
 

 SAFE DOG HANDLING 
 by Maggie Marshall, ABCDT 
 www.maggiedogtraining.com 
 (904) 442-5923 

 

• How to meet a dog - www.drsophiayin.com 
• Handling a dog in and out of the kennel - www.traintoadopt.com 
• Dog body language: the good and the bad. APDT.com or ASPCA.com 
• What  to do if the dog escapes and how to get him back. 
• How to avoid danger and how to report an incident with a dog. See Dog Bite Scale 
• Simple ways to improve a shelter dog’s life. Enrichment, exercise, training and consistency.  

The barker, the jumper, the hyper, the fearful, the aggressive.  
 

• DOG WALKING: 
• Wear long pants and closed shoes. Wear a belt for an emergency leash or carry 

an extra with you. 
• Only walk dogs that you are confident you can handle. If you have any reservations, choose a 

different dog. 
• Find a walking partner if possible. Always consult a staff member about which dogs can be 

walked together. Do not introduce or allow dogs to play unless you have been asked to do so.  
• When walking a dog, use the door nearest to the dog’s kennel and avoid the lobby 

and visitors to the shelter. 
• Ask the staff which dogs need to be walked first, which dogs shouldn’t be walked and which 

dogs can run free in the Memory Garden.  
• Take a poop bag with you –they are near the sign in sheet. 
• How martingale collars and Easy Walk Harness are used. Demo. 
• Familiarize yourself with the dog’s kennel cards.  

 

*If you could only give a dog one thing…..give it consistency. 
 

 
More Resources:  www.doggonesafe.com 
    www.humanesociety.org 
    The Whole Dog Journal 
    www.tawzerdog.com 
    The Culture Clash by Jean Donaldson 
    Before and After Getting Your Puppy by Ian Dunbar 
    Perfect Puppy in 7 Days by Sophia Yin 
    Anything by Patricia McConnell 
    Shelter Dogs Documentary with Sue Sternberg (DVD) 

 

http://www.drsophiayin.com/�
http://www.traintoadopt.com/�
http://www.apdt.com/�
http://www.aspca.com/�
http://www.doggonesafe.com/�
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http://www.tawzerdog.com/�
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Dog Body Language 101 
 

Signs of a happy/content dog:
Head up or in normal position 
Tail relaxed/wagging (full range of motion) 
“Grin” on face (mouth open with corners of the mouth wrinkled) 
Ears in relaxed/normal position 
Able to sleep/eat 
Playing with or chewing on toys 
Eyes move freely (not focused on any one subject for more than a few seconds) 
 
Signs of a fearful or stressed dog:
Head down/held low (may be turned away from other dogs/people) 
Tail low or tucked between legs (may wag weakly) 
Mouth closed/may see wrinkles at corners of mouth 
Ears held back/low (if tall ears: they may stick out to the sides or be folded against the head) 
Hair on the back may be raised (esp. near the tail) 
May roll on his back with belly exposed 
May urinate while crouching or on his back 
May “freeze” and be stiff all over/glassy eyed or will show body tension and stiff movements 
May try to run away (usually with tail tucked and head low) 
May growl, snap, show teeth or whine 
May repeatedly bark with a short, high-pitched yap or yelp 
May be constantly moving, restless or have decreased activity levels 
Won’t sleep or rest 
May try to hide in or behind things 
Quick yawning (looks nervous, not tired) 
Excessive drooling, “ropes” 
Trembling 
Feet sweaty (leaves paw prints that evaporate quickly) 
Disinterested in food 
Shallow or rapid breathing 
Excessive and/or sudden hair loss 
White rim of eye showing more than usual 
Muscle ridge visible around the eyes or mouth 
May show calming signals like lip licking, ground sniffing, shaking (like when wet) or  

scratching (like he has an itch). 
 
Signs of a yielding dog:
May try to lick the face or mouth of a more assertive dog 
May paw gently at the face of a more assertive dog 
Head down/low (may be turned away from assertive dog/person) 
Tail low/tucked (may wag weakly) 
Ears held back/low 
May roll on his back with belly exposed 
May urinate while crouching or on his back (common for puppies) 
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Dog Body Language 101 
 
Signs of an assertive dog:
Whiskers flared forward 
Head held high 
Tail held high and stiff (may wag stiffly or just at the tip) 
Mouth closed 
Ears up/forward 
Direct eye contact 
Hair on the back may be raised (but not usually near the base of the tail) 
Movements may be stiff or jerky 
Looks like he’s standing up on his toes 
May growl  
May try to put his head and/or paws over another dog’s back or shoulders 
Mounting another dog 
 
Signs of an aggressive dog:
Head and tail held high and stiff 
Stiff body movements 
Direct eye contact 
Lips curled/ teeth showing 
May growl or bark menacingly (deep and throaty) 
Hair on back may be raised (but not usually near the base of the tail) 
Shoves, throws or pins another dog to the ground while growling 
Bites & shakes another dog’s neck or shoulders while giving a serious growl (not a play growl)  
 (not to be confused with playing where the dog’s body will be supple & relaxed) 
 
Signs of a playful dog:
Play bow (front legs on the ground, butt up in the air, tail wagging) 
* Pushing/nudging another dog with his nose while tail is wagging 
* Wrestling silently or with play growling 
* Playing chase/tag 
* Tug-o-war 
* Barking at each other in a playful tone 
* Pulling on another dog’s collar** 
 
*NOTE: the above playful situations marked with a “*” can quickly turn into aggression. Learn 
to watch body language for changes and stiffness and listen to the dog’s vocalizations 
 
** This can be dangerous & life threatening if the dog being held by the collar lies down 
& rolls over. This action can cause the jaw of the ‘holding’ dog to get wrapped/trapped 
in the collar. It usually causes one dog’s airway to be cut off, while panicking the other 
because he’s trapped by his jaw. If they cannot be properly ‘flipped’ back into position 
to untangle the collar, one dog can suffocate & the other may break his jaw. Discourage 
any collar grabbing or remove the collars during play or when dogs are together. 





What are Some of the Common Myths About Dog Training?

With the wide variety of dog trainers available and the differing skills and educational 
levels, you will no doubt encounter a diverse set of opinions when talking to trainers, 

reading their web sites and getting opinions from former clients, friends, and others. While the 
internet has been a great tool for education, it also has helped to propagate many myths about 
dog training. Here’s some of the common ones that you may hear in your search for a trainer.

MYTH: If a dog can’t learn a behavior, he is either stubborn, dominant, stupid, or a combination 
of the three.
REALITY: The truth is, dogs in many ways are just like people. Some dogs will pick things up 

very quickly and others will take more time and guidance. Often times when we as trainers see a dog having difficulty learning 
a task, it’s because the dog is not being communicated to in a way that the dog can understand. Other times they fail to learn 
a task because they are not properly instructed as to when they’ve done the behavior correctly and therefore have no way of 
knowing what you are asking of them . Always reward your dog for doing something right and use patience when demonstrating 
a desired behavior. If your dog still seems to have trouble learning something new, think about how you’ve been teaching the 
dog from the “dog’s point of view.” Think about how certain behaviors may not be as clearly taught as you thought they were, 
or if there are elements in the environment that might be causing your dog to become confused or distracted. Is the behavior 
too complex and perhaps needs to be broken up into smaller steps? Another possibility to consider is whether the dog is 
capable of physically learning a certain behavior - for example, a dog that has hip problems might find certain positions like “sit” 
uncomfortable.

MYTH: My dog knows he did something wrong because he looks guilty.
REALITY: Guilt is a human emotion and whether animals feel emotions in the same way that humans do is subject to a great 
deal of debate among scientists! However, in terms of the “guilty look,” a recent study at Barnard College in New York found that 
the “guilty” look people claim to see in their animals is entirely attributable to whether or not the person expected to see the look, 
regardless of whether or not their dog had actually done something to be “guilty” about. When a dog looks “guilty” it is because 
they are reacting to a change in our body language that tells them “something is wrong” and leads to body language on their part 
that “looks” worried and nervous to the human eye. In reality the dog has learned to exhibit these behaviors in order to appease 
humans who display angry or upset body language.

MYTH: A puppy has to be at least six months old to be trained.
REALITY: This myth originated from “old school” training where heavy collar corrections were used and therefore it was 
preferred that a dog be at least old enough to withstand wearing the collar and dealing with the pressure of collar corrections and 
punishment during training sessions. With today’s modern methods of training based on positive reinforcement and cooperation 
with your dog, there is no reason you can’t start working with your puppy as soon as you can! A puppy starts learning the 
moment they are able to observe and relate to their environment. Unlike an adult dog, a puppy may have a shorter attention 
span and this will require more patience when teaching behaviors, but there is no reason your puppy can’t start learning right 
away, and the sooner you start, the quicker your puppy will learn. It’s important to socialize your puppy as soon as possible as 
well to expose him to new people and things so he’ll grow up to be a behaviorally healthy and confident adult dog.

MYTH: That “positive reinforcement” training only works with small/happy/regular dogs, not tough/large/obstinate/stubborn dogs.
REALITY: Using positive reinforcement primarily to train animals is the norm among exotic animal and marine mammal trainers. 
If you can train a large predator such as a killer whale or a tiger through concentrating on rewarding behaviors, there is no 
reason you can’t do the same with your dog regardless of his breed. Moreover, as our knowledge of behavior is strengthened 
through research, the consensus is that using aversive training methods on fearful or aggressive dogs is more likely to lead to 
worse behaviors, whereas focusing on rewarding the animal and alleviating their fears and anxieties leads to more well-adjusted 
dogs and stronger human-animal relationships.

MYTH: My dog does pulls on leash because he’s dominant, or, my dog jumps on me because he’s dominant, or my dog lays on 
the couch because he’s dominant, or my dog won’t let me clip his nail because he’s dominant, etc.
REALITY: The concept of “dominance” has been used to explain just about every inappropriate behavior in dogs that owners 
can possibly complain about. The problem is, the term dominance as is used by most dog owners today, and unfortunately 
some trainers still, is completely incorrect. Dominance describes a social relationship between two or more individuals. It is NOT 
a character trait. Despite what many people believe, dogs do not spend their time seeking to establish control over humans. If 
a dog jumps on you, it’s because he has not learned that this is an undesirable behavior. If he pulls on leash, he hasn’t been 
taught that he should walk closely beside you. If he doesn’t like being groomed, he most likely finds the brush and clippers 
uncomfortable or scary or both. The moral of the story is, if your dog is doing something you don’t like, forget about worrying 
about “dominance.” Instead decide what it is you want your dog to do instead, and then proceed to teach him that and reward 
him for doing it right. 



MYTH: Using food in training is bribery.
REALITY: While food can certainly be used to “bribe” a dog, the above sentence displays a fundamental lack of understanding 
of the laws of learning theory. When you are teaching an animal—any animal, including humans!—something new, there 
needs to be a motivation for “getting it right” and a signal that you’ve done so (a reward, or more correctly, a “reinforcement”) In 
humans, this could be an A+ from a teacher, or a paycheck or bonus from your job! All animals “work” for reinforcements and 
dogs are no different. Trainers often use food simply because most dogs love food and find it worth working for, but we also 
can use toys, play, work, petting, happy talk and a whole variety of other things to reward our dogs. A reward/reinforcement is 
something that is presented to an animal in order to show them they got something right. A bribe is something that you give to an 
animal to get them to do something they already know how to do. 

MYTH: Using head collars will cause neck/spinal injury.
REALITY: This is an oft-repeated claim that can be found all over the Internet. In fact there are no documented cases of dogs 
getting neck and/or spinal injuries from head collars. Proper use of these types of collars should have no ill physical effects on 
your dog.

MYTH: I heard my dog should work for me only because he wants to please me.
REALITY: Dogs do what they do ultimately because it works for them. As humans we can count ourselves incredibly lucky 
to have such creatures that appear to enjoy our company and share our lives. However, we need to understand that this is a 
mutual relationship, and dogs benefit from their relationships with us through getting food, shelter, play, and affection, among 
other things. Therefore when a dog does something that makes us happy, we shouldn’t jump to the assumption that a dog “only 
wants to please us” —they are doing things to make us happy because it also gets them a treat or a belly rub or a pleasant 
environment to be in. If you subscribe to the theory of mind that a dog only should do things to please you and never be 
rewarded or reinforced for doing what you want, you will most likely find yourself with a dog that is difficult to train because he 
will have a hard time discerning when he’s done something right without any reward history from you.

MYTH: If you adopt an older dog, it won’t bond to you or learn new behaviors and how to live with a new family because “an old 
dog can’t learn new tricks.”
REALITY: You can train a dog, or any animal for that matter, at any age. However, keep in mind that the older an animal is and 
the longer they may have had rehearsed a behavior that youmay now want to change. Because of this it may take a little longer 
to change that behavior. On the other hand, in some ways training an older dog can be easier than training a puppy. Older dogs 
are generally calmer than young puppies and in turn have better focus and attention when working with you.

MYTH: My dog is urinating in the house because he’s angry that I left him alone.
REALITY: If your dog is urinating in the house, it can only be for one of a few possible reasons: 1) He has a medical condition 
such as a urinary tract infection or 2) He is suffering from extreme separation anxiety and is in distress. 3) You left him alone 
longer than you can reasonably expect your dog to hold his bladder. 4) He is not fully housetrained. Dogs are simply not capable 
of the type of thought processes that would allow them to think that doing an action such as urinating in the house will get 
back at you for a perceived slight, no matter how much we’d like to believe that’s the case! If your dog isn’t fully housetrained, 
sometimes its easier to go back and start at the beginning as if he is still a young puppy and make sure you are absolutely 
consistent about supervising him in the house and rewarding him for going outside. Sometimes changes likemoving to a new 
house can trigger confusion for you dog too. As a precaution you should take him to a veterinarian to rule out possible medical 
causes.

MYTH: You should never play tug of war because this creates aggression.
REALITY: Tug of war can be a great game to play with your dog as long as you do it properly! Dogs should learn that it’s 
never ok to put their teeth on your skin when grasping for the toy with their mouths, and they should learn to “drop” the toy on 
command when you’re ready to end the game. Using tug as a reinforcer instead of food is actually very common among many 
dog sports competitors and working dog trainers because dogs enjoy it so much!

MYTH: I shouldn’t use food to train because then I will always need food in hand to get my dog to do something.
REALITY: Your dog will only look for food in your hand in the future IF you do not fade out the food lures quickly. 

MYTH: Using people food in training will make my dog beg at the table.
REALITY: Feeding your dog from the dining table will cause your dog to beg at the table, whether you feed the dog food from 
your own plate or from a bag of dog kibble. If you don’t want your dog to beg while you’re eating, teach him a “go to your place” 
command to show him that he needs to go hang out somewhere else in the house while you’re enjoying a meal.

MYTH: Dogs are descendents of wolves and therefore training should be based on how wolf packs interact with each other.
REALITY: Dogs are not wolves and there are many significant differences between dog and wolf behavior such that wolf 
behavior is completely irrelevant to how we live and interact with our dogs. Moreover, when wolf behavior is mentioned as a 
model for dog training, the understanding of wolf behavior used is often incorrect and based on studies that have long since 
been disproven by research scientists who study wolves extensively. 

For more information on the Association of Pet Dog Trainers, 
visit our Web site at www.apdt.com or call 1-800-PET-DOGS (738-3647) or email information@apdt.com.



The Importance of 
Socialization

In the age-old discussion of “Nature versus Nurture,” the fact is both are important. “Nature” is what your puppy or 
dog is born with, and “nurture” is what you provide for a happy, healthy, affectionate, well-adjusted, and well-mannered 
dog. A critical aspect of “nurture” is socialization. Its importance cannot be underrated in raising a psychologically 
healthy puppy.  In fact, providing your puppy with a broad range of experiences prior to the age of four months of age 
has been proven to be one of the most critical factors in raising a stable, confident dog.

Socialization is introducing your puppy to a broad range of new experiences, people, environments and activities. 
While you likely can’t expose a puppy to everything he or she may encounter in the future, the good news is that 
positive exposure to a wide variety of novel experiences results in a dog that easily adjusts to new things throughout 
his or her life. A well-socialized dog isn’t frightened of something he or she may never have experienced previously.  In 
other words, well-socialized dogs are more secure, confident and self-assured. 

Socialization includes:

•	 People—from infants to the elderly. Different ages, sizes, ethnicities; glasses, hats, mustaches and beards, 
different clothing—anything you can think of.

•	 Places—new environments such as urban areas, country settings and everything in between. Nothing attracts 
friendly people more than an adorable puppy, so taking your puppy to new places gets him used to loads of 
people, too. Visit friends’ homes, your kids’ soccer games, and take quiet walks in the park.

•	 Things—Dog-friendly cats and other pets, household appliances, cars, buses, fire hydrants, trees and flowers. 
Virtually everything may be new to your puppy, so don’t be limited thinking that it’s something he’s likely seen 
before.

•	 Activities—Pleasant car rides, an elevator ride, and the like.  And of course, Puppy Class is one of the best places 
to socialize. Plus you’ll both learn a lot!

Safe socialization

It’s important that exposure to all these new and novel experiences is positive and without stress.  Here are some 
guidelines to help keep things stress-free and constructive:

•	 Have	fun! Your positive attitude toward new things is important for your puppy.  

•	 Let	your	puppy	approach	new	things	on	her	own. Provide the opportunity for your puppy to investigate and let her 
take her time.  

•	 Respect	your	puppy’s	feelings.	 Don’t push or force your puppy if he’s at all reluctant. Try laughing and interacting 
with the new object yourself, but ultimately err on the side of caution if your puppy thinks something is just too 
scary right now. 

•	 Use	common	sense	and	be	careful	that	all	experiences	are	positive.	Avoid situations, people and 
environments that you think might result in a less-than-happy experience for your puppy. For 
example, in meeting a well-behaved child that wants to hold the puppy, have the child sit on the floor 
to avoid the possibility of a squiggly puppy falling from their arms and getting injured.

While there is little risk to socializing your puppy in public, there is a small possibility your puppy will 
be exposed to illness. Professional groups including the APDT and the American Veterinary Society 
of Animal Behavior (AVSAB) believe that the profound advantages of socialization far outweigh the 
minimal risk of illness. Ultimately, however, the decision is yours, and should be made in consultation 
with your veterinarian.

www.trainyourdogmonth.com • www.apdt.com



Dominance….what it is and what it isn’t 
by Maggie Marshall 

As a dog trainer, I hear the same things repeated over and over again.  Things like, “I know I 
need to be dominant over my dog,” “she’s the alpha,” “she’s very dominant, “or “she’s the 
submissive one.”  It seems a great misunderstanding of dog behavior and relationships has 
taken over and seems to have a life of its own.  The term “dominant” as referring to a dog, took 
hold first in the 1940s with very limited information and again in the 1970s when a man by the 
name of Dr. David Mech of the US Dept. of the Interior, described “Alpha” and “Beta” wolves 
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNtFgdwTsbU).  Also in the 1970s, The Monks of New Skete 
popularized the term “dominance” in their book, How to be Your Dog’s Best Friend.  And now, in 
the year 2012, the term “dominance” continues to be a popular term that is promulgated by 
Cesar Milan on his T.V. show, The Dog Whisperer.   Both Dr. Mech and the Monks have 
disavowed their original theories about “dominance.”  As with anything in life, as time passes, 
we learn more truth about things.  There have been a lot of truths about dog behavior that have 
been discovered since the dark ages of dog training. 

The true definition of “dominance” is a description of status within a stable canine social 
hierarchy.  A dominant animal controls the resources such as food, sleeping spaces and 
breeding rights.  A dominant animal may relinquish its privileges at any time without giving up its 
dominant status.  It is a quality of a relationship, not a personality type. Depending on the 
situation, one dog may be dominant around food, but not in other areas that resources are 
available.  “When the term dominance refers to status it assumes a long-standing and 
consistent relationship between individuals – one of whom “wins” in ritualized aggressive 
displays, while the other regularly, and voluntarily submits.” (By Barbara Handelman, M.Ed, 
CDBC)  Most people are under the impression that because wolves form packs and have status 
hierarchies, that dogs also follow this pattern.  But, because people live with dogs, the scenario 
changes significantly.  We don’t really want our dogs to battle it out in the kitchen until one 
claims its position in the hierarchy, do we?  When owners refer to their dogs as dominant, it 
says to me that they are allowing their dogs to make the house rules.  If the owner claims the 
dominant rank in the house, then all dogs become, well, dogs.  Not submissive, just dogs, but 
on equal turf.  This is similar to a parent/child or employee/employer relationship.  It’s important 
to recognize that wolves are not dogs and dogs are not wolves.  Dogs have been genetically 
engineered to live side by side with people.  Dogs will gladly accept human leadership. 

Lots of dominance displays arise when an owner brings home a new dog and neglects to 
demonstrate proper leadership.  When dogs are given privileges freely, they can get the wrong 
idea. They don’t view free treats and sleeping next to you in bed as love.  They view this as very 
weak leadership and an open invitation to demand things.  Spoiling a dog can lead to big 
behavior problems.  “Domestic dogs, in general, no longer depend on submissive displays for 
their own survival to the extent that their canine cousins do.  Dogs rely more on humans to 
intervene to prevent or interrupt agonistic encounters, and after fights, to heal their wounds.  
Such wounds occurring in a wild population would most likely lead to death of the injured 
individuals (Goodwin et al., 1996, p. 302.)” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNtFgdwTsbU�


Now on to the infamous, “Alpha Roll.”  It just plain scares me when I see an owner apply this 
form of “discipline” to a dog.  It’s dangerous folks, and you are not at all conveying the message 
you think you are.  In a wolf pack, a dominant wolf would perform ritualized aggressive displays 
until the other would voluntarily give submissive displays in return. If the other wolf does not 
concede, a fight may result. Notice the word, voluntarily. One wolf does not force another into a 
submissive position and neither should a human do this to a dog.  If an owner does, in fact, 
have a dog that is performing dominant behaviors, forcing the dog onto its side is like setting a 
ticking time bomb.  This is a dangerous move because it is an act of aggression on the part of 
the owner and eventually, the dog may see fit to put an end to this unnatural ritualized behavior 
with a bite to the owner’s face.   Applying force to discipline a dog encourages fear related 
behaviors and aggressive behaviors, as well as creating a perfect opportunity for someone to 
get really hurt.  I always say, we’re smarter than dogs.  We shouldn’t have to use physical force 
to get positive behaviors from our dogs. 

So what do we do if our dog displays “dominant” behavior? I hope you aren’t still wondering 
what that means? Let’s clarify…he’s being bossy or attempting to control you, another dog or 
some resource.  We can prevent and treat dog behavior problems like people, not dogs or 
wolves.  In my humble opinion, we’d be foolish to even think we could dominate a dog with 
force.  Ever notice the large teeth on a dog? Now think of your teeth? Who would win if a fight 
erupted?  We need to become true leaders to our dogs.  We need to provide discipline, 
guidance, responsible ownership, and consistent direction to our dogs.  When the humans in 
the house behave appropriately and give the dog clear boundaries and rules and provide the 
dog with all its necessary resources in life, problem behaviors are rare.  Your dog wants you to 
be in charge. It is your house, right?  Ever see children who lack guidance? It’s the same for 
dogs. The bad behavior comes from a lack of human leadership. I will end with the best 
definition of leadership I’ve ever read, “Leadership is established when the owner can set clear 
limits for the dogs’ behavior and effectively communicate the rules by always rewarding the 
correct behaviors, as they occur while preventing or immediately removing the rewards for 
undesirable behaviors, before they are accidentally reinforced. The owners must reward desired 
behaviors frequently enough that they become habits. When owners can meet these criteria, 
their dogs will consider them to be predictable, dependable, and trustworthy (Yin, 2007, p. 417.) 
In other words, the dog is trained well! 



Whether we like it or not, we need to recognize that the

wide range of behaviors labeled as aggression are commu-

nications from the dog to us. Dogs do not snap, snarl,

growl, or bite without reason, and those reasons can range

from feeling afraid to being confidently challenging. If you

are able to recognize early signs of dog feeling uneasy or

pressured in some way (whether you intended that re-

sponse or not!), you can avoid pushing dog into feeling the

need for more dramatic or more dangerous aggressive be-

havior. Many of the dogs presented to me as aggressive are

often quite fair about offering warning signs, but sadly, peo-

ple have not been able to accurately read the signals the dog

is sending. How frustrating that must be for the dog, who

may then feel the need to escalate his own behavior in order

to make his message clear!

Here are some typical clues that a dog is feeling pressured,

and shifting from relaxed to another state of mind:

Shifts in breathing  Typically, a dog who is feeling uncertain

or threatened or is annoyed exhibits changes in the way he

breathes. The breathing slows, becomes very shallow or is ac-

tually held (no breaths!). Watch rib cage or flank area ? a nor-

mal relaxed dog is visibly breathing! A dog who closes his

mouth, even briefly, may be offering a warning. Breathing

may be monitored by visual observation, by hearing the shifts,

and also by noting changes in the dog's breathing through

your hands (helpful when you are handling a dog up close

and may not be able to easily visually observe such changes).

Changes in whiskers Learn to recognize what's normal for

your dog in terms of how he holds his whiskers when relaxed.

A stressed dog (fearful, confused, overwhelmed) often folds

the whiskers back against the muzzle. A dog who is angry or

challenging may have whiskers brought forward.

Changes in head & eye movements A relaxed, comfortable

dog has slow, easy movements of the head and eyes. The more

rapid the movements you observe in eyes and head, the more

panicky or fearful the dog is becoming, though this may rap-

idly escalate to a complete freeze of all movements but with

the head and eyes turned slightly or markedly away from what

concerns the dog. On the other end of the scale, the dog who

becomes very still and stares at something with ears up and

fixed (think "locked on target") is heading up the scale to-

wards possible aggression or predatory behavior, with the

whole body held quite still but oriented towards the target.

Less dramatic but important shifts in head & eyes: dog looks

away or turns head away from person or other dog; this dog

is actively avoiding confrontation.

Freezing An overwhelmed dog may literally freeze - no move-

ment, all body posture pulled back and down and/or away

from threat. The danger here is that dogs in freeze may ex-

plode into fight or flight if pushed further. Do not mistake a

frozen dog for one who is gladly accepting whatever is hap-

pening - a common mistake that leads to "he just exploded

with no warning." A dog who is accepting of whatever is hap-

pening continues to have normal movement of the body,

head & eyes; a dog who is simply enduring an unwelcome or

unpleasant event often freezes when he cannot escape, and

thus the internal pressure continues to build as evidenced by

the freeze. Should that internal pressure reach an intolerable

level, the dog may explode in some dramatic behaviors.

Changes in shape and expression of eyes On the fearful/anx-

ious end of the spectrum, the dog will look away from or

glance sideways at the source of his problems, and the pupils

may dilate considerably if the dog is really stressed. This

change is due to shifts internally that result from the cascade

of stress hormones (the ones that prepare a dog for

flight/fight). Dogs are incredibly expressive in their eyes and

facial muscles - attention to subtle changes here will pay off

for anyone trying to understand the dog.

Changes in lips Get a feel for how the dog normally looks

when relaxed, particularly how he holds his mouth and lips.

Are the lips held tightly? drawn back? panting? drawn for-

ward? Tension around the lips and muzzle indicate a prob-

lem. The more fearful/anxious the dog is, the more drawn

back the lips become. When a dog is becoming annoyed or

angry, the lips may tighten and the corners are drawn for-

ward; you may even see an "rumpling" of the whisker bed,

giving the dog's muzzle a "lumpy" look which precedes an

actual snarl.

Increase in muscular tension As the dog's emotional state

shifts, so will the overall tension in his body. Do not mistake

stillness for "okay"! Sometimes, a dramatic shift can be seen

in the dog's feet - look for clenching of toes, a sign I often see

as the dog's fear/anxiety increases. Dogs who are confident &

challenging and getting very annoyed or angry move "up" on

their toes, whereas fearful dogs often clench or spread their

toes preparatory to moving away (if they can). Of course, pay

close attention to the degree of muscular tension throughout

the dog's body.

Overall shifts in body posture Consider the overall "geome-

try" of the dog's body posture. Calm and relaxed results in

the dog being balanced, neither looking drawn forward nor

drawn down and away. Fear/anxiety based response: dog

backs up, turns obliquely away from the problem, may even

curve his body dramatically away while holding still. This dog

is trying to avoid confrontation or hoping to escape from the

situation. Aroused/confident/challenging: dog comes for-

ward, shifts to sit from down or stand from sit, all body pos-

ture aimed at person or other dog. Friendly gesture - the dog

may approach with decided curves in his body, neck and tail,

even a lot of wiggles, and may offer his side, often accompa-

nied by a lot of curves through the body, neck and tail.
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Determining The Cause
There are many different causes for the range of behaviors

we may label as aggressive: barking, growling, snarling, lung-

ing, snapping, biting. However, all these behaviors are not

the same, and depending on the cause, need to be handled

in specific ways. Simply labeling a dog's behavior as aggres-

sive is not informative, nor does it help you understand what

may be going on in the dog's mind.

When assessing any dog, be very specific about the behaviors

you observe, as well as the precise body posture and the sit-

uation in which the behavior was presented. Precisely how,

when, where and in what context the dog offers these behav-

iors needs to be examined in order to understand the dog.

As a rule, do not use corrections or punishment to handle

behavior you consider aggressive. In most cases, treating any

behavior you consider aggressive may result in the dog be-

coming more aggressive and possibly pushing him to esca-

lating his own behavior and perhaps even biting. Remember

- the dog has a reason for acting as he does, whether you un-

derstand it or not. Best rule of thumb: "Do not treat aggres-

sion with aggression of your own."

When in doubt, ask others what they observed in the dog.

Build a careful picture: When this was happening, the han-

dler did X, and then the dog did Y. Don't make assumptions

or use non-specific language like "he freaked out". Be specific.

For example, does "freaked out" mean the dog bolted away,

crashed into the wall and only then lunged forward with loud

barks? Or that the dog's pupils dilated dramatically, with ears

laid back tight and then he lunged forward with a snap?

If you are unsure as to what caused the dog's response, give

the dog the benefit of the doubt and assume that the tech-

nique, equipment or handler created the problem. Above all,

don't take aggression personally! but do take it seriously as

an important communication from the dog.

Here's some typical causes for behavior that may be labeled
as aggressive:

Pain Induced Response 
Typical symptoms: dog comes up lead when corrected using

the lead or collar; may just snarl or growl or actually

snap/bite handler. May also just yelp or scream. 

Possible causes & solutions: 

● tonsilitis (common in young dogs; suggest vet check 

up ASAP

● correction too harsh (have owner moderate signal if cor

rections must be used, and do consider there are many 

ways to train that do NOT require corrections!)

● collar too much physical stimulus for dog (try milder 

collar such as martingale type or buckle; avoid equipment

for cues; switch to lure/reward and/or operant conditioning)

● may have damage to or soreness in neck (switch to no-

pull harness, have vet check up ASAP)

Pain in Specific Area 
Typical symptoms: Dog may actively resist or growl when

handler tries to force/correct or even gently model dog into

position. May be seen if handler asks for quicker sit, tries to

roll dog over on one hip for long down, etc. Typically seen

when dog is sore in back, through hips, has panosteitis (will

especially resent having long bones of the legs grabbed/han-

dled), joint pain.

Watch dog moving and specifically check how the dog sits -

in a dog who is comfortable in his body, the sit should be

quick, clean with no careful "adjusting" prior to or during

the sit, and feet should be neatly tucked under dog and

square. ANY deviation from this points to possible problem

that may be causing dog discomfort.

Possible solutions: Suggest all dogs have x-rays of hips & knees

if they are exhibiting signs of physical discomfort. Check also

for tick borne diseases, which can leave dogs with very ouchy

joints. May also suggest veterinary chiropractic. Know com-

mon breed problems and be alert to them (hip/elbow dys-

plasia, OCD, patella problems, etc).

Redirected Aggression 
Typical symptoms: Redirected aggression is seen in situations

where dog is fixated on another dog/animal, object or per-

son, highly aroused and frustrated because they can't get to

them. Any interference by handler (including attempts to at-

tract dog's attention but especially leash corrections or

hands-on corrections such as collar grabs, scruff shakes,

muzzle grabs or slaps) may result in the dog re-directing his

frustration onto handler. The dog may also redirect the ag-

gression onto any other dog, person or animal in his imme-

diate vicinity. Ideally, prevent situation which triggers this!

The dog may be quite violent in redirected aggression. 

Damage control: gain dog's voluntary cooperation in any way

possible; do not use force to restrain, remove or move dog.

Rudeness by Other Dogs 
Typical symptoms: dog noisily warns or actually bites other

dog who has gotten into his space. Key point: Dog was mind-

ing his own business and under control at owner's side or

where left, did NOT leave handler or place left to attack other

dog. Watch for invasion of space by another dog, even one

that is friendly (refer to article "He Just Wants To Say HI!");

retrievers & other "non-aggressive" breeds often at fault due

to their handler's view of their dog as friendly and harmless.

Most likely to trigger response in dogs with bigger personal

space (working breeds, terriers).

Possible solutions: Instruct all handlers on rude/polite dog be-

havior which includes not allowing eye contact even across

the room. Keep dog who caused the incident on long line

and under instructor supervision when working on recalls

or long distance stays. Keep the dog who responded to the

rudeness well protected by barriers or people between him

and the rude dog. All handlers have an obligation to protect

other dogs from their own dog's "friendliness!" Instruct han-

dlers of both dogs involved how to avoid problems in the fu-

ture. If necessary, assign "red bandanas" to dogs needing

extra space - this serves as a warning to other handlers that

the Red Bandana dog should be given room and to not let

AGGRESSION & SOME REASONS BEHIND IT

By Suzanne
Clothier

2



Copyright © 2007-2009 Flying
Dog Press/ Suzanne Clothier /
PO Box 105,  St Johnsville, NY
13452 / Tel: 1-800-7-FLY-DOG
or 518 568 3325

their dog, however friendly, interact without specific inviti-

ation by the Red Bandana dog's handler.

Lack of handler leadership 
Typical symptoms: Dog may actively resist being forced or

even gently modeled into position by handler (i.e. tucked

into sit or down) by growling, snapping, biting, or by

wrestling, pushing handler away with feet, mouthing han-

dler's arms & hands. The dog is saying that handler has not

earned the right to handle him in such ways. 

Possible solution: Do not force the issue but find reasonable

compromise in class situation, and if at home, back off and

find a way to gain voluntary cooperation or use of lure to

avoid conflicts. Emphasize work on controlling resources at

home to gain leadership & respect.

Overstimulation 
Typical symptoms: The excessive stimulation may come from

the collar or lead, the handler, corrections, the overall envi-

ronment, other dogs or animals. Many mouthy dogs respond

to overstimulation by grabbing at the handler's arms, hands,

legs, feet, clothing, lead, etc. This is often not aggression but

a response to too much stimuli; attempts to use force or cor-

rections only pour fuel on the fire

Possible Solution: Remove dog to a "cool down zone" that of-

fers a visual barrier and/or much more distance from other

dogs/animals; reduce sensory input to the dog with quieter

handling, less or no corrections, switch equipment to some-

thing milder, or change between equipment as necessary in

any given situation. Work quietly and reward good behavior

- careful not to use physical praise, big/fast hand movements

or excited voice.

Fear based 
Typical symptoms: Usually seen when approached by other

dogs or people. May be afraid of handler; if so, watch han-

dler's technique - may be too harsh. Watch for grabbing of

joints, pushing down on hips or back instead of tucking,

holding onto legs, pulling, pushing, etc. (This could end up

with the dog both afraid and in pain.) 

Possible solution: Encourage & show handler how to use

softer approach. May need to switch to lure/reward only.  If

afraid of other dogs, respect this, put red bandana on to re-

mind other students. See if you can find well behaved, well

socialized dog who will lay quietly in a down and allow fear-

ful dog to approach and sniff from behind. If afraid of peo-

ple, use Treat/Retreat with all students participating to build

confidence (can practice while instructor holds each stu-

dent's dog; doubles as practice for CGC.)

PREVENTION HELPS!
Learn to identify potential problems which may result in ag-

gressive behavior:

● Watch for dogs with no appropriate sense of personal space

& handlers who allow their dogs to invade others' space

● Watch dogs who need extra room & space (may look un

sure, frightened of other dogs approaching or get stiff, 

bark, growl) ? offer them a red bandana to buy them the 

space they need

● Eye contact to or from other dogs - usually accompanied

by body postures (head up, tail up, stillness). This may also

be true in dogs who react to eye contact from people, 

though they may also exhibit fearful, avoiding behaviors.

Resistance
Sometimes, aggression follows close on the heels of resistance,

especially when handlers ignore the importance of resistance

as meaningful information. Resistance or refusal to cooperate

are important communications from dog which say he is:

● Confused or doesn't understand – Solution: back up to 

previous level, re-evaluate technique

● Feeling afraid or anxious or simply unsure – Solution: 

work to alleviate fear & build confidence

● Is bored (often seen with repetition of exercise dog does 

not find enjoyable) – Solution: STOP boring your dog!

● Isn't motivated (examine level of motivation) – Solution:

find suitable motivation (better rewards, hefty paycheck)

● Is not physically able to do as asked – Solution: evaluate 

dog as athlete, work with the individual dog's limitations,

do not ask for more!

● Does not respect the handler sufficiently to do what 

he's being asked to do in that particular situation – Solution:

Build respect through Puppy Politeness Poker or 

other exercises.

Possible causes for resistance:
● Handler induced - watch the handler for changes in 

breathing, muscular tension, facial expression, movement.

The dog will notice and respond to all of these!

● Equipment - may be giving signals to dog that are not 

clear or are too clear & overstimulating or simply 

too harsh

● Method - any technique which uses application of force 

may elicit reflexive resistance from the dog. Particularly 

true with pull or jerk on collar - if you must use equip

ment to send information, try a pulsed (give & take) 

signal, 'asking' not demanding

Find a way to address the resistance, and avoid the dog feeling

the need to underline how he's feeling by escalating to more

dramatic behaviors. 
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Dr. Ian Dunbar’s Dog Bite Scale (Official Authorized Version) 

An assessment of the severity of biting problems based on an objective 

evaluation of wound pathology 

Level 1. Obnoxious or aggressive behavior but no skin-contact by teeth. 

Level 2. Skin-contact by teeth but no skin-puncture. However, may be skin nicks (less than one tenth of an inch deep) and slight 

bleeding caused by forward or lateral movement of teeth against skin, but no vertical punctures. 

Level 3. One to four punctures from a single bite with no puncture deeper than half the length of the dog’s canine teeth. Maybe 

lacerations in a single direction, caused by victim pulling hand away, owner pulling dog away, or gravity (little dog jumps, bites and 

drops to floor). 

Level 4. One to four punctures from a single bite with at least one puncture deeper than half the length of the dog’s canine teeth. May 

also have deep bruising around the wound (dog held on for N seconds and bore down) or lacerations in both directions (dog held on 

and shook its head from side to side). 

Level 5. Multiple-bite incident with at least two Level 4 bites or multiple-attack incident with at least one Level 4 bite in each.  

Level 6. Victim dead.  

The above list concerns unpleasant behavior and so, to add perspective:  

Levels 1 and 2 comprise well over 99% of dog incidents. The dog is certainly not dangerous and more likely to be 

fearful, rambunctious, or out of control. Wonderful prognosis. Quickly resolve the problem with basic training (control) — 

especially oodles of Classical Conditioning, numerous repetitive Retreat n' Treat, Come/Sit/Food Reward and Back-

up/Approach/Food Reward sequences, progressive desensitization handling exercises, plus numerous bite-inhibition exercises and 

games. Hand feed only until resolved; do NOT waste potential food rewards by feeding from a bowl.   

Level 3: Prognosis is fair to good, provided that you have owner compliance. However, treatment is both time-consuming and not 

without danger. Rigorous bite-inhibition exercises are essential.  

Levels 4: The dog has insufficient bite inhibition and is very dangerous. Prognosis is poor because of the difficulty and danger of 

trying to teach bite inhibition to an adult hard-biting dog and because absolute owner-compliance is rare. Only work with the dog in 

exceptional circumstances, e.g., the owner is a dog professional and has sworn 100% compliance. Make sure the owner signs a form in 

triplicate stating that they understand and take full responsibility that: 1. The dog is a Level 4 biter and is likely to cause an equivalent 

amount of damage WHEN it bites again (which it most probably will) and should therefore, be confined to the home at all times and 

only allowed contact with adult owners. 2. Whenever, children or guests visit the house, the dog should be confined to a single locked-

room or roofed, chain-link run with the only keys kept on a chain around the neck of each adult owner (to prevent children or guests 

entering the dog's confinement area.) 3. The dog is muzzled before leaving the house and only leaves the house for visits to a 

veterinary clinic. 4. The incidents have all been reported to the relevant authorities — animal control or police. Give the owners one 

copy, keep one copy for your files and give one copy to the dog's veterinarian.  

Level 5 and 6: The dog is extremely dangerous and mutilates.  The dog is simply not safe around people. I recommend euthanasia 

because the quality of life is so poor for dogs that have to live out their lives in solitary confinement.  
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