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Position Statement on the  
Use of Dominance Theory in  
Behavior Modification of Animals

AVSAB is concerned with the recent  
re-emergence of dominance theory and  
forcing dogs and other animals into 
submission as a means of preventing and 
correcting behavior problems. For decades, 
some traditional animal training has relied on 
dominance theory and has assumed that animals 
misbehave primarily because they are striving 
for higher rank. This idea often leads trainers to 
believe that force or coercion must be used to 
modify these undesirable behaviors. 

In the last several decades, our understanding 
of dominance theory and of the behavior of do-
mesticated animals and their wild counterparts 
has grown considerably, leading to updated 
views. To understand how and whether to apply 
dominance theory to behavior in animals, it’s 
imperative that one first has a basic understand-
ing of the principles. 

Definition of Dominance
Dominance is defined as a relationship be-

tween individual animals that is established by 
force/aggression and submission, to determine 
who has priority access to multiple resources 
such as food, preferred resting spots, and mates 
(Bernstein 1981; Drews 1993). A dominance-
submissive relationship does not exist until one 
individual consistently submits or defers. In 
such relationships, priority access exists primar-
ily when the more dominant individual is pres-
ent to guard the resource. For instance, in a herd 
comprised of several bulls and many cows, the 

subordinate males avoid trying to mate when 
the dominant bull is near or they defer when the 
dominant bull approaches (Yin 2009). However, 
they will mate with females when the dominant 
bull is far away, separated by a barrier, or out of 
visual sight. By mating in this manner, subor-
dinate bulls are not challenging the dominant 
bull’s rank; rather, they are using an alternate 
strategy for gaining access to mates. 

In our relationship with 
our pets, priority access to 
resources is not the major 
concern. The majority of 
behaviors owners want to 
modify, such as excessive 
vocalization, unruly greet-
ings, and failure to come 
when called, are not related 
to valued resources and 
may not even involve ag-
gression. Rather, these be-
haviors occur because they 
have been inadvertently 
rewarded and because alter-
nate appropriate behaviors 
have not been trained 
instead. Consequently, what 
owners really want is not to 
gain dominance, but to ob-
tain the ability to influence their pets to perform 
behaviors willingly —which is one accepted 
definition of leadership (Knowles and Saxberg 
1970; Yin 2009).

   Applying Dominance Theory to Human-
Animal Interactions Can Pose Problems

Even in the relatively few cases where aggres-
sion is related to rank, applying animal social 
theory and mimicking how animals would 
respond can pose a problem. First, it can cause 
one to use punishment, which may suppress 
aggression without addressing the underlying 
cause. Because fear and anxiety are common 

causes of aggression and other 
behavior problems, includ-
ing those that mimic resource 
guarding, the use of punish-
ment can directly exacerbate 
the problem by increasing 
the animal’s fear or anxiety 
(AVSAB 2007). 

Second, it fails to recog-
nize that with wild animals, 
dominance-submissive 
relationships are reinforced 
through warning postures 
and ritualistic dominance and 
submissive displays. If the 
relationship is stable, then 
the submissive animal defers 
automatically to the dominant 
individual. If the relationship 
is less stable, the dominant 

individual has a more aggressive personality, or 
the dominant individual is less confident about 
its ability to maintain a higher rank, continued 
aggressive displays occur (Yin 2007, Yin 2009). 

American Veterinary Society  
of Animal Behavior

www.AVSABonline.org

• Despite the fact that advances in behavior 
research have modified our understanding 
of social hierarchies in wolves, many animal 
trainers continue to base their training meth-
ods on outdated perceptions of dominance 
theory. (Refer to Myths About Dominance 
and Wolf Behavior as It Relates to Dogs)

• Dominance is defined as a relationship 
between individual animals that is estab-
lished by force/aggression and submission, 
to determine who has priority access to 
multiple resources such as food, preferred 
resting spots, and mates (Bernstein 1981; 

Drews 1993). Most undesirable behaviors in 
our pets are not related to priority access to 
resources; rather, they are due to accidental 
rewarding of the undesirable behavior.

• The AVSAB recommends that veterinar-
ians not refer clients to trainers or behavior 
consultants who coach and advocate domi-
nance hierarchy theory and the subsequent 
confrontational training that follows from it.

• Instead, the AVSAB emphasizes that ani-
mal training, behavior prevention strategies, 
and behavior modification programs should 

follow the scientifically based guidelines of 
positive reinforcement, operant condition-
ing, classical conditioning, desensitization, 
and counter conditioning. 

• The AVSAB recommends that veterinar-
ians identify and refer clients only to trainers 
and behavior consultants who understand 
the principles of learning theory and who 
focus on reinforcing desirable behaviors 
and removing the reinforcement for undesir-
able behaviors. 

Key Points
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Position Statement on  
Breed-Specific Legislation

The American Veterinary Society of Animal 
Behavior (AVSAB) is concerned about the 
propensity of various communities’ reliance on 
breed-specific legislation as a tool to decrease 
the risk and incidence of dog bites to humans.

The AVSAB’s position is that such legisla-
tion—often called breed-specific legislation 
(BSL)−is ineffective, and can lead to a false sense 
of community safety as well as welfare concerns 
for dogs identified (often incorrectly) as belong-
ing to specific breeds.

The importance of the reduction of dog bites 
is critical; however, the AVSAB’s view is that 
matching pet dogs to appropriate households, 
adequate early socialization and appropriate 
training, and owner and community educa-
tion are most effective in preventing dog bites. 
Therefore, the AVSAB does support appropriate 
legislation regarding dangerous dogs, provided 
that it is education based and not breed specific.

Facts About Dog Bites
According to the 2013-2014 American 

Pet Product Association National Pet Owners 
Survey, there are an estimated 83.3 million dogs 
in America and estimated 56.7 
million households with at least 
one dog.1 Dog bite data varies 
greatly; not all bites are reported, 
and those reported aren’t always 
documented into databases. 
The Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention indicates that 
between 2001-2003 there were 
over 4.5 million dog bites an-
nually in the U.S. Nearly one of 
five bite victims requires medical 
attention.2 Dog bites account-
ed for an average of 311,000 
emergency room visits per year 
between 2006-2008 in the 
U.S. (most involving children); 
however, only 2.3% required 
hospitalization.3

Dog bite fatalities are very 
rare; between 1999-2006, there 
was an average of 27 fatal dog at-
tacks per year in the U.S., which is approximate-
ly three fatal bites/10 million dogs/year.4 It is 
widely accepted that every effort must be made 
to reduce these numbers, and one of the most 
common proposals to reduce the number of dog 
bite related injuries is breed-specific legislation.

What is Breed-Specific Legislation?
Breed-specific legislation refers to public 

policies or legal statutes that control, limit or 
prevent ownership of specific dog breeds or 
mixes. Breeds listed as “dangerous” in this type 
of legislation commonly include pit bull-type 
dogs (dogs with a “pit bull look”) as well as the 
purebred American Pit Bull Terrier, American 
Staffordshire Terrier, Staffordshire Bull Terrier 
and Bull Terrier. Often other breeds are included 
in BSL, including the Rottweiler, Doberman 
Pinscher, Bullmastiff, Mastiff, Akita and German 
Shepherd Dog.5-8

Breed-specific legislation may ban own-
ership of targeted breeds all together, or dogs 
suggested as being a certain breed, or a mix of 
specific breeds. BSL may also mandate specific 
restrictions for breeds or mixes, such as requir-
ing owners to spay or neuter their dogs, muzzle 
their dogs in public and/or carry extra liability 
insurance. Breed-specific legislation does not 
take current or historical behavior into account, 
or genetics, so dogs simply profiled as one of the 
targeted breeds (accurately or not) classifies that 
dog as “dangerous.”

Calls for BSL increased in response to a 
perceived increase in the number and severity 
of dog bites in the1970s, particularly from dogs 
identified as pit bulls. Popular culture spreads 
images of dangerous pit bull-type dogs, and this 
perpetuates fears and many inaccuracies, such 

as the often repeated fallacy that such dogs have 
“locking jaws.”

These fears contributed to motivating public 
officials in many countries to take action. Many 
American municipalities have enacted breed 
restrictions or bans, including Boston; Denver; 
Kansas City, MO; and Miami-Dade County, FL. 
Similar legislation was implemented across the 
entire province of Ontario and the city of Winni-
peg in Canada, as well as in countries including 
Brazil, Denmark, Germany, Ireland, Israel, 
Malaysia, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain and 
the United Kingdom.

What Breeds Bite?
Any dog may bite, regardless of the dog’s 

size or sex, or reported breed or mix of breeds. 
Twenty breeds and mixes were identified as 
being involved in 256 fatal attacks in the U.S. 
Between 2000-2009.9 Denenberg, et al. (2005) 
surveyed three veterinary behavior referral cen-
ters in the U.S., Canada and Australia, finding 
that Jack Russell Terriers, Labrador Retrievers 
and Golden Retrievers were the breeds most 
commonly referred for aggression.10

A study of dog breeds in-
volved in fatal attacks in the U.S. 
between 1979-1998 revealed 31 
breeds or mixes were responsible 
for 238 attacks.11 Over half of 
these incidents were reported 
to involve pit bull-type dogs 
and Rottweilers; however, breed 
identifications were usually 
based upon media reports and 
therefore could not always be 
substantiated. The 29 other 
breeds responsible for deaths 
included the American Cocker 
Spaniel, Boxer, Chesapeake Bay 
Retriever, West Highland White 
Terrier, and other breeds with 
reputations as family-friendly 
pets.11

An examination of stringent, 
state-regulated compulsory tem-
perament tests administered in 

Lower Saxony, Germany, found that 95% of the 
population of 415 dogs of “dangerous breeds” 
reacted appropriately to test situations.8,12 When 
“friendly breeds” were tested, their scores were 
similar, exposing the fallacy that targeted breeds 
presumed to be dangerous were, in fact, no 
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more dangerous than breeds considered to be 
friendly.13

Breed alone is not predictive of the risk of 
aggressive behavior. Dogs and owners must be 
evaluated individually.10

Breed Misidentification
The AVMA reported in 2012 that approx-

imately 46% of dogs in the U.S. were mixed 
breed.14 While there are purebred “bully 
breeds,” (such as the American Pit Bull Terrier, 
American Staffordshire Terrier, etc.) most dogs 
referred to as “pit bulls” are merely individ-
uals with a common general phenotype (or 
appearance). Thus, an additional concern 
regarding BSL involves accurately identifying 
breeds or mixes that presumably fall under the 
restrictions. Visual identification is not reliable. 
Presumed breed identification is often made by 
neighbors, public officials, law enforcement, 
reporters, etc.—not necessarily by people who 
work with animals—and even those profession-
als may not know.

Modern DNA testing has proven what Scott 
and Fuller first demonstrated in 1965—that 
mixed breed dogs might not 
look like either parent dog. In 
a classic experiment breeding 
Basenjis with English Cocker 
Spaniels, not all of the first or 
second generation offspring 
resembled either of the parent 
breeds.15 In fact, those offspring 
were often identified by “ex-
perts” as altogether different 
breeds, including Beagle mixes 
or Golden Retriever mixes.

A study published in 
the Journal of the American 
Veterinary Medical Association il-
lustrated the difficulties in iden-
tifying the breeds accurately. 
Under BSL, dogs that resemble 
pit bulls or pit bull mixes are 
frequently confiscated and/or 
euthanized by authorities, even 
if they have never exhibited aggression. Since 
no scientific proof is required to establish breeds 
and inaccurate reporting of alleged breed has 
such great repercussions, it is now recommend-
ed that veterinarians and shelters refrain from 
trying to identify breed mixes visually.16

Today, we know that only about 1% of the 
canine genome appears to be responsible for 
the great physical variation apparent among 
dog breeds.17,18 In other words, a dog’s physical 
appearance (phenotype) does not necessarily 
correspond with genetic composition (geno-
type). As Voith, et al. (2013) state, “A dog could 
genetically be 50 percent German Shepherd Dog 
and lack the genomic regions responsible for the 
German Shepherd Dog size, coat color, muzzle 
length and ear properties.”19

Dog DNA tests reveal that even professionals 

experienced at identifying dog breeds (veterinar-
ians, dog trainers, breeders, animal control offi-
cials, shelter workers, etc.) are unable to reliably 
identify breeds visually.16,19 These professionals 
are the ones who are often responsible for mak-
ing breed identifications, which are recorded 
into veterinary reports, pet adoption papers, bite 
reports, etc. A study published in 2009 proved 
that visual ID was usually inaccurate compared 
to canine genetic testing.20 The breed identifica-
tion assigned at adoption was compared to DNA 
test results for those dogs, and not surprisingly 
the visual ID matched the predominant breed 
proven in DNA analysis in only 25% of the 
dogs.20 Follow-up studies confirm that visual 
breed identification is highly inconsistent and 
inaccurate.19

Why Do Dogs Bite?
Aggression is a context-dependent be-

havior and is associated with many different 
motivations (i.e., defensive, learned, fearful or 
territorial). Most dogs that show aggression 
do so to eliminate a perceived threat, either to 
their safety or to the possession of a resource. 

In other words, most aggression is fear-based. 
Whether dogs use aggression appropriately is in-
fluenced by a large number of factors, including 
early environment, genetics, learning, physical 
health and mental health.21-23

Once any dog practices aggression, the 
behavior often continues. As a result, people or 
other dogs (the perceived threat) back off, and 
therefore the behavior is reinforced. 

The primary goals for behavior management 
of aggressive dogs are safety and eliminating 
the triggers of aggression.21-23 Identifying these 
triggers and the needs of the individual dog, a 
veterinary exam (to rule out a contributing med-
ical explanation), and receiving qualified profes-
sional behavioral advice are far more relevant to 
treating aggression than breed identification.

An appropriate understanding of canine 

signaling, or body language, can help both own-
ers and potential victims predict the immediate 
intention of a dog and take action to prevent a 
bite.22 Responsible breeding and puppy-raising 
play an important role in preventing aggressive 
behaviors, irrespective of breed or mix. Appro-
priate socialization and managing early onset 
of fears in young puppies can minimize the 
risk for future undesired behaviors and fears.24 
(For more information see the AVSAB position 
statement on socialization.)

Family dogs develop positive associations 
with humans through daily interactions, social-
ization and training. Dogs restricted from such 
interactions may be termed “resident dogs.” 
Resident dogs have an owner, but spend most of 

their lives isolated, even abused 
by modern American standards. 
These dogs may be fenced or 
chained away from people and 
normal interactions, or simply 
ignored and don’t benefit from 
early training.9 As a result, resi-
dent dogs may be more likely to 
express aggression and also per-
haps other anxieties since fear 
of people, fear of other animals 
and fear of novel situations are 
among the most common expla-
nations for aggression in dogs.

Furthermore, aversive train-
ing methods including verbal 
reprimands, physical abuse, and 
shock collars are associated with 
an increase in aggressive behav-

ior, especially toward the owner.25 (Consult the 
AVSAB position statement on punishment for 
more information.)

Resident dogs are more likely to be mis-
managed or neglected than family pets; taken 
together, these conditions predispose resident 
dogs to be more territorial and protective of 
their environments.9 Not surprisingly, 76.2% 
of dog bite related fatalities in the U.S. between 
2000-2009 involved dogs defined as resident 
dogs. Male dogs were most likely (87.5%) to 
be involved in fatal attacks, and 84.4% were 
not neutered. It is important to note that intact 
males are not inherently more aggressive, but 
instead more likely to roam. The breed of these 
resident dogs was reliably assigned in only 45 
of 256 cases (17.6%); 20 breeds and two mixes 
were identified.9

Patronek, et al. reported 75% of fatal dog 
bites occurred on the owner’s property, where 
under typical breed-specific legislation, a 
dog would not be required to be muzzled or 
restrained.9,11 The owner was not present during 
87% of fatal dog bite related attacks in the U.S. 
between 2000-2009, and 85% of the victims 
had no or only an incidental relationship with 
the dog.

Furthermore, in 37.5% of the cases, the 
owners knew the dogs were dangerous or 
had allowed them to run loose and/or repeat 
potentially dangerous behaviors, and in over 
20% of the cases the dogs had been neglected or 
abused. In most cases, multiple factors were in-
volved and are predictive of a “dog attack wait-
ing to happen. These factors are more predictive 
than the alleged breed or mix of breeds.”9

It’s clear that the lack of responsible dog 
ownership is a major contributing factor in 
serious dog attacks, including fatalities.9,26 Based 
on the data, BSL would not have prevented any 
of the fatal attacks during this time period.

Results of Breed-Specific Legislation
Breed-specific legislation can have unin-

tended adverse effects. Owners of a banned 
breed may avoid veterinary visits and therefore 
vaccinations (including rabies) to elude seizure 
of the dog by authorities and/or euthanasia. 
This negatively impacts both the welfare of dogs 
and public health. Similarly, owners may forego 
socializing or training their puppies, which in-
creases the risk of behavior problems, including 
fear and aggression in adulthood.

Of course, owners who acquire dogs for 
fighting aren’t likely to comply with BSL require-
ments. In addition, due to budget and staffing 
constraints, BSL is often enforced inconsistently 
or not at all.

A study of dog bites in Spain between 1990-
1995 (before the 2000 Dangerous Dog Act was 
enacted) compared to another study conducted 
from 2000-2004 revealed no difference in the 
distribution of dog breeds involved in bites; 
in fact, fewer than 4% of the bites in each of 
the time periods were caused by dogs on the 
dangerous breeds ban list.7

In Winnipeg, Manitoba, there was no 
difference in the incidence of dog bite injury 
hospitalizations prior to or following the enact-
ment of BSL.27 A cross-Canada study published 
in 2013 also concluded that there was no 
difference in the dog bite incidences between 
municipalities with and without breed-specific 
legislation.28

In 2008, the Dutch government repealed 
a 15-year nationwide ban on pit bulls after a 
government study showed it to be ineffective.6,29 
Following the change, dogs were to be judged 
based on their behavior, not breed, size or 
appearance. A similar list of “dangerous breeds” 
was repealed in Italy in 2009 with the focus 
changing to responsible ownership.30

Breed-specific legislation effec-
tiveness is also under scrutiny in the 
United States. Denver enacted BSL in 
1989. Denver has since experienced 
a higher rate of hospitalizations as a 
result of dog bite related injuries than 
breed-neutral Boulder, CO.31 In May 
2012, the state of Ohio passed legisla-
tion removing pit bulls from its defini-
tion of vicious dogs, and made other 
changes to put the focus on dangerous 
dogs (irrespective of breed or mix) and 
responsible ownership.32

What Does Work? Effective Ways to 
Reduce the Incidence of Aggression

Responsible dog ownership and 
public education must be a primary 
focus of any dog bite prevention policy. 
The AVMA Guidelines for Responsi-
ble Pet Ownership include licensing, 
training, socializing, spaying/neutering, 
and providing appropriate homes and 
veterinary care for pets.33 In Chicago, 
a Task Force on Companion Animals 
and Public Safety was devised to guide 
public officials regarding responsi-
ble ownership, animal control, and 
reducing dog attacks on people.34 The Task 
Force concluded that “responsible ownership 
is the key to reducing canine aggression.” After 
implementing an education program, the state 
of Nevada was able to reduce the incidence of 
dog bites by approximately 15%.35

The city of Calgary (Alberta, Canada) has a 
“Responsible Pet Ownership Bylaw” requirement 
for pet licensing, and stiff fines are levied for 
bylaw infractions.36 As a result, approximately 
90% of dogs were licensed as of 2010, far out-
numbering most cities in North America.28,35,37 
Revenue from licensing and fines funds the 
Animal Services Department and its extensive 
dog safety public awareness and education 

programs.38 Between 1985 and 2012 the city of 
Calgary experienced over 50% reduction in the 
dog aggression reporting rate.39 The “Calgary 
Model” is being adopted in other communities 
as a solution that can actually make a differ-
ence—individual dogs may be designated as 
dangerous based upon proven behavior, instead 
of profiling specific breeds or mixes.

Reaching young people in Calgary (and else-
where) has proven to decrease dog bites; just an 
hour of dog safety training in second and third 
grades can reduce these attacks by 80%.35

Dog bites are a community concern and 
thus, to some extent, a community responsi-
bility. In many instances, community members 
are aware that an individual dog is potentially 
dangerous, but officials have not responded to 
complaints, or residents are too intimidated by 
problem dogs and their owners to complain. 
When a certain breed becomes popular, the 
increased demand leads to inappropriate breed-
ing practices, which can manifest in health and 
behavior problems. Thus, all who are involved 
in owning, breeding, raising, training, and treat-
ing (both medical and behavioral problems) 
dogs should support responsible ownership and 
public education, leading to a safer environment 
for both people and dogs.

The American Veterinary Society of Animal 
Behavior invites you to share this position 
statement on breed-specific legislation to 
discount common fallacies of “easy fixes” that 
are often based on myths, and instead promote 
awareness that will reduce the prevalence of 
aggression toward people and promote better 
care, understanding, and welfare of our canine 
companions.
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Responsible dog ownership 
and public education must 
be a primary focus of any 
dog bite prevention policy.

Aggression is a context-
dependent behavior and 
is associated with many 
different motivations. Most 
dogs that show aggression 
do so to eliminate a 
perceived threat, either 
to their safety or to the 
possession of a resource. 
In other words, most 
aggression is fear-based.


