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anine aggression toward people has been cited as an underrecognized

public health problem since the 1950s."” Recent estimates of the an-

nual number of dog bites delivered to people range from one to
three million, and of these, an estimated 585,000 bites result in injuries seri-
ous enough to require medical attention.*> Children are bitten more often
than adults, and younger children are bitten more often than older
children.*® Children are particularly susceptible to serious and fatal injuries
resulting from dog bites.”” More than 60% of severe injuries and 85% of fa-
tal injuries are delivered to children 12 years of age and younger.” Serious
bites to younger children commonly involve severe lacerations to the face,
wounds may become infected, and children may experience disability as a
result of the bite."!*'? Thus, substantial emotional and financial costs can be
associated with dog bites for the bite victim and the victim's family.

In addition to the potential loss of use and loss of life to the victim, the
consequence for the biting dog, even in nonsevere bite cases, is a reduction
in its quality of life or loss of life (i.e., euthanasia). Dangerous or vicious dog
laws may require, rightly or wrongly, the lengthy impoundment, confine-
ment, banishment to another county, or destruction of a biting dog. As a re-
sult, significant personal costs can be incurred by the biting dog and dog
owner’s family.

An important goal of this chapter is to present a brief description of the
factors that characterize commonly occurring dog-bite events and to identi-
fy some important causes. A second goal is to identify and discuss several
important methodological issues surrounding research on dog bites and
their causes. Measures for reducing the rate of dog bites to people have been
proposed elsewhere.”*”"?

AGGRESSION AS A CONSTRUCT

To classify dogs as if they were either “aggressive” or “nonaggressive” is for
the most part inaccurate because aggressive behavior is not a wunitary phe-
nomenon or unitary construct."* Seven different “kinds” of aggression in ani-
mals initially described by Moyer'® were revised by Borchelt and Voith,™
Borchelt,'* and others,”" resulting in eight functionally classified kinds of
canine aggressive behavior. The eight major types of canine aggression ob-
served by Borchelt include aggression related to fear, dominance, possessive-
ness, protectiveness (of people and territory), predation, punishment, pain,
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and intraspecific aggression.'* Several of the care-
gories reflect different neurobiologic mechanisms of
aggression in dogs or other domesticated species. For
example, in rats and mice different genetic and physi-
ologic mechanisms have been shown to affect in-
traspecific territorial aggression, irritable or pain-in-
duced aggression, and predatory aggression (although
the latter category is often not included as “aggres-
sion” because of its association with feeding).”’ (Note,
however, that Scott’ reports a positive relationship
between canine predatory and intermale attacking.)
In dogs, different mechanisms affect the probability
of eliciting biting when a dog is mildly restrained,*
and eliciting reactivity to fearful stimuli that might
result in defensive biting when an animal cannot es-
cape.”? It is also likely that different neurobehavioral
mechanisms influence both the frequency and inten-
sity of biting in competition over resources as in com-
petitive aggression'’ or possessive aggression."

If one is to accurately describe “an aggressive dog,”
one should refer to its behavior, not to the dog itself.
Further, the behavioral event (the dog-bite event)
should be classified within the functional category or
categories that best represent(s) the aggressive behav-
ior(s) exhibited. A dog whose behavior reaches the
threshold for exhibiting fear-induced aggression
might exhibit only that kind of aggression even
though the dog is exposed to higher intensities of
stimulation in other settings. Another dog might be
equally likely to exhibit both fear-induced aggression
and possessive aggression, and still another dog
might exhibit three or more types of aggression. The
more different kinds of aggression a dog exhibits, the
more likely one is to suspect a single underlying or
moderating cause. The developmental onset of each
kind of aggression can be gradual (i.e., increasing in
frequency and/or intensity with age), or acute, re-
sulting from a single traumatic event, even in dogs
that have received the best “socialization” and train-
ing.

The categories of aggression proposed by Borchelt
and others are open to revision as additional research
on canine aggression becomes available.”* Applied an-
imal behaviorists who have used these categories to
design effective treatment programs for the reduction
of dog bites to people have been successful in reduc-
ing the frequency and intensity of canine aggres-
sion.”** Treatment programs designed to reduce
dominance aggression could backfire, however, if the
source of the dog’s biting is actually fear, and its re-
sponse tendency is to avoid an individual rather than
to confront and control. A good behavioral history
leading to an accurate diagnosis of the cause(s) of ag-
gression should be obtained before a7y recommenda-
tion for treatment.

FACTORS IN DOG BITES TO PEOPLE

Within each category of aggression, different as-
pects of a dog-bite event can influence the probability
of biting. Among the many factors that contribute to
a dog-bite event are those classified as characteristics
of the dog, the victim, the dog-person relationship,
and the bite-event setting.®”

Dog Characteristics

Dog characteristics include the dog’s genetic pre-
paredness to exhibit different kinds of aggressive be-
havior'**** and the dog’s medical health,” age,****
Sex,j.lﬂ.ﬁ().}] GCI‘OduCtiVC status,i.l'&.ls.ﬁl,}} and Size'1.4.().51.5_3.3"9

Breed

Several studies have indicated that German shep-
herd dogs (or dogs that phenotypically resemble Ger-
man shepherd dogs) are the breed most likely to
bite.>*14#33¢ Attempts to describe various dog breeds
as more or less genetically prepared to bite, however,
have failed to take into account the extent to which
dogs might have been misidentified as representing a
specific breed. Misidentification may involve dogs
that are genotypically but not phenotypically close to
German shepherd dogs, resulting in an underestimate
of dog bite risk attributable to those genotypes. (For
example, F2-generation cocker spaniel X basenji
crosses do not much resemble either cocker spaniels
or basenjis.”?) More importantly, misidentification of
dogs that are phenotypically but not genotypically
close to German shepherd dogs may have the effect
of overestimating the number of bites, and thus bite
risk, attributed to German shepherd dogs. For exam-
ple, any medium or large-sized, black and ran dog
may be inappropriately identified as a German shep-
herd dog.ﬁdo._f.})ﬂ

Other attempts to describe the “most aggressive”
breeds have failed to take into account the possibility
of independent genetic mechanisms controlling dif-
ferent kinds of aggression,'®*" the possibility of a dog’s
genotype interacting with other factors (e.g., early ex-
perience; see Elliot and King” for a good example),
and the possibility of different breeds consisting of
different diversities of genotype.

Determining which breeds are most aggressive is a
difficult endeavor for a aumber of practical reasons as
well. Computing breed-specific bite rates (i.e., the
annual number of bites delivered by German shep-
herd dogs/the number of German shepherd dogs)
may be a problem because the number of reported
bites might underrepresent the actual number of bites
delivered® or registration figures used to compute
breed frequencies might not be accurate.® Further-
more, breed-specific bite rates might change over
time because of changes in breed popularity (affect-
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ing the number of dogs “available” to deliver bites);
breed distributions might differ among different
states, cities, and counties within a state; and line-
bred dogs within a geographic location for a particu-
lar breed might skew the breed bite rate for that loca-
tion. For example, if a pair of golden retrievers in
Atlanta whelp generations of biting dogs, and those
offspring are bred by other Atlantans, how long
would it take for those dogs to affect the golden re-
triever bite rate in Atlanta?

In another example, in Palm Beach County, Flori-
da, German shepherd dogs, Labrador retrievers, and
chow chows delivered the highest percentage of bites
in 1992 (13.5%, 7.6%, and 7.2%, respectively); no
information was provided on numbers of dogs regis-
tered per breed.”” The highest percentage of severe
bites per breed-specific bites, however, was delivered
by cocker spaniels: 23.6% of the 59 cocker spaniel
bites (2.6% of all reported dog bites) were classified
as “severe”; only 13.8% of the 301 bites from Ger-
man shepherd dogs were classified “severe.” The
same statistics taken in 1986-1989 indicated the
highest percentage of severe bites/delivered bites in
three of those four years were by golden retrievers
(mean = 25% of 110 bites)! It is difficult to provide a
clear answer to the question “Are German shepherd
dogs, cocker spaniels, or golden retrievers the ‘most
aggressive’ breed?” even if one restricts the geographic
location to Palm Beach County.

As a third example, a case-control study of risk fac-
tors associated with first bites to nonfamily members
resulting in medical treatment showed that German
shepherd dogs were 16 times more likely to have de-
livered a bite than were any other breeds investigated,
followed by chow chow dogs.” The report did not in-
clude information on the kind of aggression that was
exhibited and the results were based on a relatively
small sample (18% of the reported bites in Denver in
1991). Clearly, an answer to the question “Which
dogs (breeds) are most genetically prepared to bite
people?” awaits further study.

Medical Factors

Medical factors associated with the probability of
aggression, such as liver, thyroid, or visual dysfunc-
tion, may directly affect aggressive behavior. Other
medical factors, such as any condition resulting in
heightened pain or irritability, for example, skin aller-
gies or hip dysplasia, may indirectly influence biting.
(See Reisner” for a review of the pathophysiologic
basis of aggression.)

*DiPace G: Personal communication, Field Operations Su-
pervisor, Animal Care and Control, Board of County
Commissioners, Palm Beach County, FL, 1993.

Age

Statistics on age reveal the clear majority of bites
involve dogs younger than 5 years of age. Approxi-
mately 50% to 70% of reported dog bites implicate
dogs in this age group.”**"*' Severe bites, however, are
delivered by dogs 3 to 4 years of age (mean = 3.5
years; range: 8 months to 10.5 years).”***

Age-specific bite percentages have been reported to
be representative of the licensed population,”" al-
though there is some indication that pets 6 to 11
months of age may exhibit the highest bite rate
(number of bites/year).’ In Pittsburgh, dogs from
that age group represented 4.8% of all licensed dogs,
yet inflicted 13.1% of all reported bites. Other stud-
ies indicate that all age groups are equally likely to
bite.”!

Inspection of reports from applied animal behav-
iorists indicates the mean age of dogs referred for all
kinds of aggression ranges from 2 years'® to 3 years,*
and that young dogs (6 months to 2 years) may be es-
pecially prone to exhibit dominance aggression to-
ward a family member.”*** Dominance aggression
and protective-territorial aggression commonly ap-
pear between 1 and 3 years of age or earlier, but other
kinds of aggression may not be related to age.”’

Sex

Male dogs inflict approximately 70% to 76% of all
reported dog bites,>*?***"¢ and deliver at least 80%
of severe bites.”**® Sex-related bite rate estimates (i.e.,
number of male dog bites/number of male dogs) also
show people are at a higher risk for bites from male
than from female dogs,***** although one estimate in-
dicates bite rates to be in direct proportion to the
number of male and female dogs in the population.”

Investigations of dog-bite fatalities show un-
neutered male dogs to be the most frequent perpetra-
tors, especially in the breeds most frequently cited for
fatal bites (i.e., German shepherd dogs, “pit bulls,”
chow chows, and rottweilers).’

Dogs presented to applied animal behaviorists for
reduction of aggression are predominantly male.'*'*4"4
Males seem to be especially prone to dominance and
protective/territorial aggression,'*'®****** but there
appears to be no clear relationship between sex and
fear-induced aggression.'*'*

Reproductive Status

Few statistics exist on the effects of gonadectomy
on dog bites reported to health departments nation-
wide. A recent Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention (CDCP) study that determined the dog-spe-

bTexas Zoonosis Control Division: Personal communica-
tion, 1990.




cific factors independently associated with a dog bit-
ing a nonhousehold person, however, revealed that
compared with controls, biting dogs were 6.2 times
more likely to be male and 2.6 times more likely to
be reproductively intact males and females.*

Inspection of the canine behavioral literature also
indicates that more intact males are aggressive than
are neutered males'***' and that neutering seems to
be effective in reducing male dogs’ dominance aggres-
ston or dominance-related aggression toward people.””
Dominance-related aggression includes both posses-
sive aggression (biting exhibited within the context of
possessing a toy or food) and dominance aggression
(biting elicited by, e.g., a member of the dog-owner’s
family standing over, staring at, and reaching toward
the dog), although the two kinds of aggression are
frequently exhibited in the same dog."* The sex distri-
bution of dogs exhibiting only dominance aggression,
however, is different from that of dogs displaying
dominance-related aggression, resulting in statistics
that are often difficult to interpret clearly. For exam-
ple, of the 174 male dog aggression cases seen by
Borchelt,” dominance aggression was diagnosed in
62 intact males and only 4 neutered males; possessive
aggression occurred in 34 intact males (approximate-
ly 54% of the number of dogs diagnosed as domi-
nant-aggressives) and 9 neutered males (more than
twice the number of dominant-aggressive neutered
males). It is not clear whether neutering affects ago-
nistic behavior exhibited within the context of guard-
ing/obtaining items (possessive aggression), within
the context of a family member’s “threatening” com-
municative behaviors (dominance aggression), or
whether neutering affects biobehavioral mechanisms
(including biting) associated with both kinds of ag-
gression (as in “dominance-related” aggression).

Further, sampling error can affect the sex distribu-
tions reported in a specific study and might indirectly
lead to spurious information regarding the influence
of neutering on different kinds of aggression. For ex-
ample, of the 110 dogs diagnosed for dominance-re-
lated aggression in a recent study,* only 28 dogs were
intact males and 48 dogs were neutered males. Taken
alone, it would appear that neutered males are more
likely to exhibit dominance-related aggression than
are intact males. (Note: there is no indication that the
authors intended their sample to be used for this con-
venient example.)

The relationship between gonadectomy and aggres-
sion becomes even less clear for spayed and intact fe-
males. Recall that unneutered males and females were
reported as an independent risk factor for a dog bit-
ing a nonhousehold person.* Others have reported
that with respect to dominance-related aggression,
spayed females may be more likely to bite than sexual-
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ly intact females, especially if female dogs show
aggressive tendencies before spaying.”” Overall® pre-
sents a discussion of these results.

At least for males, gonadectomy is likely to result in
a reduction of the overly assertive, controlling behav-
iors leading to biting, analogous to the reduction re-
ported for canine intraspecific aggression.” Neutering
is not likely to reduce the behavioral components re-
lated to defensive aggression (i.e., biting in the con-
text of fear or pain; see Borchelt' for a further discus-
sion).

Size

The biting dog’s size has been cited as a factor asso-
ciated with reported bites to people,"** especially in
recent cases involving fatal attacks.” Both a dog’s
weight and an observer’s impression have been used
to determine dogs’ size as “large” (>50 pounds),
“medium” (15-50 pounds), and “small” (<15
pounds)."*"** Large dogs commonly deliver a higher
percentage of reported bites than do medium or
small dogs, although the “actual” bite rates (as op-
posed to those based on reports to health depart-
ments) may reflect the availability of different-sized
dogs in the population.””* For example, of the 1480
free-ranging dogs observed on both public and pri-
vate property in a California study, 44% were classi-
fied as large, 30% as medium, and 26% as small. The
rank orderings were the same for dogs who bit people
and for dogs who were nonaggressive to people.” It
may also be that bite reports overestimate the number
of bites from large dogs because of reporting bias,***
especially if the dogs are owned (as opposed to
stray).” Serious bites to children, however, are com-
monly inflicted by large dogs because large dogs
cause more serious wounds that require medical at-
tention.-iﬁ,lll#i‘).i()

Non-Dog Characteristics

Bite likelihood is also a function of the characteris-
tics of the victim and other factors, including the
dog-victim relationship, the attack setting, and the
rearing environment.

The Victim

Risk factors associated with the bite victim include
the person’s age, sex, and behavior in the dog’s pres-
ence.

Age

Children aged 12 years and younger are victimized
by dog bites more than any other age group. Report-
ed bites to younger children, especially those 5 to 9
years of age, are higher than bites delivered to older
children; 5- to 9-year-olds constitute 25% to 30% of
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all dog bite victims."**'"**>' Not only are children
bitten more frequently than adults, they are also bit-
ten disproportionately to their representation in the
population.”*?"** For example, in St. Louis, 5- to 9-
year-olds received 27.4% of all reported bites but rep-
resented only 8% of the population.”

Fatal injuries are delivered to children 10 years and
younger at an alarming rate. Children 5 days to 10
years of age were involved in approximately 72% of
the 60 faralities resulting from dog attacks in the
four-year period from 1990 to 1993.¢

Sex

Both bite frequencies and bite rates are higher for
male than for female victims. Bite rates allow one to
compare risk by equating the number of males and
females available to bite (i.e., the number of bites of
males/100,000 males in the population). Boys and
men account for approximately 65% of all reported
bites, 331345152 and are 1.5 to 2.2 times more likely
to be bitten than are females.>**** It may be that
compared with females, males make themselves more
available to bite by coming into contact with dogs
more often.*

The “frequency of contact” hypothesis provides a
convenient explanation for the differential bite rate,
but has yet to be verified empirically. Indirect evi-
dence in support of the hypothesis comes from stud-
ies reporting that boys and men prefer dogs as pets,***
even after being bitten by a dog,* and as a result are
more likely to come into contact with potential biters
(see Wright® for a discussion of other mediating fac-
tors).

Victims of fatal bites are also more likely to be
male.®**< When age and sex are combined, howev-
er, a more meaningful picture emerges. Victims of fa-
tal bites are those least able to defend themselves
from dog attacks: the very young of both genders.
Approximately 37% of the 60 fatal bites from 1990
to 1993 were delivered to boys 5 years of age and
younger, compared with 22% for same-aged girls;
taken together, boys and girls less than 6 years of age
account for almost 6 of every 10 fatal bites.

Victim Behavior

A person’s movement in the presence of a dog or
dogs increases the likelihood of a dog bite. Case stud-
ies of serious and fatal attacks consistently show that
when people move or try to defend themselves before
and during an attack, the atrack escalates; when
movement ceases, the dogs release their grip and dis-
continue the attack.”* There may be exceptions to

‘Lockwood R: Personal communication, Humane Society

of the United States, 1995.

this “rule” for certain dogs, (e.g., “pit bulls”).

Almost any kind of stimulation provided in the
presence of some dogs, such as yelling or sudden
movements, increases bite likelihood. Results from
behavioral assessment procedures designed to evalu-
ate “nonfearful dogs” that have attacked people (used
by this author and Borchelt; also see Wright & Lock-
wood”) show that increased stimulation exacerbates
aggression in dogs that have attacked people, but in-
creases submissive behavior in “subordinate dogs.”
Even the mildest visual stimulation, such as staring at
a dog, is sufficient to elicit growling and snapping in
some biting dogs, whereas the same stimulation elic-
its submissive tail wags, look-aways, and “submissive
grins” in comparison dogs.

Other Bite-Event Factors

Because dogs deliver a majority of bites to people’s
extremities, it is tempting to speculate about which
victim behaviors precede common bite events. Ap-
proximately 76% (median value; range = 69%-—
79%) of the reported bites cited in large-sample
studies were delivered to peoples’ extremities'***3%"%%
bites to the lower extremities (median = 42.8%)
commonly exceeded bites to the upper extremities
(median = 33.5%), followed by facial bites (median
= 15%). According to one survey, however, the bites
inflicted by owned and unowned dogs differ with re-
spect to bite location and the bite event scenario:
Owned dogs delivered almost three times the num-
ber of facial bites than did stray, unowned dogs
(pets, 16%, strays, 5.9%), and owned dogs deliv-
ered fewer bites to the fingers and hands (pets,
20.5%, strays, 36.3%).** Do people behave differ-
ently in the presence of owned and unowned dogs?
Are the bite scenarios (i.e., the situations or contexts
within which a bite is delivered) different for owned
and stray dogs?

The Dog-Victim Relationship

Recall that children are the recipients of a majority
of dog bites. The behaviors exhibited by children in
the presence of a potential biter may help to explain
the relatively high percentage of facial bites from pets
and finger and hand bites from strays. It has been re-
ported that people beljeve strays are more likely to
bite, and strays tend to be more fearful of people.’**
Fearful dogs may exhibit defensive aggression in the
presence of a child and bite the child’s hand, the most
salient moving object, when the child reaches above
its nose to pet it.

An owned dog may also bite to defend itself from
pain or a perceived threat, but companion dogs are
also likely to bite in scenarios that are less common in
strays. Unlike strays, owned dogs are likely to exhibit




dominance and possessive aggression to people, and
people known to the dog are its most frequent vic-
tims."***** An increased risk of biting a nonhousehold
member has been reported for owned dogs residing in
households with at least one child; perhaps these dogs
have a greater opportunity to express protective/terri-
torial aggression and possessive aggression as well as
fear-induced aggression toward playmates visiting a
household child.* Further, an unusually high number
of children are bitten by dogs chained for long peri-
ods of time (defending resources or dominance relat-
ed, or fearful?), and these bites frequently involve a
child’s face.*’

Because young children compete with a pet for
common resources, such as a toy or comfortable loca-
tion in the home, and because those resources are
usually located on the floor, as is the dog, children are
likely candidates for facial bites. Children less than 5
years of age seen at a Chicago emergency room were
reported to be at risk for head, face, and neck bites
delivered by their own dog in their own home.”’

Other circumstances associated with the onset and
escalation of dominance-related aggression may lead
to a likelihood of facial bites, especially in children.
Bending over or leaning on a dog, hugging or push-
ing it, reaching for or taking away an object, and oth-
er activities that place the child’s face at the level of a
dog’s mouth increase the risk of facial bites. Bites
from strays, on the other hand, are unlikely to occur
in the context of these eliciting victim behaviors.*
Unfortunately, bites from owned dogs account for
85% to 90% of reported bites.**

Dog ownership, another dog-victim relationship fac-
tor, is associated with an increased risk of dog bites.
People who own dogs are more frequently bitten than
nonowners, but not necessarily by their own dog.***’
Although bite rates have been reported not to differ
for victims who like and dislike dogs,”® compared
with nonowners, people who own dogs are less fear-
ful of dogs, are more likely to approach and interact
with dogs, and are thus more likely to be bitten.”**

People’s perception of a dog’s “friendliness” may
also be a contributing factor. People may misperceive
the communicative behaviors that are associated with
an increased likelihood of “dominance biting”; they
are more likely to approach dogs displaying domi-
nant signals than dogs displaying subordinate signals,
and wrongly believe that dogs displaying submissive
communicative signals are more likely to bite them
than dogs displaying dominant signals.”” Additional
factors that contribute to the likelihood of a dog bite
include geographic location, weather, time of year,
time of day (more bites are delivered in the spring
and summer months, and in the late afternoon), and
quality of care (including early rearing and experience
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with people, and recent traumatic events occurring in
the presence of people).***

SUMMARY

Canine aggression toward people is a complex,
multivariate phenomenon. Informed explanations of
bite likelihood necessitate more than simplistic state-
ments regarding breed (“it’s a rottweiler!”), teasing
(“the dog was provoked”), or other univariate causes.
Rather, explanations leading to an understanding of
and a reduction in the dog-bite epidemic will require
a clear description of the risk factors associated with
dog-bite events.

Treatment procedures designed to resolve or reduce
instances of canine aggression in clients’ pets will re-
quire practitioners to obtain a clear description of
each dog-bite event (i.e., a behavioral history), in-
cluding an identification of the kind of aggressive be-
havior exhibited and an understanding of the under-
lying neurobehavioral mechanisms, as well as a clear
description of the characteristics of the dog, the vic-
tim, the dog-victim relationship, and the attack set-
ting. Prevention of future aggression should be aimed
at eliminating or controlling those factors that con-
tribute to the acquisition and maintenance of each
dog-bite event.
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