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■“About 70 percent of the people who come with their 
dogs to see me come because of the dog’s aggression,” 
says Stephanie Borns-Weil, DVM, who helps dogs and 
their owners sort through problems at the Tufts Animal 
Behavior Clinic. Often, the relationship is out of balance, 
she notes. The owner might be too strict or not enough 
in charge, but either way, it can lead to aggression on 
the dog’s part — toward his own family, toward other 
people, or toward other dogs. 

The onset of aggression in dogs often starts at the age 
of physical maturity, somewhere between eight months 
and two years of age. And it’s not all aggression all the 
time. “People say to me, ‘98 percent of the time my dog 
is great,’ Dr. Borns-Weil relates. ‘It’s only two percent 
of the time that he goes off.’” But that two percent 
can make life with an aggressive dog extremely difficult 
and unpleasant, if not downright miserable. You never 
know when the aggression is going to flare, so you’re 
anxious about it 100 percent of the time.

The good news is that in the overwhelming major-
ity of cases, aggression can be attenuated to the point 
that the dog becomes a pleasure to live with. The 
solution, notes Dr. Borns-Weil, starts from a place 
where “people have more empathy for their dogs, 
more understanding. That’s the beginning of change 
rather than just giving up on a pet and saying he’s a 
bad, or incorrigible, dog.” Dogs are not bad, she says. 
Indeed, aggression even has a biochemical component: 
research has indicated that aggressive dogs have low, 
unstable serotonin levels compared to their more easy-
going counterparts. And the aggression tends to be 
worse at night, when serotonin is at its low ebb. 

What dogs need to smoothe out their issue is the 
right type and the right level of structure in their lives 
from you. An aggressive dog is actually often an inse-
cure dog who craves your guidance to help him get on 
better in the world.

Herein, the two most common types of aggression 
dogs display — and the solutions for teaching them 
better ways to interact.

Conflict aggression. Conflict aggression is aggression 
directed at the owner. Sometimes a dog with this prob-
lem is perfectly fine with strangers. But he will snap at a 
family member if she goes to pet him in ways he doesn’t 
prefer. He will snarl or even bite if someone in the house-
hold takes the ball while playing fetch with him or will 
growl if the owner walks by while he’s snacking on a 
treat the person just gave him a few minutes ago. 

Conflict aggression has traditionally been called 
dominance aggression, but “the concept of dominance 
is problematic,” Dr. Borns-Weil comments. “When you 
say a dog has a dominance issue, it gives people permis-
sion to use coercive measures” to handle the problem, 
which only breaks down the bond between person and 
dog and in fact generally has the paradoxical effect of 
making the animal even more aggressive. Dogs trained 
using physical punishment are two and a half times 
more likely to show physical aggression toward their 
owners than dogs trained without physical coercion. 
Granted, if the aggression is checked through the use of 
devices like shock collars and other aversive techniques, 
the dog may stop acting aggressively but will live in 
fear. “No bond, just fear,” says Dr. Borns-Weil. 

Punishment as a reaction is understandable, she adds. 
“People’s impulse is often to want to punish what they 
don’t like instead of working to understand what they 
don’t like.” The problem is that it simply doesn’t work.

It goes back to the fact that true dominance, as Dr. 
Borns-Weil points out, is not a character trait but an 
aspect of a relationship between, say, one dog and 
another. Dominance simply describes who in the group 
has priority access to preferred resources. Maybe it 
means that the dog who came to live in the house first 
is the one who is fed first, or gets the doggie bed in the 
better spot in the family room, or receives the first pet-
ting when you come home from work. It actually tamps 
down aggression because it means everybody knows 
their place. 

Aggression, on the other hand, connotes insecurity. 
The dog doesn’t know his place in the family; he’s lack-
ing rules, structure, and therefore is acting out because 

What Color Is Your Dog’s Aggression?
The two most common types of aggression — and how to temper them.

Aggression is probably the number one reason people bring 
their dogs to veterinary behaviorists.
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more control has been put into his hands than he can 
handle. 

Who tends to own dogs with conflict aggression that 
gets out of control? “Such owners are kind and accom-
modating,” says Dr. Borns-Weil. “Their body language 
doesn’t carry confidence. They’re inconsistent or inad-
equate with rules and structure.” That is, they’re nice 
to a fault, literally, at least when it comes to the dog’s 
needs, with the dog left not knowing what’s expected 
of him. That’s actually the “conflict” part of conflict 
aggression. The conflict is all in the dog’s head. He 
feels conflicted because of miscommunications from his 
owner.

Solution. A cream puff of an owner whose manner has 
allowed aggression toward her to bloom needs to take 
steps to introduce structure and boundaries. That might 
seem harsh, but it will actually make the dog end up 
feeling more comfortable. “If the dog were a teenager,” 
notes Dr. Borns-Weil, “he would be going to military 
school. ‘Make your bed so I can bounce a coin on it.’ No 

beating, no pun-
ishing. You just 
have to let him 
know where the 
edge is.”

It  basical ly 
c o m e s  d o w n 
t o  f i r m n e s s . 
Don’t feed the 
dog until he sits 
— and waits . 
Don’t stroke the 
side of his face 
jus t  because . 
M a k e  h i m 
work for affec-
t ion,  perhaps 
by having him 
br ing  to  you 
a  cer ta in  toy 
first. Show him, 
in other words, 
that you’re the 
leader, and that 
if his behavior 
falls into line, 
life will go well 
for him.

One simple 
bu t  e f f e c t i v e 
measure is not 
t o  l e t  a  d o g 
wi th  conf l i c t 
aggression on 
h i g h  p l a c e s , 

such as the couch or bed. “High places are very valu-
able to dogs,” Dr. Borns-Weil points out. By letting 
a dog know that you but not he are allowed on, 
you’re sending a very clear message about who is the 
leader. You’re not being mean. You’re simply showing 
who’s in charge and making it clear that you must 
be respected for the dog to have the things in life he 
enjoys.

Admittedly, taking charge can be hard for gentle 
owners. (Women are more often targeted by aggressive 
dogs than men.) But “sometimes you have to find new 
parts of yourself that haven’t come naturally before,” 
Dr. Borns-Weil says. “You need to rise to the occasion 
— for your dog’s sake. It can be a real growth experi-
ence. It doesn’t have to be awful.” 

None of this means becoming unnecessarily con-
frontational with your dog. In fact, you want to avoid 
unnecessary confrontations. “If the dog bothers you the 
whole time you’re in the kitchen cooking, just keep him 
out of the kitchen,” Dr. Borns-Weil advises. “If he gives 
you a hard time when you go to trim his nails or give 
him a bath, have the groomer do it. Some things have 
to be done, but they don’t have to be done by you.” 

The idea is not to show the dog who’s “boss” with 
a lot of swagger, but to keep him from walking all 
over you, not giving him everything he wants when he 
wants it but instead making it clear that you hold the 
keys. You want to get the dog to stop snarling at you 
so you can stop worrying about your physical safety in 
your own home. Who cares if he has to stay out of the 
kitchen while you’re cooking? Besides, your closing the 
door on him is leadership, too.

Fear aggression. Whereas conflict aggression is 
directed at people within the household, fear aggression 
is aimed at people — and dogs — outside the family. 
“The dog acts fiercely so his perimeter stays safe,” Dr. 
Borns-Weil remarks. He is actually very scared and wants 
to create distance between himself and others. You know 
the type. He barks ferociously at passers-by on the street 
and other dogs, or scares people who come to your front 
door, perhaps lunging toward them. Maybe he has never 
actually bitten anyone, but the impulse is there, and you 
take him outside in fear that one day his anxiety is going 
to get the better of him and cause him to clamp his teeth 
on someone else. It makes life miserable because you 
know how sweet your dog is — but others don’t.

Solution. The trick here is to keep your dog from fear-
ful situations. We know one owner whose dog growls 
and barks loudly when he comes across strange dogs in 
the local dog park. Sometimes he runs over to another 
dog at breakneck speed and works to threaten it with a 
lot of gesticulating — running forward, backing up (a 
direct manifestation of the fear), then coming forward 
again, anything to try to get the other dog to cower. 

Which dogs are  
most apt to exhibit  
aggression?
When it comes to owner-directed 
aggression, male dogs are more 
apt to have the problem than 
females. That’s especially true if 
they’re intact. Neutering decreas-
es owner-directed aggression by 
25 to 30 percent.

Specific breeds that tend to be 
brought to the behavior clinic for 
aggression, at least in one study 
conducted at Tufts, include Ger-
man shepherds, cocker spaniels, 
and mixed breeds. At Cornell, 
some research has suggested that 
springer spaniels and rottwei-
lers present relatively often for 
aggression directed at their own-
ers, while German shepherds are 
more apt to exhibit aggression 
toward strangers. 

The least aggressive breeds, again, 
in one piece of research: Golden 
and Labrador retrievers, Bernese 
mountain dogs, Brittany spaniels, 
greyhounds, and whippets. 

But these are trends observed, 
not facts about any particular 
breed engraved in stone.
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The owner’s response: He puts the 
dog on the lead, apologizes over his 
shoulder, and walks his pet away, 
assuring him that it’s okay; he will 
protect him. Others at the park some-
times get furious that the man is 
working to keep his own dog feeling 
safe rather than “letting him know” 
what he did wrong, since even while 
attached to the leash the dog main-
tains a fair amount of “let me at ‘em” 
posturing before calming down. But 
the owner has the right idea. His dog 
is scared, not bad.

An even better solution would be 
to walk the dog using a head halter, 
which should never be jerked and 
therefore should never cause the 
dog any pain. Rather, it uses sensitive areas on the 
dog’s head and nape to send gentle but firm messages, 
forcing the dog to relax. Head halters apparently 
mimic the pressure a mother dog applies when she 
picks up one of her puppies by the scruff of the neck 
and leads him away in a soft-touch rebuke. When the 
dog starts acting out, the idea is for the owner to gen-
tly pull up on the leash, which activates biologically 
sensitive areas along the two straps — one around 
the nose and one around the base of the muzzle. That 
automatically signals a dog to calm down and also 
reminds him that his human guardian is in charge and 
will not let any harm come to him.

You can train a dog by saying “Leave it” while you 
are applying the tension, then praise him for being won-
derful because he did, in fact, calm down (even though 
he had no choice). Better still: the dog will see that you 
kept him safe and created distance between him and the 
other dog (or person) without his having to make a big, 
aggressive display.

Some owners might balk because they want their 
dog to be able to have some time off-leash. They will 
even say that their dog does better off leash than on. 
It’s understandable, because being off-leash allows a 
dog to decide on his own how much distance he wants 
to create. But it can be very touch-and-go. A single 

bite from an overly fearful dog can 
get him put to sleep, or at least get 
you in trouble, depending on local 
legislation.

A safer way to let a dog who 
exhibits fear aggression run free is 
to fit him with a basket muzzle so 
he can’t bite. “It’s a short-term fix, 
not an end-game,” says Dr. Borns-
Weil. But while you’re teaching your 
dog that you will keep him safe, that 
that’s not a job he has to tackle, it 
allows him to get some exercise 
in public places. It’s not a punish-
ment,” Dr. Borns-Weil, makes clear. 
“It’s prevention. You can even teach 
a dog that he gets a treat when the 
basket muzzle goes on.”

Along with keeping your fearful aggressive dog 
from hurting others, it’s important to protect him from 
fear-inducing situations. If someone asks, “May I pet 
your dog?” and you know that makes your dog act out, 
then the answer is always “No.” Fearful dogs want to 
be ignored; they don’t want to make friends, and it’s up 
to you to manage the dog’s environment.

At the Tufts Behavior Clinic, helping owners under-
stand that it’s okay to protect their fearful dogs is “sort 
of like family counseling,” Dr. Borns-Weil says. “You 
have to help people be the advocate for their dog in 
social situations and not worry about hurting people’s 
feelings, not feeling bad about telling a child he can’t 
pet the dog.” It’s not mortifying. It’s your role, your 
responsibility, as a dog “parent.”

No matter how consistently you work with an 
aggressive dog to help him stay calm, in some cases 
he is going to need anti-anxiety medication “to get to 
square one,” Dr. Borns-Weil says. “Some dogs have 
such a big flight zone,” she notes, “that they’ll fly off 
the handle if they see another dog a football field away. 
Some dogs with owner-directed conflict aggression 
might also “need meds to feel a little more comfortable 
in their own skin,” Dr. Borns-Weil notes. “It’s hard to 
learn a new way of being when you’re terribly, terribly  
stressed out.” ■

Taking charge can 
be hard for gentle 

owners. (Women are 
more often targeted by 

aggressive dogs than 
men.) But “sometimes 
you have to find new 

parts of yourself 
that haven't come 
naturally before.” 

—Stephanie Borns-Weil, DVM
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■We talked about the two most common types of 
aggression in dogs — conflict aggression, which is 
aggression directed at owners, and fear aggression, 
which is aggression directed at those outside the family, 
including dogs. But there are four other types of aggres-
sion that some dogs need to be coaxed away from. And 
it is important that owners recognize them. Aggression 
is the number one behavior problem among pet dogs, 
with most owners bringing their dogs to animal be-
havior clinics for help in solving the issue. Herein, the 
other types of aggression that make living with a loved 
dog difficult, and how to help a canine pal from feeling 
that he needs to be on the attack to create equilibrium 
for himself.

Terr i torial  aggress ion. 
“Territoriality is normal for 
dogs,” says Tufts animal 
behaviorist Stephanie Borns-
Weil, DVM. “‘If you step on 
my territory, I’m going to 
sound the alarm,’” is how she 
says dogs think of it. “Dogs 
can also be territorial in the 
car,” Dr. Borns-Weil adds. “A 
dog doesn’t quite get that his 
territory is moving. He thinks, 
‘people and other dogs keep 
stepping on my territory.’ So 
everywhere the car goes, he’s 
barking dogs away.” That’s 
okay, she says. “You don’t 
have to do anything about it.”

It’s when a dog is “excessively territorial,’’ Dr. 
Borns-Weil advises — when he feels he needs physical 
force to get someone off his property — “that you have 
to teach him how to behave more appropriately, teach 
him how to stand down.”

Getting a dog past territorial aggression is relatively 
easy when compared to other types of canine aggression 
(unless it’s an aspect of fear aggression — more on that 
further down). That’s because with garden variety ter-
ritorial aggression the dog is not scared or conflicted. 
He just gets “carried away doing his job,” Dr. Borns-
Weil relates.

Solution: With territorial aggression, “you need to 
provide your dog some rules,” according to Dr. Borns-
Weil. The dog is acting out of the mistaken belief that 
it’s up to him to control who comes into the house and 
who doesn’t. So the rule might be that when someone 
comes to the door, that’s the cue for the dog “to sit, 

or go in another room, or whatever you decide,” Dr. 
Borns-Weil says. In other words, he needs to take the 
cue from you about who is welcome in the home and 
behave politely to guests. 

It won’t happen in a minute. It could take a good 
couple of weeks. But it’s just a matter of putting some 
structure in place. Maybe you teach the dog that if he 
lies down in his bed when someone comes to the house, 
he gets a delectable treat. Or you teach him that not 
jumping up at a newcomer is met with abundant praise 
and some coveted fetch time. You’ll need to start with 
a “planned” intruder — someone you tell to come to 
the door at a pre-appointed time — and go from there. 
Since the dog is not acting out of fear, it shouldn’t be a 

complicated process.
When territorial aggression 

does get more complicated is 
when it overlaps heavily with 
fear aggression — true fear of 
those outside the family, or 
pack. It’s in those cases that 
guttural barks of warning 
have a better chance of turn-
ing into something physical 
because the scared dog might 
be bent on a preemptive 
strike. In those cases, guide-
lines to the dog about who’s 
the home’s gatekeeper will 
probably have to be coupled, 
at least at first, with putting 
him on a lead when someone 

comes to the door. When the visitor arrives, have your 
dog sit. Be sure to praise good behavior! Ask the visi-
tor to ignore the dog completely as he is not ready to 
make friends yet. Once everyone is seated and the dog 
is relaxed, you can have the “interloper” throw the dog 
a delectable treat. When the dog is ready to approach, 
you can play the leash out gradually. This allows the 
dog to make friends on his own terms and in a way that 
feels safe. With this technique, people may come in as 
strangers and leave as friends. 

Whatever you do, always let your dog know that 
you will protect him rather than expect him to simply 
“get over himself.” That is, don’t show anger at him 
for feeling fear. For dogs, as for people, all feelings are 
valid. Just help him to channel his emotions safely and 
constructively.

Predatory aggression. “This is a weird one,” says 
Dr. Borns-Weil. “It’s not really aggression in the classic 

What Flavor Is Your Dog’s Aggression?
The treatment differs according to why your dog acts aggressively.

Tufts Animal Behavior Clinic veterinarian Stephanie 
Borns-Weil, DVM, and her dog Patches, who has had 
a bout of irritable aggression.
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sense. There’s no emotion in it. The dog is not angry, 
not fearful. It’s a feeding behavior, really.” That is, 
predatory dogs are hard wired for the behavior. 

Fortunately, predatory aggression is “rarely directed 
at a household animal — or person,” Dr. Borns-Weil 
notes. It’s usually reserved for squirrels, chipmunks, 
animals of that sort, and sometimes for moving cars or 
moving bicycles. “We tend to see this kind of behavior 
in some of the terriers,” says Dr. Borns-Weil. “Some 
terriers have a very high prey drive.”

And there are instances where it can interfere with 
harmony, even safety, at home. “Every now and then 
you’ll get a dog with a high prey drive who will take 
down a running, squealing toddler,” Dr. Borns-Weil 
comments. “Sometimes the family cat is in danger.” Or 
a smaller family dog.

Dr. Borns-Weil knew of one family with three dogs, 
one big one and two little ones. The big dog grabbed 
one of the little ones by the neck, shook him, and killed 
him. It was a silent attack with little fanfare. Predatory 
aggression doesn’t involve barking or snapping. It’s 
more stealth — hard wired by a dog’s genetic code.

In very, very rare instances, predatory aggression can 
be life threatening for people, too — young infants, 
specifically. Some dogs with an extremely high prey 
drive fail to recognize a newborn as a member of the 
pack in its first month of life, mistakenly identifying 
the crying baby as wounded prey. It’s the high-pitched 
sounds and flailing arms and legs that cause the confu-
sion. The result can be fatal to the child, which is why 
a predatory dog should never be left alone with a newly 
arrived infant, for the first few weeks at least. That’s 
when almost all the unfortunate attacks occur (usually 
within the first week of the first month). The dog is not 
angry or jealous. He’s simply acting on a primordial 
urge. (In truth, no dog, predatory or not, should be left 
alone with young children.)

Solution. The predatory urge is fairly immutable. 
You can’t really train a dog out of it. For that reason, 
Dr. Borns-Weil says, when it comes to territorial aggres-
sion, “avoidance is huge. There are some medications 
that can help dampen the tendency, including fluoxetine 
(Prozac) and buspirone (Buspar). But, she says, “for 
a high prey drive dog, the behavior is so intrinsically 
rewarding” that it’s best to avoid certain potentiali-
ties. “For instance,” she says, “it may be best to keep 
a dog with a high prey drive leashed around running 
young children.” Likewise, if you have a fenced-in yard 
frequented by squirrels and rabbits and don’t want to 
regularly see carnage, it might be best to pass on a breed 
like a Parson Russell terrier.

Irritable aggression. This type of aggression does 
not result from a particular kind of personality style or 
genetic predisposition. It’s aggression born of illness. If 
a dog is sick or in pain, his anxiety/aggression threshold 
will be lowered. Think of yourself in pain and how you 
might be more likely to snap at someone than when 
you’re feeling comfortable. 

“I had a case recently of a dog who had always been 
a little bit anxious but never really aggressive,” relates 
Dr. Borns-Weil. “But then he developed terrible arthri-
tis along with myelopathy — a spinal cord problem 
that caused him to lose function in his back end. All of 
a sudden he started showing aggression to other dogs 
and some strangers. 

“It happened with my own 12-year old Tibetan ter-
rier, Patches,” Dr. Borns-Weil says. “While we were 
checking out at a local grooming salon recently, a dog 
that was running loose in the store came over and 
jumped on her. This caused Patches, who has terrible 
arthritis, to lash out.” 

Solution. To keep a dog with irritable aggression 
from acting out, “you have to solve the underlying 
medical issue — and treat the pain,” Dr. Borns-Weil 
says. It’s not a situation that requires behavior modi-
fication with conditioning. “If it’s an older dog,” she 
adds, “protect him from interactions that are going to 
be upsetting.” That’s what she does with her own dog, 
Patches. “I don’t take her to the dog park,” anymore, 
she comments. “She wouldn’t like it if another dog 
jumped on her, even to play.”

Mixed aggression. “Multiple aggressions piled on 
top of each other are some really tough ones,” Dr. 
Borns-Weil says. “When we have that situation, we 
start looking at the order in which we need to approach 
them. We always first solve conflict aggression (aggres-
sion directed at the owner — see the July 2014 issue of 
Your Dog) because you can’t solve anything else unless 
you get a solid relationship between the dog and the 
owner, where the dog feels secure in the owner’s loving 
but firm leadership.” After that, an animal behavior-
ist might tackle fear aggression (yes, it’s possible for a 
dog to act aggressively toward his owner and toward 
strangers), and so on.

In tough cases of mixed aggression, Dr. Borns-Weil 
points out, medications such as fluoxetine and buspi-
rone might prove especially useful for putting some of 
the dog’s anxiety in the background while he learns 
new ways of interacting. You have to play it by ear. ■
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True or False? An Aggressive or Willful 
Dog Is Trying to Dominate You.
The answer may surprise you — and change the way you treat your pet.

■ It used to be accepted as 
common knowledge that dogs 
maintain a rigid social hierar-
chy largely through displays of 
physical might by an “alpha” 
who maintains his dominant po-
sition with aggressive force. The 
thinking was based on studies of 
wolves and other species in captiv-
ity, who couldn’t get away from 
each other and had been thrown 
together artificially rather than 
forming a family in a natural man-
ner. That led, not surprisingly, to 
physically pushy and sometimes 
violent behavior. Since wolves 
are the ancestors of dogs, it was 
reasoned that dogs, too, strive to 
be the alpha. The theory became 
so ingrained that it was even used 
by dog trainers to interpret inter-
actions between dogs and people. 
A desire for dominance over their 
owners, it was said, fueled dog be-
haviors ranging from aggression 
to jumping on people when they 
came home from work to refus-
ing to come when called. In other 
words, dogs misbehaved because 
they were consciously striving to 
outrank those who took care of 
them.

This led to decades of trainers working to modify 
undesirable behavior in dogs with physical force or 
coercion, the idea being that if a dog wants to call the 
shots, you have to teach him who’s boss, take back your 
higher ranking. The approach has reached a crescendo 
over the last few years, with television shows teaching 
millions of dog owners that the way to control a dom-
inant dog is to dominate it back — pinning him to the 
ground, yanking a choke chain, and so on. 

But some of the very same people who conducted the 
early studies on artificial “packs” of wolves in captivity 
have since recanted, saying that in their natural state, 
wolves are much more cooperative with each other, 
living more as a family group, with behavior to assert 
dominance rare. 

The animal behavior research community has absorbed 
the rethinking. Says the Dog Welfare Campaign, a web-
site with the imprimatur of animal protection groups that 
include the ASPCA and the European Society of Veterinary 
Clinical Ethology, “the foundations on which [the dom-
inance] theory was based are fundamentally flawed….
dominance is no longer regarded as a useful explanation 
for the behavior of dogs.” Further, says the site, “studies 
of interactions between dogs show no evidence of fixed 
‘hierarchical’ relationships.” 

The American Veterinary Society of Animal 
Behavior echoes the sentiment, saying that the “dom-
inance theory should not be used as a general guide for 
behavior modification.” Canine aggression, the society 
says further, is not an assertion of dominance but is 
virtually always about anxiety or fear on the dog’s 
part and needs to be dealt with accordingly.

Your dog is not looking to rule you — but will feel afraid if you try to “rule” him.
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Is Dominance Dead?

“I don’t use the words ‘pack,’ ‘alpha,’ 

‘submit,’ ‘submissive,’ ‘dominant,’ 

or ‘dominance’ — at all, ever, and 

haven’t done so for almost 20 years,” 

says Karen Overall, VMD, PhD, a 

Glen Mills, Pennsylvania-based 

board-certified animal behaviorist. 

Neither do many other well-trained 

animal behaviorists. And for good 

reason. The word “dominant” and 

all the other words associated with 

it have entered the common lexicon 

in a way that inaccurately describes 

dogs’ approach to their relation-

ships, both with other dogs and with 

people. More significantly, it has led 

people to treat their dogs unkindly, 

even cruelly, in order to tamp down 

on their so-called alpha tendencies.

The fact of the matter is that 

dogs do not spend time striving for 

dominance. Like most people, they 

work to avoid conflict and physical 

aggression, instead deferring to 

others to diffuse anger and mis-

understanding. By defer we don’t 

mean “give in.” We mean, says Dr. 

Overall, “assessing an ongoing 

situation and waiting calmly to get 

input from another member of the 

group before pursuing another set 

of behaviors or social interactions. 

Combat,” she comments, “is the 

exceptional choice for resolutions 

of conflict in both canids and 

humans.” It’s not the default way to 

handle conflict.

Does that mean that dominance 

does not exist among dogs and that 

they have no social hierarchies, no 

top-dog alphas? 

“This is a third rail,” says University 

of Wisconsin adjunct professor and 

certified animal behaviorist Patricia 

McConnell, PhD, meaning that it 

creates a lot of dangerous electricity 

between people in the field. 

There is such a thing as dominance, 

she says, as part of some social hier-

archies. But “it has nothing to do with 

getting another individual to do what 

you want” or with being “in control” of 

another, and it certainly has nothing 

to do with dog training. Dominance in 

the dog world is simply about which 

dog has first dibs on resources: food, 

the comfy chair in the sunlight, the 

female dog in heat, and so on. And 

it very, very rarely involves physical 

coercion.

“If you drop a pork chop between 

two dogs,” says Dr. McConnell, “who 

gets it first? If there’s a consistent 

pattern, then you can talk about one 

dog being dominant over another. 

But it’s without fighting, without 

even having to display.” And it’s cer-

tainly not about lording it over the 

other dog. “Dominance is not about 

control. It’s about who is first to get 

something everyone wants.”

It’s the same with people, Dr. 

McConnell points out. “Who gets 

the best table in the restaurant just 

by walking in the door? You or the 

governor? The governor,” and not 

because he has control over you or 

because he’s aiming to “dominate” 

you. It’s just the social order.

“Scientists who work with oth-

er species talk without hesitancy 

about dominance in relationships,” 

Dr. McConnell says. For instance, 

“dominance-based relationships 

are exceedingly important in chim-

panzee groups. Who gets access to 

what is overwhelmingly important.” 

So those who study animals oth-

er than dogs are “often surprised 

when you tell them” that the term 

“dominance” is controversial when it 

comes to domestic dog training and 

behavior. 

But the fact is that it has been “so 

misunderstood and so misused to 

justify all kinds of old-fashioned and 

often punitive, counter-productive 

training methods.” Dogs don’t need 

to be taken down a peg or two. 

They’re not trying to gain status over 

their owners; they are just respond-

ing to cues you’re giving — or not 

giving  — about how to act in your 

presence. That’s true even of a dog 

who tends to be on the willful, or 

pushy side.

Dr. Overall makes the point that 

even among dogs, status and hier-

archy are not fixed but change with 

the situation. Tufts Behavior Clinic 

director Nicholas Dodman, BVMS, 

agrees. “It’s higgledy-piggledy,” he 

says. “There’s not a straight line in 

the hierarchical structure among 

a group of dogs. The ‘alpha’ dog is 

not always the ‘alpha’ depending 

on the context.” For instance, one 

dog might be the alpha when it 

comes to getting wonderful bones 

to chew, while the other is the one 

who gets petted first when his own-

er comes through the door. Says Dr. 

Dodman, “the quality of dominance 

doesn’t exist in spades or not at all.”
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Nicholas Dodman, BVMS, 
Director of the Animal Behavior 
Clinic at Tufts, agrees. “Dogs 
who show aggression, including 
aggression toward their owners, 
also show, with relative fre-
quency, fear-type behaviors,” 
he says. “They might have sep-
aration anxiety or thunderstorm 
phobia or submissive urination. 
They’re not just alpha dominant 
King Kong dogs. They are ner-
vous, or they’re unclear about 
your expectations of them,” 
which in and of itself makes a 
dog feel a bit lost and more prone 
to act inappropriately. 

“Most canine behavioral con-
cerns are rooted in anxiety,” 
adds Karen Overall, VMD, PhD, 
a board-certified animal behav-
iorist in Glen Mills, Pennsylvania. 
“Frankly, there is just too much 
labeling and not enough thinking 
and understanding out there, and 
it has done a lot of harm. Anyone who thinks they 
have to ‘dominate’ another species…has just defined 
a pathology.”

Another way of putting it: threatening, confron-
tational tactics to get a dog to cease undesirable, 
aggressive behavior only leads to an erosion of all 
trust between dog and owner, and perhaps further 
aggression on the dog’s part. It does not get at the 
root cause of the dog’s acting out.

Unfortunately, many in the community of dog 
trainers, particularly trainers whose reach through 
the media is vast, are still in “foot on belly” mode. 
They use the dominance theory to justify physical 
force, or, as we call it here at Tufts, abuse. And it 
only makes things worse. Says Patricia McConnell, 
PhD, a certified applied animal behaviorist as well as 
an adjunct professor in the Department of Zoology 
at the University of Wisconsin, “I’ve met people 
who were told to take their dog and do an alpha 
roll,” forcing the dog on his back with belly exposed. 
“And the dog bit them even though it had never acted 
aggressively before.” Their fear or anxiety was only 
increased. “But the owners did it because of what they 
learned from a force-based trainer,” Dr. McConnell 
explains. “It has caused a lot of suffering.” Even if 
dogs comply when you exert physical force on them, 
you are only suppressing their aggression while mak-
ing them miserable — not calming them or teaching 
them about new, desirable behavior.

Owners end up paying a price for this misguided 

behavior in more ways than one.
“Most people hate being physically forceful with 

their dog,” says Dr. McConnell, who authored the 
excellent book, The Other End of the Leash. “Dog 
owners don’t want to be a marine drill sergeant. We 
call a dog our ‘best friend.’ Who wants to be harsh 
with their best friend? And besides, dominance has 
no role in dog training.” 

That still leaves an essential question, unanswered, 
though: if dominating an aggressive or willful dog is 
not the answer, what is?

Redirecting an aggressive or pushy pet
“A dog’s inappropriate behavior toward you is like 
a mirror of your inappropriate behavior toward 
him,” Dr. Dodman says. In other words, if a dog 
persists in acting in a way that you don’t want him 
to, chances are extremely high that you’re inadver-
tently reinforcing the behavior. For instance, if your 
dog jumps on you every time you walk through the 
door and you don’t want him to, the way to get 
him to stop is probably not by getting all excited, 
shouting, and perhaps pushing him down. That only 
sends the message that there is something to be ex-
cited about; you are rewarding the behavior with a 
response that might very likely be misinterpreted.

A more effective way to change the behavior is to 
ignore it (granted, not easy to do if your jumper is 
a 150-pound English mastiff) or redirect it. Maybe 
the solution is to train your dog that when you walk 
through the door to the house, it’s time for him to 

Punishing your dog won’t get to the root of his problem behavior. It will only erode your 
bond with him.
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sit for a treat, or bring you a toy to throw. This 
has nothing to do with showing your dog who the 
dominant one really is. It’s about guiding your dog 
toward appropriate behavior rather than punish-
ing him for behavior you want to stem. You’re also 
calming him by showing him that you’re in control 
of the situation and that he doesn’t have to worry 
about figuring out how to handle things. Dogs are 
like toddlers in that way. When they act out, it’s 
often because they don’t feel secure and are actually 
looking for you to create order.

Dr. Overall says just teaching your dog to sit really 
helps your pet attend to you and let you guide him. It 
is not to get him to “obey,” she stresses. It is to help 
him “relax and be receptive to changing his behav-
ior while doing so.” Once the dog sits, he is “giving 
you the responsibility to provide 
him with the next useful piece of 
information.” Maybe it’s that you 
are now going to play “fetch” with 
him or hand him a delectable treat. 

What getting your dog to sit 
should not be, Dr. Overall says, is 
a call just to “stay,” to show that 
you’re the boss. That is not going 
to help an anxious dog who is act-
ing aggressively and needs to have 
his behavior redirected. Imagine 
someone demanding that you sit 
and stay when you’re feeling up in 
arms or out of control. That would 
only make you feel more out of 
control. You need something else 
to do, something to help take your 
mind off whatever has been keeping you agitated.

It’s all part of raising dogs “to be patient and 
polite,” says Dr. McConnell of Wisconsin. Just like 
those in other social groups, she says, dogs “need 
to be able to handle frustration, be polite to others 
when circumstances require, and learn to communi-
cate in ways that resolve conflicts rather than cause 
them. There are lots of ways to do that — not so 
much by focusing on ‘my dog’s doing something I 

don’t want him to do’ but on ‘what I do want him 
to do.’ Maybe I want him to sit when I come into 
the room” and wait for instructions. “So I’m going 
to teach him” to do that.

For a dog who’s naturally on the willful or pushy side 
rather than nervous or anxious, Tufts’s Dr. Dodman 
recommends emphasizing “firm” along with “fun” and 
“fair.” Make such a dog work to be stroked or given a 
treat, he says, perhaps by sitting or following through 
on some other cue. Don’t give away valued resources 
for “free.” That’s not dominating the dog. It’s showing 
him that you are there to guide him in his behavior. It’s 
behaving a certain way to elicit desired deportment from 
the dog. 

With all dogs, pushy or not, Dr. Dodman says, 
keeping them from acting aggressively is not just 

about effective guidance. It’s also 
about exhibiting your leadership 
role without unnecessary swagger. 
That is, you have to choose your 
battles, so to speak. “Avoiding 
confrontation is a very useful con-
cept and is half the solution,” Dr. 
Dodman comments. “If your dog 
growls at you when you touch his 
food, don’t touch it. If he growls at 
you when you clip his nails, have 
them clipped at a mindful, consci-
entious groomer’s. If he doesn’t like 
to be disturbed when he’s sleeping, 
do what Shakespeare said to do: 
let sleeping dogs lie.” You’re not 
teaching the dog to rule you with 
these acts of deference or training 

him to be ‘top dog,’ Dr. Dodman says. You’re respect-
ing him, allowing for some idiosyncracies. You can 
lead and respect at the same time. 

As Dr. McConnell puts it, “you can become 
president by having a bloody coup, or you can get 
elected” by your reasonable and savvy approach to 
do well by those you want to help live a better life. 
“It’s a much more nuanced relationship” than people 
often assume, she says. ■

“Avoiding 
confrontation is a  

very useful concept 
and is half the solution. 

If your dog growls at 
you when you touch his 

food, don’t touch it. ”
—Nicholas Dodman, 

BVMS, Director, Tufts 
Animal Behavior Clinic
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Dominance usually isn’t the problem
More likely, fear motivates aggressive behavior.

■ I never cease to be amazed by 
the number of my clients who’ve 
been told that their dog exhibits 
“dominance aggression,” when it’s 
as clear as the nose on their dog’s 
face that he’s reacting out of fear. 
Status-related aggression (some-
times called dominance aggression) 
exists, but fear is a very strong 
motivator for aggressive behavior. 
It’s by far the most common type 
of aggression I see in my behavior 
practice. 

Dogs frequently are aggressive 
because of a lack of early social-
ization. Socialization instills a 
positive world view in a puppy 
by exposing him to many differ-
ent people, places and things — it 
makes sure he has good experi-
ences with all them.

The most important socialization period is early in 
a pup’s life — as young as 2 weeks through 12 to 14 
weeks of age. While socialization is ongoing after this, 
and remedial work can repair some damage done by 
an early lack of it, if a solid foundation isn’t put in 
place during this time, chances are good the dog will be 
somewhat to significantly neophobic — fearful of new 
things — throughout his life.

Dogs can also become fearfully aggressive from bad 
experiences. A dog teased and tormented by humans may 
become aggressive in response. He may generalize his 
fear toward all humans or toward the class of humans 

who abused him: children, men with beards, women 
wielding cleaning supplies, people in uniform. A dog 
who’s been attacked by another dog or had an unfortu-
nate experience with another species — cat, horse, cow 
— may become fearfully aggressive toward others of the 
species. 

A fearful dog’s aggression begins as his natural response 
to whatever he perceives as threatening, and he becomes 
classically conditioned to have a negative association with 
that stimulus: 

“Other dogs are bad —  
they hurt me.”

“Cleaning ladies are bad —  
they carry scary things.”

“Children are bad — they poke
things in my ears and pull my 

tail.”
When the dog has a strong emo-

tional response to these aversive 
stimuli, he may growl, bark, lunge 
and even bite at the person to pro-
tect himself. In most cases, the scary 
thing goes away. Over time the dog 
becomes operantly conditioned 
— that is, he learns to offer these 
behaviors deliberately. 

Staring, growling and biting to exert status
Status-related aggression (sometimes called dominance aggression) does 
exist but is far less common than some would have you think. It commonly 
develops at social maturity, usually between 18 and 24 months, although 
the range can include 12 to 36 months. It occurs when a dog threatens 
humans for control by staring, teeth-baring or growling when asked to per-
form behaviors, by growling or biting when disturbed, and/or by aggressive-
ly objecting to verbal or physical punishment. 

Physical punishment, while not recommended for any form of aggression, 
is especially not recommended for this type of aggression. The dog is highly 
likely to escalate the intensity of his own aggression in response. This type 
of aggression is best modified by gently requiring deference behaviors from 
the dog through a Say Please program (where he sits to make all good things 
happen) and managing his environment to prevent confrontation.

Lunging is among the fearful dog’s repertoire of emotional responses. He may also growl, 
bark and bite to protect himself.
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Negative reinforcement, one of the principles of 
operant conditioning, maintains that a dog’s behavior 
makes a bad thing go away, and as a result, the aggres-
sion increases. With his “success,” the aggression is 

likely to increase. 
What started as a natural, reflexive response (“Yikes! 

Go away — you scared me!”) becomes conditioned 
through association. The dog learns to control the scary 

Three simple steps to modify  
fear aggression — you start
with a beardless man
My favorite approach to modifying fear aggression is 
counter conditioning and desensitization. They’re often 
the easiest for dog owners to practice on their own with-
out the constant presence of an assistant to help them. 
They work to change your dog’s association with an 
aversive stimulus from negative to positive by pairing it 
with something wonderful. 

Perhaps your dog is fearful of and aggressive toward 
men, especially bearded men. Here are three easy steps 
to modify that behavior, starting with a beardless man. 
When your dog is comfortable with him, you can move 
on to bearded men. 

1. Determine the distance your dog needs to be from 
the man so he’s aware of him and a little concerned 
but not trying to retreat, growl or behave in any way 
aggressively. Have the man appear at that distance 
for a few seconds. 

2. When your dog notices, feed him tiny bits of a very 
high-value treat, such as chicken — baked, boiled or 
canned. (Rinse and drain the canned chicken.)

3. Then have the man step behind a barrier such as a 
tree or a doorway. Repeat Step 2, and as your dog 
gets happier about the chicken and less concerned 
about the man, have the man remain visible for lon-
ger periods of time. Pause every few seconds in your 
feeding so your dog can look at the man again, then 
feed more chicken. Your goal is to convince your 
dog that the man makes chicken happen. 

You can gradually increase the intensity of stimulus 
by having the man stay visible longer and by slowly 
decreasing the distance between him and the dog 
(keep feeding!) until the man can walk past your dog 
without eliciting any signs of fear. Then practice with 
many different men — some with beards, some without 
— in different places to convince your dog that all men 
make chicken happen. 

Find a location where men will pass by randomly at a 
sub-threshold distance of fear for your dog and practice 
there. When he’s consistently happy about having men 
pass close by, start asking male friends to drop treats 
as they pass by and eventually have them hand-feed 
treats to your dog. 

When your dog notices the man, start feeding him tiny bits of a 
very high-value treat such as baked, broiled or canned chicken. 
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Determine the distance your dog needs to be from the 
man, so he’s a little concerned but not growling or behaving 
aggressively in any way.

Have the man pause behind a barrier then reappear. Repeat Step 2, 
then practice with many men, asking male friends to drop treats as 
they pass by and eventually hand-feeding treats. This man has come 
too close too soon and shouldn’t reach toward the dog at this stage.
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things (“Oh, I can make people 
in uniform go away by growling 
and barking at them! I will do that 
faster, sooner and stronger the next 
time!”).

Two approaches are in popu-
lar use now to modify fear-related 
aggression. Neither involves the 
application of verbal or physical punishment. While 
punishment can successfully suppress some signs of 
aggression, such as growling or snarling, it doesn’t 
change the dog’s association with the fear-causing stim-
ulus. In fact, it likely makes the scary thing even more 
aversive, including the human’s response.

In addition, suppressing a dog’s warning signs takes 
away his ability to tell you he’s uncomfortable. His growl 
is a valuable way to ask you to help him escape from 

situations and stimuli he can’t handle. 
Taking the growl away doesn’t change his 
emotional response.

Practitioners of counter conditioning 
and constructional aggression treatment — 
outlined above — report significant success 
with these methods. The element that’s con-
sistent with both is keeping the dog below 

his threshold of reaction. With the gradual steps, there’s 
no need for him to growl, snarl, bark or lunge because the 
scary thing stays far enough away, and he doesn’t need to 
act aggressively to be safe.

Remember that aggression should not be taken lightly. 
If your dog acts aggressively, your best option is to con-
tact a qualified, positive behavior professional to help you 
decide the best approach for you and your dog, and help 
you implement it. Be safe! ■

Reinforce him for relaxing in the presence of a stressor, such as a bearded man
Developed by behavior analysts Kellie Snyder and Jesus Rosales-Ruiz, Ph.D., at the University of North Texas,  
constructional aggression treatment uses negative reinforcement by moving the fear-causing stimulus farther 
away in response to the dog’s increased calm behavior. Here’s how it works in practice:

When a fearful person such as a bearded 
man approaches your dog and he 
becomes tense, have the man stop. When 
the dog relaxes even slightly, signal the 
person to walk away. With repetition, the 
dog becomes calm, even happy and no 
longer wants the man to leave.

1. Have someone your dog finds fearful, such as a bearded man, approach him. 

2. When you see your dog begin to get tense, signal the person to halt. 
Remember, in the past your dog has been negatively reinforced for his 
aggression-related behaviors because they made the person go away. 

3. Watch your dog closely. As soon as you see some small sign that his 
tension has relaxed, even slightly, signal the person to turn and walk 
away. That reinforces your dog’s behavior of relaxing to make the scary 
person go away. If your dog goes over threshold of his fear, barking 
and pulling toward the person, you’ve allowed the person to come too 
close. Perhaps you missed your dog’s previous signs of tension. Have 
the person leave, and on the next approach, have him halt much sooner 
at a distance that will not provoke your dog to bark. 

4. Repeat Step No. 3 several times with the man halting at your signal 
when you see your dog relax until he no longer tenses when the man 
approaches. 

5. Have the person come one step closer, and repeat Steps 3 and 4. Con-
tinue until the man can walk up to your dog with no sign of tension or 
aggression. Ideally, your dog will become happy and excited, offering 
come-closer signals such as wriggling and play-bowing as the man 
approaches. He’s become calm, happy and relaxed and no longer wants 
the man to leave. 
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The most important 
socialization period: 
2 weeks through 12 
to 14 weeks of age.


