the NRM says, 
“That behavior made the good stuff go away.” 
With bullying, the good stuff is the opportunity 
to play with other dogs. Just as the clicker always 
means a treat is coming, the NRM always means 
the behavior stops immediately or good stuff 
goes away; it’s not to be used repeatedly as a 
threat or warning.

A preferred NRM many modern trainers use if/
when necessary, is the word “Oops!” rather than 
the word “No!” which is deliberately used to shut 
down behavior — and as such is usually deliv-
ered firmly or harshly and unfortunately often 

3 Skilled application of intervention 
tools and techniques: Leashes and long 
lines, no-reward markers (NRMs), and 
time-outs. 

3 A need to develop excellent timing of 
intervention: Application of NRMs and 
time-outs.

3 The consistent reinforcement for 
appropriate behavior: Play continues or 
resumes when dog is calm or playing 
nicely. 

3 A careful selection of appropriate play 
partners: Dogs who are not intimidated 
or traumatized by bullying behavior. 

100C, 44M

48M, 81Y, 28K

121G, 193B

188R, 116G, 52B

Pantone 300

Pantone 7551

Your complete guide to natural dog care and training

Your complete guide to natural dog care and training

MODIFYING BULLY BEHAVIOR
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followed by physical punishment. “Oops!” simply 
means, “Make another behavior choice or there 
will be an immediate loss of good stuff.” An NRM 
is to be delivered in a non-punitive tone of voice; 
it’s almost impossible to say “Oops!” harshly. 
(Just try it for yourself right now!)

Timing is just as important with your NRM as it 
is with your reward marker. It says, “Whatever 
you were doing the exact instant you heard the 
‘Oops!’ is what earned your time-out.” You’ll use 
it the instant your dog’s bully behavior appears, 
and if the bullying continues for more than a 
second or two more, grasp his leash or drag-line 
(a long, light line attached to his collar) and 
remove him from play. Don’t repeat the NRM. 
Give him at least 20 seconds to calm down, more 
if he needs it, then release him to go play again. 
If several time-outs don’t dampen the behavior 
even slightly, make them longer and make sure 
he’s calm prior to returning to play.

If a half-dozen time-outs have absolutely no 
effect, end the play session for the day. If the 
NRM does stop the bullying, thank your dog for 
responding, and allow him to continue playing 
under direct supervision as his reward.

THE HELPER DOG
Another sometimes-effective approach to bully 
modification requires access to an appropriate 
“neutral dog” — a dog like Mesa who is confi-
dent enough to withstand the bully’s assault 
without being traumatized or responding with 
inappropriate aggression in return. A flash of 
the pearly whites as a warning is fine. A full-out 
dogfight is not.

It’s important to watch closely during interac-
tions with the bully. Any sign the neutral dog 
is becoming unduly stressed by the encounters 
should bring the session to an immediate halt. 
A neutral dog may be able to modify your bully’s 
behavior, and have it transfer to other dogs — or 
not. If not, you may be able to find one or two 
sturdy, neutral dogs who can be your dog’s play 
companions, and leave the softer dogs to gentler 
play-pals. Not all dogs get along with all other 
dogs. 

Even well-trained dogs come from all different 
backgrounds and are born with different tempera-
ments. It can be hard to know what early influ-
ences may contribute to undesirable behaviors.
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Resource Guarding
Five things to do when 
your dog guards food, a 
toy, a bone, or a bed.
Resource guarding may be a natural, normal 
dog behavior, but it’s alarming when your own 
dog growls — or worse, snaps — at you over his 
resource. Resist your first impulse to snap back at 
your dog. Instead, do this:

1. Stop. Whatever you did that caused your 
dog to growl, stop doing it. Immediately. If you 
were walking toward him, stand still. If you were 
reaching toward him, stop reaching. If you were 
trying to take the toy or bone away from him, 
stop trying.

2. Analyze. Your next action depends on your 
lightning-fast analysis of the situation. If your 
dog is about to bite you, retreat. Quickly. If you’re 
confident he won’t escalate, stay still. If you aren’t 
sure, retreat. Err on the side of caution. Complete 
your analysis by identifying what resource he had 
that was valuable enough to guard, and what you 
were doing that caused him to guard.

3. Retreat. If you already retreated because 
you feared a bite, go on to #4. If you stayed 
still, wait for some lessening of his tension and 
then retreat. Here’s the dilemma: dogs give 
off guarding signals — a freeze, a hard stare, 
stiffening of the body, a growl, snarl, snap, or bite 
— to make you go away and leave them alone 
with their valuable objects. 

Your safety is the number one priority, so if a 
bite is imminent, it’s appropriate to skedaddle. 
However, by doing so you reinforce the guarding 
behavior. “Yes!” says Dog. “That freeze worked; it 
made my human go away.” Reinforced behaviors 
are likely to repeat or increase, so you can expect 
more guarding next time. 
If, instead, you are safe to stay still and wait for 
some relaxation of tension and then leave, you 

reinforce calmer behavior. “Hmmmmm,” says 
Dog. “Relaxing made my human go away.” If you 
can do this safely, you increase his relaxation 
when you are near him and decrease his guarding 
behavior.

4. Manage. Give your dog guardable things only 
when you won’t have to take them away. Crates 
are good places for a resource guarder to enjoy 
his valuable objects. When he’s crated with good 
stuff, don’t mess with him, and don’t let anyone 
else mess with him. When small children are 
around, put him away — for his sake and theirs 
— since you may not always know what he’ll 
decide to guard, especially when kids bring their 
own toys to play with.

5. Train. Work with a good, positive behavior 
professional to modify your dog’s guarding 
behavior so he no longer feels stressed when 
humans are around his good stuff. Teach him to 
“trade” on verbal cue for a high value treat such 
as chicken, starting with low value objects and 
working up to high value, so he’ll happily give 
you his things on cue when you need him to. Out-
think your dog. Resource guarding behavior is not 
a good place for a battle of wills.  

A fake hand, mounted on the end of a stick, is used 
to safely assess whether this dog guards his food — 
obviously, he does! If a dog habitually or intensely 
guards food or other resources like this, find an 
experienced, positive behavior professional to help 
you. And employ scrupulous management to keep 
everyone safe!
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Aggression in 
the Multi-Dog 
Household
Learn some strategies 
when "the more, the 
merrier" doesn't quite 
ring true in your home.
Knowledgeable dog people are quite aware that 
not all dogs get along with each other, despite 
the fact that canis lupus familiaris (domestic dog) 
is a social species. Hey, we humans are a social 
species, and we certainly don’t all get along! 
Dog-dog aggression is unhappily common in our 
world. As a professional behavior consultant who 
works with aggression cases, I probably see more 
than my fair share of it. By far the most difficult 
and most distressing presentations of dog-dog 
aggression are intra-pack aggression cases: dogs 
in the same family who aren’t getting along with 
each other. 

I’ve had a spate of these clients recently. Even 
our own Lucy and Missy, a Cardigan Corgi and 
Australian Shepherd who don’t always get 
along seamlessly, seem to have experienced an 
increase in relationship tensions this winter. 
I can’t give you a tidy explanation as to why, 
but I’m beginning to put more stock in the 
explanation jokingly offered by my colleague, 
Jennifer Swiggart, CPDT-KA, PMCT, at Loudon 
County Animal Care and Control, when she called 
it “snow aggression.”

STRESS HAPPENS
We do know that aggression is caused by stress. 
With the very rare exception of idiopathic 
aggression — at one time called “rage syndrome,” 
“Cocker rage,” or “Springer rage” and grossly 
overdiagnosed in the 1960s and ’70s — 

aggression is the result of a stress load that 
pushes a dog over his bite threshold. 

You can compare it to incidents of “road rage” 
in humans. When you read about the man who 
pulls out a gun because someone cut him off on 
the freeway and blows away the unfortunate 
offending driver, you can bet there was more 
going on for him than just a simple traffic 
violation. This is the guy who was likely laid 
off his job, lost his retirement investments to 
Bernie Madoff, and just had his wife tell him this 
morning that she was leaving him. Getting cut off 
on the freeway is simply the last straw — the final 
stressor that pushes him over his “bite threshold.”

So it is for dogs. When tensions increase between 
Missy and Lucy, I need to look for possible added 

This is what we have in mind when we choose to 
adopt multiple dogs — a big, happy family. When 
we get one who doesn’t like another, it can disrupt 
the entire family and cause a lot of heartbreak.
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stressors in their environment that are pushing 
them closer to, and yes, sometimes over, their 
bite threshold. From that perspective, “snow 
aggression” is a real possibility: with recent record 
snowfalls reaching a total of 50 inches here, the 
resulting decrease in exercise opportunities 
as well as higher stress levels of human family 
members who aren’t fond of snow (guilty!) can be 
stressors for the canine family members.

To resolve aggression issues between your 
own dogs, you’ll want to identify not only the 
immediate trigger for the aggression — fighting 
over a meaty bone, for example — but also 
everything in your dog’s life that may be stressful 
to him. The more stressors you can remove from 
his world, the less likely it is that he will use his 
teeth — the canine equivalent of pulling out a .38 
revolver.

COMMON TRIGGERS 
It’s often relatively easy to identify the immediate 
trigger for your dogs’ mutual aggression. It’s 
usually whatever happened just before the 
appearance of the hard stare, posturing, growls, 
and sometimes the actual fight. Tension over 
resources is a common trigger. Dog #1 is lying on 
his bed, happily chewing his deer antler, when 
Dog #2 approaches. Dog #1 tenses, signaling to #2 
Dog, “This is mine and I’m not sharing.” 

In the best of worlds, #2 defers by looking away, 
saying in canine speak, “Oh, no worries, I was 
just passing through.” When things go wrong, 
however, a fight breaks out. Dog #2’s approach 
was the trigger for #1, even if #2 had no interest 
in the chew item. Perhaps Dog #2 failed to notice 
or failed to heed #1’s warning. 

Remember that resources include more than 
just food; a guardable resource can also be a 
high-value human, a coveted spot on the sofa, or 
access to a doorway. The stressor in these cases is 
obvious: the dog is anxious over the possibility of 
losing or having to share his treasured possession.
Other triggers may be less obvious. If a dog is 
in pain, but not showing it, the mere proximity 
of a packmate who has inadvertently bumped 
her in the past could be a trigger. Dogs can be 
notoriously stoic about pain, especially slowly 

developing arthritis, or unilateral pain (where you 
may not see a limp). The undiagnosed arthritic 
dog may become defensively aggressive in 
anticipation of being hurt by a livelier canine pal, 
trying to forestall painful contact in what looks to 
the owner like “unprovoked” aggression.

“Status-related aggression” can result when 
neither of two dogs in the same family is willing 
to defer to the other. Note that this type of 
aggression is more about deference (or lack 
thereof) than it is about dominance. A truly high-
ranking member of the social group, like our 
Scottish Terrier, Dubhy, doesn’t engage in scuffles 
— he doesn’t have to!

When you have identified your dogs’ triggers, you 
can manage their environment to reduce trigger 
incidents and minimize outright conflict. This is 
critically important to a successful modification 
program. The more often the dogs fight, the 
more tension there is between them; the more 
practiced they become at the undesirable 
behaviors, the better they get at fighting and the 
harder it will be to make it go away. And this is 
to say nothing of the increased likelihood that 
sooner or later someone — dog or human — will 
be badly injured. 

"Yeah, that's right! This sofa (and human) are all 
mine!" When dogs become possessive over coveted 
things, that can set the stage for aggression.
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THE SUM TOTAL OF STRESSORS
Stressors, in contrast, can happen anytime and 
be anywhere. Remember that it’s the sum total 
of a dog’s stressors that push him over his bite 
threshold, so the more of these you can identify 
and get rid of, the more you’ll ease tensions 
between your canine family members. 

When I sit down with a client for an aggression 
consult we create a list of all the stressors we 
can think of for the dog or dogs in question (see 
the chart below to identify common canine 
stressors). Then we discuss possible strategies, 
assigning one or more strategies to each of the 
listed stressors. These strategies include:

u Change the dog’s opinion of the stressor 
through the use of counter-conditioning and 
desensitization;
u Teach the dog a new behavioral response 
using operant conditioning;
u Manage the dog’s environment to minimize 
exposure to the stressor;
u Get rid of the stressor;
u Live with it (most appropriate for low-level 
stressors).

Next, I help the client make a management 
plan that will go into place immediately, to 
help defuse the tension until she is able to start 
work on behavior modification. Then we create 

Sample List of Stressors and Strategies
Here are some examples of things that might be on your dogs’ stressor lists, along with the strategies that are most appropriate 
for each one (in parentheses). There are many other possibilities; my clients usually list between 10 and 20 identified stressors.  
Be sure to include even those things that may cause mild stress; the more stressors you can remove, the better.

stressor strategy

The other dog Change dog’s opinion of the stressor through the use of counter-conditioning and desensitization (CC&D)

People passing by outside the living 
room window

Change dog’s opinion of the stressor through the use of CC&D; manage the dog’s environment to minimize exposure  
to the stressor (i.e., block your dog’s access to that window)

Threats to his resources Change dog’s opinion of the stressor through the use of CC&D; teach the dog a new behavioral response using operant 
conditioning

Doorbell ringing Change dog’s opinion of the stressor through the use of CC&D; teach the dog a new behavioral response using operant 
conditioning

Car rides Change dog’s opinion of the stressor through the use of CC&D; live with it (most appropriate for low-level stressors)

Trips to the vet hospital Change dog’s opinion of the stressor through the use of CC&D; live with it (most appropriate for low-level stressors)

Nail trimming Change dog’s opinion of the stressor through the use of CC&D; teach the dog a new behavioral response using operant 
conditioning; teach him to scrape his nails on an abrasive surface

Thunder Change dog’s opinion of the stressor through the use of CC&D; manage the dog’s environment to minimize exposure to the 
stressor; live with it (most appropriate for low-level stressors); possible use of appropriate anti-anxiety medication

Fireworks Change dog’s opinion of the stressor through the use of CC&D; manage the dog’s environment to minimize exposure to the 
stressor; live with it (most appropriate for low-level stressors); possible use of appropriate anti-anxiety medication

Arthritis Manage the dog’s environment to minimize exposure to the stressor; ask your vet whether pain-reducing medication  
is indicated

Recurring ear infections Get rid of the stressor; explore medical treatment and diet – may result from dietary allergies

Underground shock fence Get rid of the stressor

Prong collar Get rid of the stressor

Use of physical and harsh verbal 
corrections (punishment)

Get rid of the stressor

Owner stress Manage the dog’s environment to minimize exposure to the stressor; get rid of the stressor
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action plans for two or three of the stressors on 
the list, starting with the one the client is most 
concerned about — in this case, the dog-dog 
aggression.

First option:Aggression modification
My first choice with most clients is the first 
strategy listed above: changing the dogs’ opinion 
of each other through counter-conditioning and 
desensitization (CC&D). 

CC&D for intra-pack aggression involves 
changing your dogs’ association with each other 
from negative to positive. The easiest way to 
give most dogs a positive association is with 
very high-value, really yummy treats. I Iike to use 
chicken — canned, baked, or boiled, since most 
dogs love chicken and it’s a low-fat, low-calorie 
food. 

HERE'S HOW THE CC&D PROCESS WORKS:
1. Determine the distance at which your dogs 
can be in each other’s presence and be alert or 
wary but not extremely fearful or aroused. This 
is called the threshold distance. If one dog has a 
greater threshold hold distance than the other 
(often the case), work at the greater distance.

2. With you holding Dog A on leash, have your 
helper appear with Dog B at threshold distance 
“X.” The instant your dog sees the other, start 
feeding bits of chicken, non-stop. Your helper 
will feed chicken to her dog, too, the instant he 
notices your dog. 

3. After several seconds, have the helper step out 
of sight with Dog B, and you both stop  
feeding chicken.

4. Keep repeating steps 1-3 until the sight 
of the other dog at distance “X” consistently 
causes both dogs to look at their handlers with 
a happy smile and a “Yay! Where’s my chicken?” 
expression. This is the physical presentation 
of the dogs’ conditioned emotional response 
(CER); each dog’s association with the other at 
threshold distance “X” is now positive, so they 
can deliberately look at you to get their chicken, 
rather than staying intensely focused on each 
other.

5. Now you need to increase the intensity of the 
stimulus by increasing the length of time Dog 
B stays in sight. Continue to feed chicken when 
they are in view of each, occasionally pausing 
to let them look at each other again, and 
immediately feeding chicken when they do. 

6. When length of time seems to make no 
difference to either dog — you’re getting a 
consistent “Yay, where’s my chicken?” response 
regardless of how long Dog B stays in view, 
increase the intensity again, this time by 
increasing Dog B’s movement. Have the handler 
walk back and forth with her dog, still at 
distance “X,” slowly at first, then with more 
energy, even adding in some other behaviors 
such as sit, down, and roll over.

7. Now you’re ready to starting decreasing 
distance by moving Dog A a little closer to the 
location where the Dog B will appear. When you 
obtain consistent CERs from both dogs at each 
new distance you can decrease the distance a 
little more, until both dogs are happy to be very 
near each other. 

8. Then return to your original threshold 
distance and increase intensity stimulus by 
having Dog B move around more and more, as 

A behaviorist can first help you make a list of 
all the stressors (big and small) that impact the 
dog or dogs in question. A discussion of possible 
strategies will follow.
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you gradually decrease distance and obtain CERs 
from both dogs along the way, until they are 
delighted to be near each other.

9. Now go back to your starting distance and 
increase intensity again, by having both dogs 
move more naturally as the distance decreases, 
offering CERs at each new distance before you 
come any closer, until they can be within six feet 
of each other, moving around, still relaxed and 
happy about chicken.

10. Finally, find ways for your dogs to engage 
separately in mutually enjoyable activities 
together. If they both enjoy car rides, take them 
for a drive, but be sure they are seat-belted or 
crated far enough apart to avoid any tension. If 
they love hiking, take them on “parallel” walks, 
one with you, one with your training partner, 
with humans between them at first, and 
eventually with dogs between humans when 
you’re sure their emotions are appropriate. 
Parallel swims, for dogs who love the water, can 
work well too. 

When you feel the dogs are ready to finally 
interact with each other again, be careful not to 

undo all your hard work. You might first let them 
greet through a barrier, such as a baby gate or 
exercise pen. 

It’s useful to desensitize both dogs to a muzzle 
over the period you’re desensitizing them to 
each other (in separate sessions), so the first 
time you’re ready for them to actually interact 
together you can muzzle them and be confident 
they can’t hurt each other.

The more intense the relationship between the 
two dogs, the more challenging it is to modify 
their behavior. The more negative interactions 
they’ve had, the more injuries, the longer the 
tension has been going on, and the stronger their 
emotions, the longer it will take to reprogram 
their responses to each other. If they were good 
friends at one time, it’s likely to be easier than if 
they’ve always been aggressive with each other. 

Remember to seek the help of a qualified positive 
behavior professional if you don’t feel competent 
and confident about working with your dogs on 
your own.

SECOND OPTION: OPERANT STRATEGIES
The second option is to teach your dogs a new 
operant behavior in response to each other, using 
the “Constructional Aggression Treatment” (CAT) 
procedure developed by Dr. Jesus Rosales-Ruiz and 
Kellie Snider at the University of North Texas. 

In daily life, dogs learn to offer aggressive 
“distance increasing” signals in order to make 
other dogs go away. Every time this works, the “go 
away” behavior is reinforced. The CAT procedure 
teaches the dog that calm behavior can make the 
other dog go away, and as a result, the aggressive 
dog can ultimately become friendly and happy 
about the other dog’s presence.

A variation on the operant approach is the 
“Behavioral Adjustment Training” procedure 
(BAT) created by trainer Grisha Stewart, MA, 
CPDT-KA, CPT, at Ahimsa Dog Training in Seattle, 
Washington. BAT is similar to CAT, but uses a 
variety of environmental reinforcers rather than 
the location and movement of the other dog 
exclusively. 

It's useful to desensitize both dogs to a muzzle in 
separate sessions away from one another.
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Remember that resources can include more than 
just food; a guardable resource can also be a high-
value person, a coveted spot on the sofa, a favorite 
toy, or even access to a doorway.

As in CAT, the BAT procedure reinforces behaviors 
other than aggression in the presence of the 
other dog. In this case, however, your repertoire 
of reinforcers is larger, including the use of food 
reinforcers and having the “subject” dog (the 
aggressive one) move away instead of the other 
dog. 

If one or both of the dogs are ready to do battle 
on sight, they must be strictly managed and kept 
separate from each other except when you’re 
doing your controlled modification procedure 
with them. If the aggression is more predictable 
and situational, the dogs can be together as long 
as you can manage and prevent the trigger(s) 
from causing conflict.

THIRD OPTION: MANAGEMENT
What does it mean to “manage your dogs’ 
environment to minimize exposure to his 
stressors”? Simply put, it means making changes 
to your dog’s environment in order to keep your 
dogs away from the stimuli that stress them. 

If the dogs are stressed by each other, of course, 
the first task is to keep them separated, through 
the assiduous use of doors, fences, baby gates, 
crates, and tethers. Smart positioning can help; 
locate the dogs’ crates or tethering area out of  
the other dogs’ sightline. Take them outdoors to 
potty separately, and separate them well before 
feeding time, to reduce tensions that arise when 
everyone is jostling to be fed first.

Next, try to minimize your dogs’ exposure to 
other stressful stimuli. For example: Say one of 
your dogs goes over threshold when she sees 
the mailman approaching your house through 
the living room window, and her barking display 
of aggression seems to agitate your other dog. 
Installing shutters on the window might work (to 
block your dogs’ view), but closing the door to the 
front room (to keep the dogs as far away from the 
sight and sound of the mailman) would be even 
better. Or you could move your mailbox to toward 
the sidewalk, instead of next to the front door — 
the farther from the house, the better. Be creative!

STRESS-REDUCING STRATEGIES 
There are a host of other things you can do to 

lower general stress in your dogs’ environment. 

Exercise can be immensely helpful in minimizing 
overall tension. Physical activity uses up excess 
energy that might otherwise feed your dogs’ 
aggressive behaviors, (a tired dog is a well-
behaved dog). Exercise also causes your dog’s 
body to release various chemicals, including 
endorphins and norepinephrine, helping to 
generate a feeling of well-being; an exercised dog 
is a happy dog! Happy dogs are simply less likely 
to fight.

Even the food you feed your dog can have an 
impact on his behavior. Poor quality protein 
can interfere with a dog’s ability to make use 
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of the serotonin that occurs naturally in his 
system. Serotonin is a neurotransmitter that 
helps regulate mood and sleep, and also affects 
memory and learning. Foods containing high-
quality protein can contribute to your dogs’ 
behavioral health and physical health.

Basic training enables you and your dog to 
communicate more easily with each other (which 
is less stressful for both of you), and helps your 
dog understand how his world works, which 
reduces his stress. A good training program 
emphasizes structure and consistency, both of 
which make a dog’s world more predictable. 
Predictability equals less stress; unpredictably is 
stressful.

If you’ve ever had a massage, you know how 
calming touch can be. Dogs aren’t that different 
from us; you can calm and soothe your dog 
with physical touch, both through canine 
massage and TTouch. Combine your calming 
touch sessions with aromatherapy, by using a 
therapeutic-quality lavender essential oil in an 
electric nebulizing diffuser in the room while you 

massage your dog. Then you can build your dog’s 
“ahhh” association with the lavender scent to help 
him be calm in more stressful environments, by 
putting a few drops of essential oil on a bandana 
that you tie around his neck or on the bedding in 
his crate.

OTHER THINGS TO TRY:
Comfort Zone™ (also known as Dog Appeasing 
Pheromone, or DAP). This is a synthetic substance 
that is supposed to mimic the pheromones 
emitted by a mother dog when she’s nursing 
puppies. Available through pet supply stores and 
catalogs.

Through a Dog’s Ear. This set of audio CDs consists 
of bio-acoustically engineered soothing classical 
piano music, which has been shown to reduce 
dogs’ heart rates. 

Anxiety Wrap.™ This product helps dogs (and 
cats) overcome their fears and anxieties using 
the gentle technique of “maintained pressure” 
— similar to the effect of swaddling for a human 
infant.

STRESSORS TO EASILY REMOVE
Sometimes you’re lucky: it’s easy to either get 
rid of your dogs’ stressors or just live with them. 

Intra-pack aggression can feel overwhelming, but 
it can also be dangerous if you try to intervene.
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Stressors you could get rid of easily include 
choke, prong, or shock collars (even those used 
for electronic containment systems); physical 
or harsh verbal corrections (punishment), and 
treatable medical conditions. Without these 
present in their environment, the dogs’ stress 
level will decrease.

We all have some stress in our lives, and it’s pretty 
near impossible to get rid of all of it. Just because 
you’ve identified a stressor for your dog doesn’t 
mean you have to make it go away. You probably 
don’t have enough time in your schedule to 
address every single thing on your list. As you look 
at your dogs’ list of stressors, the ones they can 
probably live with are those that don’t happen 
frequently, that cause only a mild stress response, 
and don’t appear to escalate over time. You can 
also  refrain from eliminating your dog’s “fun” 
stressors, such as squirrel-chasing sessions. If you 
make your way through the rest of your list and 
still have time on your hands, you can always 
address the “live with it” items later.

IF ALL ELSE FAILS
Intra-pack aggression can feel overwhelming. In 
fact, it can be dangerous, if fights erupt regularly 
and you try to intervene. Many an owner has 
been bitten trying to break up fights between her 
own dogs. The stress that the constant tension 
generates can damage the quality of your own 
life, as well as your dogs’ lives. 

When a situation feels beyond your ability to 
cope, your first best option is to find a qualified 
positive behavior consultant in your area who can 
help you implement appropriate management 
and modification procedures, to keep everyone 
safe and to start making change happen in your 
dogs’ mutual relationships. 

A consultation with a veterinarian who is well-
educated in behavior, or even a veterinary 
behaviorist, should also be on your list, not only 
for that all-important medical workup, but also 
for the consideration of psychotropic behavior 
modification drugs, if and when appropriate, to 
help your dog’s brain be more receptive to your 
modification efforts.
If you feel you’re done your best and peace isn’t 

in the cards for your pack, it’s okay to admit that 
some dogs will never get along, and you have had 
the misfortune to adopt two who don’t. If that’s 
the case, your options are:

u A lifetime (not just a temporary measure) of 
scrupulous management;
u Rehoming one of the dogs;
u Euthanasia.

Some trainers say, “Management always 
fails.” In truth, management does have a high 
risk of failure, perhaps with potentially dire 
consequences. The risk is even higher if there 
are children in the home — not only because 
they’re more likely to forget to close doors and 
latch gates, but also because they are at greater 
risk of injury themselves if they are in the vicinity 
when a fight happens. Still, I know of several 
dog owners who have successfully implemented 
lifetime management protocols for dogs who 
didn’t get along, and felt that their own quality 
of life, as well as that of their dogs, was above 
reproach.

Rehoming can be a reasonable option, especially 
if the dog being considered for placement has 
no other significant inappropriate behaviors, 
and if he can be rehomed to an “only dog” home, 
or one with dogs he’s known to get along well 
with. Of course, it can be challenging to find an 
experienced, appropriate home for a dog with 
a known aggression behavior problem, but it 
may be possible, particularly if he’s otherwise 
wonderful.

Obviously, no one wants to think of euthanizing 
an otherwise healthy member of their canine 
family. Still, if you’ve done all you can reasonably 
do given the limits of your abilities and 
resources, and you’ve not been able to create 
a safe environment for your family and one of 
the dogs can’t be rehomed, then euthanasia is 
not an inappropriate decision. It will be terribly 
painful for you, and you may always feel guilt 
and regret about not finding the solution to the 
problem, although perhaps not as much guilt 
and regret as you would if one of your dogs 
badly injured or killed the other, or worse, a 
person. 
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Barrier/Restraint 
Frustration
This is a vexing problem 
for you, your dog and 
any passerby. Here's some 
help in addressing it. 
Fence-running, and its close cousin, fence-fight-
ing, are manifestations of barrier frustration, 
also called restraint frustration. The frustration 
that a dog feels when he can see — but not 
reach — his objective can (and often does) give 
rise to canine obsessive-compulsive disorders 
(COCD) and aggression, both of which are seri-
ous behavior problems caused by stress.

Fence-running can quickly become a COCD. 
We’ve probably all witnessed an example of this 
at one point or another: stereotypic running 
along the fence line, accompanied by aroused 
barking, and spinning at the corners.

Restraint frustration also quickly turns into 
aggression. Aggression is caused by anxiety and 
stress, easily triggered by the arousal of fence-
running. Some dogs who fence fight are fine 
if they meet the same dog sans barrier. Others 
may generalize their aggression to some or all 
dogs even when there’s no fence present.

As dog owners become more and more 
responsible about keeping their dogs safe at 
home, the incidence of fence-related behavior 
problems rises. Even the unfortunately popular 
underground electronic (shock) containment 
system fences can give rise to the problem. The 
barrier is there, even if the dog can’t see it, and 
the intense punishment of the shock the dog 
receives if he breaches the invisible barrier can 
intensify the resulting aggression.

Tying a dog outside also poses restraint 
frustration problem, and shares a drawback 
with electronic fences: neither prevents 
trespassers (human or otherwise) from 
invading the dog’s territory, putting both the 
trespasser and the dog at serious risk.

STEPS TOWARD PREVENTION
It sounds like you’re damned if you do, and 
damned if you don’t! If not confining your dog 
isn’t safe or responsible, and confining him 
causes behavior problems, what are you sup-
posed to do with him? This is a case where 
prevention and management are much easier 
solutions than training. There are a number of 
things you can do to reduce the likelihood and 
opportunity for fence running and fighting. You 
can:

1. Install a solid fence.
This is the best solution, albeit expensive, and 
in an increasing number of shortsighted com-
munities, prohibited. If you block your dog’s 
visual access to the stimuli outside his fences, 
he’s not likely to get aroused enough to begin 

Fence running can quickly become a canine 
obsessive-compulsive disorder, which is a serious 
behavioral problem that is caused by stress.
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the undesirable behaviors. If you live in a no-
fence community, you might want to consider 
moving.

2. Keep your dog indoors.
Dogs who are permanent outdoor residents are 
at high risk for fence-related behavior prob-
lems. There are many reasons it’s not wise to 
leave your dog outdoors when you’re not home; 
this is just one of them. If he’s out while you’re 
away, he’ll get lots of opportunities to practice 
fence-running and -fighting. The more he prac-
tices, the harder the behavior is to modify.

3. Eliminate the stimuli.
If you can. Obviously, you can't relocate 
every stray cat, mailman, and squirrel in the 
neighborhood. Start by coming up with a list of 
definitive triggers for your dog, and evaluate 
the ways you can dissolve or lessen the stimuli 
one by one.

4. Modify your existing fence.
If you have a see-through fence, like the 
common ubiquitous chain-link enclosures, do 
something to make it more solid. There are slats 
available that you can slide into the chain link 
to block some of the visual stimuli. This will 
work with mild fence problems, but won’t deter 
a dedicated fence-runner or -fighter if he can 
still see through the gaps between the slats.

You can try the slats to see if they work, and if 
not, line the inside of the fence with something 
to block his view completely. FRP (fiberglass 
reinforced plastic) is probably the most durable 
option, also the most expensive and least visu-
ally offensive. Other options might be plywood, 
or tarps, at least temporarily.

5. Install an “airlock.”
Another fairly costly option that can discourage 
fence-fighting. An airlock is created by build-
ing a second fence inside your existing one to 
create a “no-dog’s land” between your dog and 
your neighbor’s.

As an added benefit, this protects your dog 
from neighbor children sticking fingers and 
potentially harmful objects through the fence. 

While a double barrier can reduce actual fence-
fighting, this option might not be enough to 
put a dent in some dogs’ fence-running behav-
ior.

Let your dog out in the yard for limited peri-
ods of time only when you’re home, and bring 
him in immediately if he starts the unwanted 
behaviors.

RETRAINING A FENCE-AGGRESSIVE DOG
If you have a dog who already manifests fence-
related behaviors, you can do some training 
that will help you get a handle on the problem. 
You have probably already discovered how dif-
ficult it can be to call your dog to you when he 
is in a state of high arousal, racing along the 
fence in futile, frustrating pursuit of his adver-
sary.

Your first challenge is to find a way through 
the fog in his brain so he can even acknowledge 
your presence. Standing directly in your dog’s 
path is unlikely to work. He may simply dart 
around you and continue on his mission. The 
lunge-and-grab method is never a good idea, 
which would only serve to make him wary of 
you. Tossing something like a treat or a ball to 
try to break his focus is usually equally ineffec-
tive.

Address it instead by starting a two-pronged 
training program, one to improve his recall 
response, even in the face of high distractions, 
and the other to counter-condition your dog to 
the presence of the arousal-causing stimuli. 

RECALL TRAINING AND COUNTER-CONDITION-
ING
Recall training is the easiest part to implement, 
as you can do it any place, any time. Your dog 
may already have a rock-solid and speedy recall 
in the house, but it might be somewhat less re-
liable in the backyard, and even less so in wide 
open spaces. 

Start with backyard and long line recall train-
ing. Several times a day, play with your dog 
in the backyard (or in another enclosed area 
relatively free of distractions), call him oc-
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casionally and give him a high-value reward 
(such as canned chicken or fish), and let him go 
again. This type of exercise is especially useful 
if your dog loves being outdoors. It’s a great 
way to let him know that coming to you when 
called is not a predictor of “outdoors is over” — 
it doesn’t mean he’ll be brought indoors every 
time he responds.

Call him to the door and cue him to do several 
easy behaviors or tricks for high value rewards. 
Make it fun! Gradually his recall responses 
should improve.

Take the exercise to wide open spaces while 
your dog is on a long line. Practice until you 
start getting snappy responses, and aim to see 
your dog spinning on his heels if he was head-
ing in the other direction. 

Counter-conditioning involves pairing the pres-

ence of a stressor with pleasant things. 

Pat Miller recalls working with her Scottie, 
Dubhy, who would engage in fence-running 
at the sight of the neighbor’s dog: “Whenever 
the opportunity presented itself — like when 
the neighbor dogs were out — I went out in 
the yard and waited for a brief lapse in Dubhy’s 
fence-focused attention, then offered him yum-
my treats. At first he would grab a treat and go 
right back to his running and barking. 

"My ability to keep him focused on me and the 
treats was in direct proportion to the distance 
to the stimulus. If the neighbor dogs appeared 
to be just passing through, Dubhy would stay 
more attentive to me as they moved away. Over 
time, as we worked on it, he would turn his at-
tention to me and keep it there with the dogs in 
closer and closer proximity.”

A CURE FOR CANINE FENCE AGGRESSION?
It would be a very large challenge to counter-
condition a dogs’ fence-running or -fighting 
behaviors to the point that the behavior goes 
away. Even if you succeed in habituating your 
dog to the presence of the arousal-causing 
stimuli, the chances of spontaneous recovery 
are very high; the behavior is likely to resurrect 
itself with additional exposures to the stimuli.

Of course, prevention is your best course of 
action. By not putting your dog in a position to 
develop the behaviors in the first place — by 
not leaving him fenced and unattended — your 
dog will never have an opportunity to form ag-
gressive fence habits. If it’s too late for preven-
tion, management is your next best bet — put-
ting up a solid fence and/or not leaving in him 
the yard alone.

If at any time you feel that you and your dog 
are not making progress, or your dog is exhib-
iting signs of a serious COCD, contact a good 
positive behavior consultant or veterinary 
behaviorist. She can evaluate your training and 
help you investigate the possibility of using 
behavior modification drugs to control obses-
sive behaviors that may be interfering with the 
success of your program. 

By not leaving your dog fenced and unattended, 
he will never have the opportunity to form 
aggressive fence habits, which can be hard to 
overcome.
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Your Dog's Facial 
Expressions
Learn what they may 
mean — and how 
to interpret them in 
context. 
There is great value in having a solid understanding 
of canine facial expressions and their accompanying 
body language and behavior. The following are 
some of the more common canine communications 
offered by those very expressive furry faces. Keep 
in mind, though, that when drawing conclusions 
about a dog’s facial expressions, it’s important to 
factor in the rest of the body language in order to 
get the whole message.

Add this lexicon of canine facial expressions 
to what you already know about canine body 
language and you may be able to qualify as an 
expert dog listener. It just might have a positive 
influence on your relationship with your own 
dog. It may enable you to interpret for humans 
who haven’t yet learned to understand what their 
dogs are saying. It really is quite a useful skill to 
have.

u Soft Eye Contact
This is a dog who is social, confident and friendly. 
The eyes are round or almond-shaped and soft, 
with the pupils dilated appropriately for available 
lighting (small pupils if light is bright, large if light 

is dim). Often 
accompanied 
by affiliative 
(distance 
decreasing) 
behavior such 
as a relaxed tail 
wag, and body 
curved or even 
wiggling.

u Hard Eye Contact
This is a hard, direct stare which, if you are good 
at reading dogs, gives you the chills. It is not 
friendly. The eyes are piercing, and there is often 
little or no body movement. Accompanying body 
language 
is usually 
assertive 
— dog is 
standing tall 
and forward, 
tail erect 
and still or 
wagging 
stiffly. May 
be part of a 
pre-aggression 
“freeze” where the dog goes completely still. If 
this warning is ignored, the dog is likely to bite.

u Squinty Eyes
This is a sign of appeasement, which is often a 
good thing, if it is simply the dog’s nature to be 
appeasing. However, appeasement can also be 
a signal for fear, which is not such a good thing. 
If the dog is squinting and approaching, it’s a 
friendly, social expression, and it is probably safe 

to interact with 
him. If the dog is 
squinting with his 
body posture back 
and lowered, it is 
likely fear. If you 
approach he may 
feel threatened, 
and bite.

u Avoidance of Eye Contact
While the human species prizes direct eye 
contact as a measure of someone’s character 
and honesty, in the dog world, direct eye 
contact can 
be perceived 
as a threat. 
Often, unless 
a dog has 
been strongly 
reinforced 
for making 
and keeping 
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eye contact, he will look away when you look 
at him. It’s a deference behavior — his way of 
saying he doesn’t have any desire to challenge 
you. He’s doing his best to be polite and non-
confrontational. Unfortunately, humans often 
perceive a dog as being sneaky if he won’t 
look them in the eye — a totally off-base 
interpretation of a very sweet canine trait. If 
you want your dog to make eye contact with 
you more, avoid body language that suggests to 
him he needs to defer to you, and spend lots of 
time reinforcing him for looking you in the eye. 

u Whale Eye
This is a dog trainer term for when a dog 
shows the whites of his eyes. While it is often 
a warning sign and precursor to a bite, it 
really just means the dog is looking sideways 
while his nose is pointing forward. It is often 

seen with resource 
guarding because 
the dog is keeping 
his nose pointed 
at the valuable 
resource while 
watching you to 
gauge how much of 
a threat you are.

Again, the rest of the 
dog’s body language 

is key to knowing when whale eye is an 
aggression signal and when it is not. If the body 
is relatively still and forward, it’s aggression. If 
other body signals indicate relaxation and play, 
then it is likely not aggression.

u Ears Pricked Hard Forward
This is a dog who is aroused and alert. The 
ears alone don’t tell you if it’s excited-happy-
aroused/alert 
or aggressive-
aroused/alert. If 
the eyes are soft 
and the body is 
wiggly, it’s the 
former; if the eyes 
are hard and the 
body is tense, it’s 
the latter.

A dog’s ears are like semaphore flags — they 
send clear signals to anyone who knows 
the code. Fortunately the dog ear code is 
considerably simpler than semaphore. A dog 
with dropped (droopy) or (heaven forbid) 
cropped ears can be harder to read, but the 
signals are still there:

u Ears relaxed
For a prick-eared dog, the ears are still up 

and forward, 
but not hard 
forward, and 
may even 
swivel to the 
side. For a 
drop-eared 
dog, the ears 
are hanging 
flat against 
the side of the 

face instead of pulled forward. Relaxed ears 
generally mean a relaxed dog.

u Ears Pulled Back
Regardless of ear style, ears that are pinned 
back against the head can mean one of several 
things. It can be happy appeasement, fear, or 
stress. As with the squinty eyes, the rest of the 
dog’s body language will give you clear clues 
as to which it is for the dog in front of you, and 
you can adjust your own interaction with the 
dog accordingly.

u Relaxed Mouth
Your dog’s mouth, when relaxed should closed, 
or slightly 
open. If 
closed and 
relaxed, 
the skin 
around the 
mouth will 
be wrinkle-
free, with 
possible 
exceptions 
for the 
wrinkly and 
bracycephalic (short-faced) breeds.
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u Tense Mouth
If your dog’s mouth 
is relaxed and open, 
and he slowly closes 
it, his body goes still, 
and there are lines 
around his mouth, 
he is not happy. Use 
caution, especially 
if his body also goes 
still. This is often part of the freeze sequence 
that is the precursor to a bite.

u Open, Panting Mouth
A dog can pant for several reasons. He may have 
just been exerting himself, and is panting to 
cool off. He may be overheated, in which case 
emergency cooling measures are called for to 
prevent heat stroke or even death. Or he may 
be stressed. Again, evaluating the rest of his 

body language, as 
well as knowing 
what activities 
he’s been 
recently engaged 
in and taking 
into account 
the ambient 
temperature, 
will help you 
determine which 

panting is happening. Also, acute stress and 
distress panting is often very fast and shallow, 
as opposed to relaxed panting which is often 
slower and deeper.

u Lip Licking
Sometimes dogs lick to greet. Sometimes dogs 
do appeasement licking. Sometimes dogs lick 
their lips to get the last bits of flavor from the 
last tasty thing they ate. Sometimes dogs lick 
themselves persistently because of allergies 
or some other medical issue, or because of a 
canine compulsive disorder. And sometimes 
dogs lick their lips because they are stressed. 
Sometimes canine professionals have a tendency 
to overreact and call any lip-licking stress licking. 
It’s not necessarily. It might be. Let the rest of the 
dog’s body language help you decide if it is or it 
isn’t.

u Yawning
Sometimes dogs 
yawn because 
they are tired. 
Sometimes dogs 
yawn because 
yawning is 
contagious. 
Sometimes dogs 
yawn because 
they are stressed. Again, look at the whole dog — 
and then decide.

u Commissure
This is just a fancy word for the corners of your 
dog’s mouth. Take note of how the commissure 
looks when your dog is calm and relaxed, 
and remember it 
for comparison 
purposes. There 
are two significant 
variations on the 
commissure. If the 
corners are pulled 
forward and the 
commissure forms 
a “C” shape, the dog 
is being offensively 
aggressive. If the corners are pulled tightly back, 
forming a “V” shape, the dog is being defensively 
aggressive. Either way, watch out!

u The Snarl
As clumsy as some people are at reading canine 
body language, this one is pretty hard to miss. 

When the lips curl 
up and all those 
shiny white fangs 
are exposed, the 
message is usually 
pretty clear. The 
snarl is usually 
accompanied by 
very hard eyes, 
while the ears may 
be pricked hard 
forward or pinned 
back, depending 

on whether the dog is being offensively or 
defensively aggressive.
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u Submissive Grin
Often mistaken for a snarl, the submissive or 
appeasement grin is a bit of a mystery in canine 
communication. 
It is only seen very 
rarely in dog-dog 
interactions, but 
is not uncommon 
for dogs with 
soft, appeasing 
personalities to 
offer to humans. 
One theory is 
that the dogs 
are actually 
mimicking human smiles! At any rate, it’s a 
lovely behavior that can get dogs in trouble 
because people think they are being aggressive 
when they most certainly aren’t. If you’re not 
sure, quickly check the rest of the dog’s body 
language to clues as to which it really is. I say 
“quickly” because if it really is a snarl, prompt 
evasive action may be required on your part.

You probably never gave much thought to 
the fact that a dog’s face has muscles — but 
of course it does. Without them, dogs would 
be unable to create all the adorable facial 
expressions that we love so much — as well as 
the ones that aren’t so cute. You know what the 
cute ones are. There are a couple of places where 
facial muscles create tension lines, and these are 
the ones you want to watch out for.

u Lack of Brow Lines 
(calm)
A calm, relaxed 
dog’s brow is as 
smooth as a baby’s 
bottom (again, with 
those wrinkly-dog 
exceptions).

u Mouth Lines
You can also see 
tension in the lines 
around your dog’s 
mouth. A relaxed 
dog’s lips are flat and 
wrinkle-free. 


