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TRAINING
By Pat Miller

Forced to confront s'tressors, a dog will bite

Protect him from situations where he might feel threatened

B Poquita is 6 years old, purport-
edly a Chihuahua mix, although she
more closely resembles a rat terrier.
Her owners brought her to me be-
cause she bites. As I read through her
behavior history before our meeting,
I understood their concerns. *Quita
seemed to bite unpredictably when
being handled and fiercely guards
valuable resources, especially food.
She had bitten her owners numer-
ous times. Although the little dog’s
owners were committed to keeping
her, they lived in fear she would bite
them again, or worse, someone else.

Shortened lives

All dogs can bite. Given the right —
wrong — set of circumstances, even
the most docile, loving dog can be
compelled to bite. Sadly, dogs who
bite people tend to have short lives.

What can you do to ensure your
dog doesn’t add to those statistics, or
if he already has, that he doesn’t con-
tribute again? First, understand that
most aggression is caused by stress.
Emotions related to stress include fear,
anger, frustration, anxiety and dis-
tress. Stressors can pile up until they
push your dog over his bite threshold.
Think of it as canine road rage —
stressors compound until your dog
can’t take it any more.

When I meet with a client whose
dog has bitten, I emphasize the im-
portance of management. It’s vitally
important to protect your dog from
situations in which he might feel com-
pelled to bite. An awareness of stress-
related body language signals is crit-
ical, as is your ability to respond ap-
propriately when the signals occur.

Do not punish signals such as

growling — that’s your dog’s way of
telling you he’s uncomfortable in a
situation, and-heneeds you to help
him. Instead, stop whatever stimulus
is triggering the growl, and add that
to your list of stressors for future
work. More subtle stress signals in-
clude lowering his head, flattening his
ears, hardening his expression, back-
ing up, tucking his tail, licking his lips,
yawning and scratching.

The risk of misjudging

Don’t force your dog to submit to
stressors. If he’s fearful of small chil-
dren, put him safely away when tod-
dlers visit. If he’s not fond of beards,

don’t let bearded Uncle Joe pet him,

despite his proclamation, “It’s OK.
Dogs love me!” If you misjudge, and

" Neutered dogs are three times less likely to bite.

Never ieave a child unsupervised with a dog whether the dog is a reformed biter or not.

your dog bites Joe, it’s your fault, but
the dog is the one who pays — some-
times with his life.

The next step is to make a list of
the dog’s stressors. These are often
objects or people he had bad experi-
ences with or stimuli he hasn’t been
exposed to that seem strange or scary
to him. The list usually has at least 10
to 12 items on it, sometimes as many
as 20. They might include:

m Choke chain, prong or shock col-
lar, which we don’t recommend us-
ing, as they work by causing pain

m Physical and/or harsh verbal pun-
ishment/corrections :

® Mail carrier

m Small children

m Riding in the car

m Threats to his resources — food
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Eight easy steps to ~chahge exposure

to a stressor from negative to positive

:Counter conditioning involves chang_ing your dog's perception of a scary,

aggression causing stimulus from negative one toa positive one.The easiest

. wayto givemost: dogs a posmve association is with very highvalue treats.:
luse chlcken because most dogs | loveitand it's Iowfat and-low calorie, - . E
Perhaps your dog.is aggressrve toward men with beards because he's

afraid of them'orhad an  unfortunate experiénce with one.
One caveat: Because the stakes: are high for a dog who bites,we rec— :
ommend working witha dog. behavior professronal to modify aggres-

sive behawor, especrally if the behaviorinvolves children.A dog who has.
beenaggressive toward chlldren may — or.may-not — ever.be safe with.
.-children:Err on the side of cautlon And remember that even the'most

trustworthy dog should neverbe left alone wrth a young chrld — there i

is too much potentral for: tragedy

Now; to'use CC&D'to desensrtlze a dog toward men wrth beards Sub— i

stitute yourown dog’s stressor(s) in'the following descnptlon ofhow. .

counter conditioning and desensmzatlon works: Flrst enhst the help ofa -

bearded-man!Then:

1. Determine the distance atwhich your dog canssee the man and be’ aIert*

and wary but not extremelyfearful Thisis the threshold distance.

2. Hold:your dogonleash, and havethe man come into view at the
threshold distance.The instant your dog sees the man, start feedlng
bits of chlcken non-stop. - —

3. After several seconds, have the man move out of sight,and stop
feeding chlcken

4. Repeat Steps 1 to 3 until the appearance of the:man at that distance
consistently.causes your dog to look at you with a happy smile and a
“Yay! Where's my chicken?” expression.This is a conditioned emotion-
al response (CER).Your dog's association with a bearded man at the
threshold distance is now positive instead of negative.

5. Now increase the intensity of the stimulus. Decrease the distance in
small increments by moving the dog closer to the location where the
man will appear, achieving your CER at each new distance until your
dog ishappy to be near him. .~

6. Gradually increase the length of time you have the man in view at
the threshold distance until your dog is happy to have him there.

7. Begin decreasing the distance in small increments, moving the
dog closer to the man and obtaining your CER consistently at each
new distance.

8. Have the man walk calmly past him, dropping a yummy treat as he goes.

No barking? No other signs of aggression? You've eliminated a stres-
sor in your dogd’s life!
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Time, commitment and plenty of treats
can turn a dog’s fear aggression at the sight
of a bearded man into happy acceptance.

bowl, bones, toys, favorite locations
and beloved humans

® Men with beards

m Loud noises

m Large, black dogs

® Vacuum cleaner

Then look at the list and see the
ones you can eliminate. Pain or dis-
comfort is one important area to ex-
plore. Many dogs who wouldn’t dream
of biting in normal circumstances may
bite if they’re hurting. So referral to a
veterinarian is always a key part of our
modification program.

Poquito had what the owners and
their veterinarian suspected was a con-
genital defect in one or possibly both
hind legs. I believed a significant piece
of her biting behavior was pain-relat-
ed, especially since she sometimes
snapped at them during petting or
when they picked-her up. It was obvi-
ous she was hurting. She'walked with
a slight limp when she first entered the
training center, and after she sat for
sometime, her lameness was glaringly
obvious. Her veterinarian had recom-
mended one of the non-steroidal anti-
inflammatory drugs commonly used
for chronic pain such as Rimadyl or
Deramaxx, but her owners were wor-
ried about possible side effects.

I offered that given the choice be-
tween a longer pain-filled life and the
use of a beneficial pain-reducing
NSAID with the relatively rare poten-



tial for side effects, Poquite would
probably opt for the drugs. I suggest-
ed they meet with their veterinarian
again to reconsider, and they agreed.
Other stressors that are easy to
eliminate are training tools and meth-
ods that depend on pain, force or in-
timidation. That would include phys-
ical and harsh verbal punishment.

Change the association

If small children or vacuum cleaners
are an inevitable part of your dog’s life,
then you have to change his'opinion
of them so they no longer stress him
through counter conditioning and de-
sensitization.

With Poquito’s resource guarding,
we started a modification program to
convince her that having people near
her food bowl or other valuable ob-
ject made more wonderful stuff hap-
pen and that they weren’t trying to
take her good stuff away.

Exercise is almost always useful in
reducing stress, and mental exercise
— training, shaping games, interactive
troys — can also be helpful. Calming
massage and soothing music may also
create a stress-free environment. In
some cases, working with a competent
behavior-knowledgeable veterinarian
who can prescribe behavior modifica-
tion drugs may be necessary.

Aggression is a complex behavior;
not one that can be comprehensively
addressed here. If your dog bites or
tries to bite people, your best bet is to
do what Poquito’s owners did — seek
the help of a qualified behavior pro-
fessional. If your dog is lucky enough
to have an owner as committed to
helping him as Poquito’s are, you have
a good chance of modifying his bit-
ing behavior — and possibly saving

his life. =

Pat Miller, past president of the Association of
Pet Dog Trainers, is a dog behavior consultant
and trainer who uses positive methods at her
Peaceable Paws Center in Hagerstown, Md.

High blood pressure can occur with kidney disease.
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