


veterinary staff are in the front line when it comes to handling aggressive and

frightened animals, Hsin- Yi Cohen, BA, MA, MSt, looks at the body language and

handling of such dogs

Bite prevention

individuals are unpredictable and may be

quick to use aggression as a means of coping
with a stressful situation. Of course, even a

normally confident dog nuy show

nervousness when coming into the strange­
smelling and often tense environment of a

veterinary clinic. (This is where veterinary­
run "puppy parties" are so valuable,

providing the dog with positive associations

to the veterinary clinic £l'om a young,

impressionable age.)

Very occasionally, dogs can show

dominant aggression - challenging and

disciplining the human for not submitting to
its demands. Despite popular belief, however,

true dominant aggression is quite rare and

most attacks are fear-based. Ultimately,

however, why a dog bites is irrelevant - the
pain is just the same!

Body language

The first step to bite prevention is to know how to read a dog's
body language accurately. Most dogs give plenty of visual clues

Fearful dogs
Dog attacks are often the result of fear

aggression, when a dog feels threatened and

cornered (Figure 1), leaving it with no
choice but to lash out in self-defence. Some

dogs may be naturally timid, as the result of

their genetic make-up, or they may have

developed a feal{ul temperament through

poor socialisation and lack of appropriate
imprinting, especially on humans.

Compared to well-socialised, confident dogs that may be
startled, but then quickly "bounce back", these nervous

6)og bite statistics are always an
emotive topic. Although most

victims are children or those

inexperienced in dealing with dogs, VNs are

certainly in the risk group, given their daily

need to handle unfamiliar dogs in stressful
situations - often obliged to administer

treatment which their canine charges find

feal{ul or painful. So can anything be done

to reduce the risk of getting bitten?

Figure 2. Canine body language (adapted from from The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals' "Reading canine body postures").

~
Posture mildly
crouched, weight
over rear legs

Hackles may be up

~ Tail down
/ and tensed/

Muzzle tense,
wrinkled and snarling,
teeth exposed

Ears back, pupils

dilated ~

DEFENSIVEAGGRESSION

When fearful, a dog will give warning
signals to indicate he does not wish to be
approached. If unheeded, he will bite to
protect himself.

AGGRESSIVEATTACK

This threatening posture is used to chase another
away or, if need be, to attack in order to protect
possessions, pack or self.

eyes staring Ears erect,

~ tilted forwardlips curled / d hackle may
~ beup

teeth bared, ~

snarling ,'~'. \

charging, weight - r' ,-I \ tail stiff, raised
forward -----------~J J

On back, belly exposed

Ears back ~ '._ ,J Tail tucked, release

~ ,::::.'3'( ).,.:1 ~ of urine droplets~,:V~ ~
~ Head turned away,

indirect gaze
PASSIVESUBMISSION

Bellying up indicates surrender, a pacifying gesture
offered to a more dominant or aggressive individual

Eyes large, hard staring
Muzzle tense,

lips lifted to Ears up, forward

display teeth ~

\\1<'
Stiff legged, '" I _ '
weight over ": j •• ~ ~ Tail up,

front legs ~ \ f & br.istled,! . stiff wag

AROUSAL

The dog has been stimulated by something in his
environment. When the dog is excited by something
pleasurable, the hackles will be down and the tail
will be carried a little lower and will loosely wag.
The muzzle will be relaxed and the tongue may be
seen. This posture may be displayed to subordinates
in order to express higher ranking pack position.

.~ Tail hangs low,
slow wag

Ears back

Eyes half closed, Iblinking ~
~,-

Head erect

ACTIVESUBMISSION

This pacifying posture is used when a dog
acknowledges another dog or human's higher
social ranking, or to inhibit another's aggression.

'I

Mouth nearly. /~ 1:r/'closed, tongu~ rtip darts out

Raised paw

Mouth relaxed,

slightly open \ Ears up
Weight even~ \ /

distributed Iy \£fover all "'l'

four feet ~ -')';'~ l~.yd.'
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