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lips, long hair or beards on the face may obscure seeing such lip movements. Ear position in dogs can also give
clues to canine intentions. A subordinate dog will usually place the ears back as will a fearful dog. An assertive dog
will have ears erect. Again, visualization of these positions can be inhibited by conformation, coat and cosmetic
surgery.

Dogs will also attempt to change the way they position their body in reaction to a perceived threat. A dog standing
its ground tries to look "bigger" by raising the hair along the neck and back, raising the tail in a high position and
slowly wagging its tail from side to side. Other dogs attempt to look "smaller" by crouching down, tucking the tail
between the legs and even rolling over. Crouching and a lowered body posture in dogs is an appeasement posture
designed to decrease the aggressive threat. While maintaining either of these postures a dog may be growling,
snarling or barking. These postures can result in a stand off, a decrease or an increase in the aggression.

What does an aggressive cat look like?

Often the first sign is a dilation of the pupils (the dark part of the eye) and rapid lateral movements of the tail. This
may be accompanied by putting the ears back and hissing or growling. In addition, the cat may “swipe” at the
intruder with a front paw, either with the claws sheathed or exposed. Sometimes the cat will gather its legs under
and appear ready to pounce. If the intruder is not too close, or begins to leave, the aggressive encounter may end.

Cats have other more dramatic body postures that signal “go away”. Cats frequently try to enhance their size and
ferocity to make the threat more menacing. They will do this by turning sideways to the intruder, arching their back,
holding the tail upright or straight down, and having their fur stand up. They may hiss, growl and yowl at the same
time. In other situations a cat may crouch down, tail switching back and forth with the ears tight against the head,
again with accompanying vocalization. A cat anticipating a fight may roll onto its back with claws extended ready
to fend off a foe.

How should I respond to these behaviors?

The distance between the animal and the intruder can be influential in determining response. This is often called the
"flight" distance. If the intrusion is far away the animal may choose to flee, but if the intrusion is very close the
animal may choose to fight. If flight is inhibited, as in a dog or cat that is cornered or tied up, aggression or fight is
likely to occur. Most dogs, and some cats, on their own territory are more likely to fight than retreat. When
approached rapidly, a dog or cat may go through the stages of aggressive behavior very quickly and bite without the
intruder being able to react. This happens in encounters between people and their pets because they may approach
too close, too fast. Dogs and cats that are mildly fearful may calm down if the intruder shows no fear, waits until the
pet settles, and then offers a food reward. Reaching for a dog or cat, while continuing to advance is most likely to
lead to aggression. Standing still is often the best way to reduce aggression in the dog that is chasing.

Cats will often flee if given the opportunity. However some cats will stand their ground and will scratch or bite if
reached for.

In some cases, despite standing still, avoiding further advance or retreating, the aggression continues. Since
aggression depends on the situation, the pet’s level of motivation, previous experiences and the type of aggression, it
will be necessary for you to provide a detailed history to your veterinarian in order that an accurate diagnosis, and
appropriate treatment plan be established. Details on the diagnosis and types of aggression in dogs and cats can be
found in separate handouts. Ask us.
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