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 Over the centuries, dogs and humans have evolved together to coexist 
peacefully and to work together to do any number of jobs, from herding 
sheep, to guiding the blind, to serving as emotional support dogs. The key 
to any good relationship, is communication.  Are you able to identify what 
your dog is trying to tell you? !
 Dogs communicate mostly through body language, as well as through 
verbal noises, such as whining, growling, and barking.   !
 The best place to start with preventing dog bites, is with The Golden 
Rule.  Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.  Do you like 
when a stranger gets REALLY close and stares in your eyes?  What about 
when someone grabs a french fry off your plate, or takes the last cookie as 
you were about to eat it?  Do you like when little kids run up and sit on you 
when you are taking a nap?  How about when someone pulls your hair? Do 
you looove when someone you’ve never met rushes up to you on the street 
and gives you a big hug, or when someone you don’t know very well (and 
have no desire to know better) tries to kiss you?  !
 The above are all examples of things we, and strangers, do to our dogs 
on a daily basis.  We expect them to tolerate such rude behavior because 
well, they’re dogs, right?  It is unfair to expect better behavior from an ani-
mal than we would expect from our fellow human beings.  We can voice our 
frustrations through verbal communication “Back off!”, and dogs are left to 
use their body language to tell us when they are uncomfortable.  Body lan-
guage, that most dog owners and humans in general, don’t pick up on or 
understand.  !
 Most dog aggression is based in fear.  This is a good thing, because 
once we recognize what our dogs are telling us, we can work with them, and 
help them make new associations to the things they find scary.  Often times, 
even just giving them some space is enough to help them feel more com-
fortable.  If  you were terribly afraid of snakes, and someone came up and 
tried to drape one over your shoulders, how would you react? Would you 
scream, bat a the snake, hit the person holding it, run away?  Dogs react 
similarly when they feel threatened.  They avert their gaze, some will try to 
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move away, they’ll lick their lips anxiously, they may yawn in anxiety, they 
may growl, lift a lip, or even snap or bite if pushed too far.   !
 Why the Dominance Myth is dangerous: if you have a dog who guards 
his food, or his bed, jumps on you, or wants to sit on the couch, is mouthy, 
or barks at other dogs on leash, you may have been told by a well meaning 
friend that your dog is trying to be “dominant” and that you need to take 
control of that situation now!  This is very dangerous thinking, because 
these behaviors are actually due to lack of training, fear of other dogs or 
having their prized possessions stolen (dogs don’t have safes!) or for any 
number of other reasons that don’t include a plan for world domination.  If 
we view these dogs as “dominant” or “alpha” we are setting both them and 
ourselves up for failure, because we will never get at the actual reason for 
the behavior to fix it, and we also risk severely damaging our relationships 
with our dogs.   They need our help, they are not trying to usurp us.  Solu-
tions for problem behaviors that are viewed as “dominance issues” are ar-
chaic and often cruel.  Prong collars, shock collars, alpha rolls, yelling, hit-
ting… all of these things can, and will make behaviors worse in the long run, 
as well as teach your dog not to trust you.   
  
 It is important to have structure and rules with your dog, just as it is 
important to have structure and rules in your own life.  Decide what behav-
iors are important to you, and work with your dog using positive reinforce-
ment techniques in order to achieve your goals.  The elementary school 
teacher that you had who took their time to explain things and teach you in 
a way you understood, was someone you loved and looked up to.  The ele-
mentary school teacher who yelled, told you were stupid, or made a specta-
cle of you in front of class was not someone whom you could effectively 
learn from.  Which of these teachers would you rather be?   !
 How you go about viewing your dog, and how you go about training 
your dog, are huge components to preventing dog bites.  !
 Check out the examples of body language on the following pages, are 
these signals you would have picked up on? !!!!
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These two dogs are practicing avoidance behaviors, they are both afraid of 
the things happening around them, and are avoiding looking the environ-
ment. These dogs are trying to avoid further conflict  by either ignoring 
what makes them nervous, or by trying to move away from it subtly. They 
are clearly communicating that they are feeling uncomfortable, if their 
space is not respected, you could see an escalation in their behavior which 
could lead to a bite.  !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Both of the dogs below are looking at the camera out of the corners of their 
eyes, when you can see the whites of a dogs eyes, chances are, they are feel-
ing very anxious.  they are afraid to move their bodies, but want to keep an 
eye on what makes them nervous, or they have their bodies slightly turned 
so they can move away, like the dog in the first photo.  !
 !!!!!!!!!!!
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Another indicator that a dog is nervous, is they will lick their nose, or lips.  
 

!!!!
Also watch out for bug eyes! 
 

!!!!
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A snarl, with or without a growl is a warning that if you don’t back off, the 
dog may feel forced to move on to a bite.  Both these dogs are communicat-
ing using snarls/growls during play to let their play mates know not to get 
too rough!
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