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Factors that inßuence aggressive 
behavior in dogs

¥Genetic and early learning components

¥Lack of human understanding of canine body language

¥Inappropriate body language of humans towards canines

¥Lack of understanding of canine sensory systems

¥Inadequate social, physical and mental stimulation

¥Inappropriate human reaction to canine communication

Two key indicators of internal 
emotional state

¥Is the dog eating?

¥Is the dog responding to well 
known cues? (sit, shake, etc.)

All About Canine Body Language



Proper and improper greetings

Proper dog-human interaction

¥Angle approach / greeting

¥Stop a few feet from the 
dog

¥Assess body language!

¥Offer a treat and ask for a 
simple known cue

¥Avert eyes, lip-lick, yawn

¥No Þst!

¥Crouch to dogÕs level, at 
an angle

¥Avoid direct eye contact

¥Do not lean over the dog

¥Do not ÒsmileÓ in the 
dogÕs face

¥Allow the dog to decide 
whether to come to you

¥Stroke from under, not 
over

¥Proceed or not based on 
dogÕs body language

Signs of Stress

Stress in Dogs

¥Not all dogs are stressed, or stressed equally, by the same 
situations

¥When dogs are stressed they may show very different signs 
of stress

¥Not all stress is bad (eustress vs. distress), but É

! stress   "   ! arousal   "   fear & aggression issues

¥Stress lowers the threshold for aggressive behavior in 
response to wrongly interpreted social signals



Stress in Dogs

ÒStress may lower thresholds for aggressive risk taking, 
causing otherwise submissive and compliant dogs to become 
periodically more irritable and aggressive.Ó  (Mendl, 1999)

Stress in Dogs

¥We must recognize signs of potential stress in dogs

¥We must realize that behavior is ßuid and that a dogÕs level 
of stress may change from moment to moment (use stress 
barometers or Òcheck-insÓ)

¥Part of any behavior modiÞcation protocol should be the 
systematic reduction of stress, with immediate steps taken 
whenever possible

Yawning

Dilated Pupils



Lip Licking

Stretching

Ears Pinned Back
ÒBunny EarsÓ

Stiff Posture
Excessive Shedding



Slow or Little Movement

Not Eating

Uro-Genital ÒCheck-OutÓ

Pacing
Inability to Settle



Tucked Tail
Weight Shifted Back
Low Body Posture

Muscle Ridges Around Eyes and 
Mouth

Increased Respiration Rate
Shallow / Fast Breathing

Trembling



Sweaty Paws

Excess Salivation

Cheek PufÞng

Anticipatory / Stress Behaviors



Anticipatory Behaviors

¥Often a sign of eustress (good stress)

¥It is important to remember that combinations of stressors 
of any type may increase arousal levels

! stress   "   ! arousal   "   # threshold for aggr behaviors

Smiling

Penis Crowning

Stress Vocalizations
Whining, dry panting, howling



Can you say ...
Temper Tantrum??

Teeth Chattering

Piloerection

Cut-off / Appeasement Signals



Cut-off / Appeasement Signals

¥Behaviors used to suppress potential aggressive behavior in 
other individuals

¥Often offered during greetings

¥Appeasement signals display a lack of conÞdence and serve 
to avoid potential conßict or hostility

¥These signals do not indicate a desire for a decrease in 
social distance as they often appear to be used to facilitate 
escape or avoidance

Look Away
Turn Away

Paw Raise

SnifÞng



Sneezing

Scratching

Blinking

Shaking Off



Stress Sequences

Distance-Increasing Signals

Distance-Increasing Signals

¥Signals that a dog uses to indicate its desire for other 
individuals to back off (increase social distance) or back 
away from its perceived possessions 

¥The speciÞc signals that a dog uses can often reveal aspects 
of its personality (i.e. height seeking vs. tap-out)

¥There is always some hostility present (actual or perceived) 
when a dog uses a distance-increasing signal

Distance-Increasing Signals

ÒA more conÞdent dog will communicate the desire for 
increased social distance with a more invasive signal such as a 
height-seeking display, while a less conÞdent animal would be 
more likely to choose a diminutive behavior such as a tap-
out.Ó  (Kalnajs, 2009)



Marking Territory

Ears Forward
Body Weight Forward

Tense Body / Face

Lowered Head / Neck



Tail High, Fast, Flagged

Heightened Posture
Height Seeking

Muzzle Punching

Distance-Increasing Bark



Hard Eyes

Freeze

Whale Eyes

Tooth Displays



Roll Over
vs.

Tap Out

Distance-Decreasing Signals

Distance-Decreasing Signals

¥There are afÞliative signals which are used in approach and 
contact situations in which no hostility or aggression is 
perceived

¥Attention-seeking behaviors showing a desire to interact 
with humans or conspeciÞcs

Play Bows



Easy Wagging Tail

Submissive Grin

Submissive Licking

Relaxed Posture
Soft Eyes



Flexible

Brittle

Recipe for Disaster

Behavioral Effects of Arousal

¥ ÒDogs that are highly aroused are at higher risk for 
aggression, since their emotional state can interfere with 
the ability to respond ÔconsciouslyÕ or ÔrationallyÕ to stimuli.  
The dog that is highly aroused may respond impulsively, 
reßexively, and defensively.  Conversely, the dog that is calm 
and under owner control can assess and process stimuli to 
make a conscious and predictable response to the 
stimulus.Ó - Hunthausen



Physiology of Arousal

Physiology of Arousal

¥Sympathetic nervous system activation

¥Release of epinephrine by adrenal medulla

¥Accelerates heart rate

¥Increases respiration rate

Behavioral Effects of Stress

¥Stress that occurs on an ongoing, uncontrollable or 
unpredictable basis can lower a dogÕs threshold of 
aggression

¥OCD type behaviors (pacing, shadow chasing, lick 
granulomas or other self-mutilation behaviors)

¥Anxiety related behaviors (including separation distress / 
anxiety)

¥Immune disorders (CushingÕs) & skin conditions

Physiological Effects
of Chronic Stress



Heidi
Recent Death of Owner

Looey

Physiology of Stress

¥At 1/2 second the brain signals the adrenal glands to 
produce adrenaline and begins making cortisol (a stress 
hormone)

¥Within 5 seconds adrenaline is pumped out giving energy 
for Þght or ßight response.  Heart rate, blood pressure and 
blood-sugar levels rise bringing on Òhyper-alertnessÓ

¥When the stressor subsides, adrenaline production slows 
but cortisol continues to pump out and insulin production 
increases

Physiology of Stress

¥If nothing is done to counteract on-going stress, the body 
cycles through this process day after day, leading to:

¥Chronically elevated cortisol levels

¥Drop in testosterone levels creates fatigue, depression, 
slowed metabolism and a weakened immune system



Eustress vs. Distress

¥Eustress is ÒgoodÓ stress

¥Helps us achieve our goals

¥Results in increased productivity

¥ItÕs a healthy type of stress. (For example, winning an 
election or race can be just as stressful as losing ... or 
more so!)

Causes of Stress

¥Lack of social contact / undersocialization

¥Lack of physical exercise

¥Lack of mental stimulation

¥Inadequate rest / too much environmental ÒactivityÓ

¥Excessive punishment / harsh training methods

¥Environmental changes / moves / trips

¥Social stressors / social conßict

¥Lack of structure OR too much structure

How can you help your dog?

¥Balance adequate activity with adequate rest

¥Create an environment that has routine and stability within 
limits

¥Use DRI (differential reinforcement of incompatible 
behaviors) to achieve acceptable outlets for the dogÕs 
energy

¥Understand and utilize the dogÕs sensory systems to 
exercise the dogÕs mind. Learning is stimulating and builds 
conÞdence

Justice and Miles
The dastardly duo!



Factors that Inßuence
Arousal Levels

¥Sudden environmental changes

¥Entry / Exit / Movement

¥Resource related

¥Location based / Limited-space encounters

¥Barrier or restraint related

¥Unrestrained play and interactions

Factors that Inßuence
Arousal Levels

Unrestricted Play

Barrier Frustration
Excessive Punishment



Movement and Resource Related

Restraint
Leash Reactivity

Steps Toward Resolution

Making Tough Decisions

¥Is this the right home?

¥Is this dog safe with all family 
members?

¥Can this dog be a safe member 
of society?

¥Is this dog rehabilitatable?



Management Strategies

¥Prevention of rehearsal of unwanted behavior patterns

¥Environmental management (safety zones)

¥Use of management tools

¥Dog-Safe Waist Leash (see Dogwise booth)

¥Calming Cap

¥ÒThrough A DogÕs EarÓ CDs

Increase in Mental Stimulation

¥Scavenging games 

¥Intellitoys

¥Training

¥Canine sports

¥Walk the walk of the dog!

¥The home Òslot machineÓ

Train the Five
Foundation Behaviors

¥Train a bridge word or sound

¥Target cue (ÒTouchÓ)

¥Focused attention, on cue and automatic

¥Do-not-proceed cue (ÒLeave-itÓ)

¥Turn-away cue (ÒLetÕs goÓ)

Teach Impulse Control!



Body Language Sequences


