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Risk Assessment of Dogs with a 
History of Aggressive Behavior
Christopher Pachel, DVM, DACVB, CABC (IAABC)

Animal Behavior Clinic, Portland, OR, USA

What is aggression?

• Threatening/harmful behavior directed toward an individual or group
• Forceful, sometimes overly assertive pursuit of one’s aims and interests 
• Hostile or violent behavior or attitudes toward another 
• Readiness to attack or confront 
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May include … 

• Body postures 
• Facial expressions

• Vocalizations

• Snaps / bites

Why would someone keep 
an “aggressive animal”?

• Not a simple answer!
• Essentially every animal has a bite 

or reaction threshold
• Aggression is communication (WTF)
• Need to understand context and 

interaction between individuals
• Treatment options exist 

3

4



3

Decisions / Recommendations
• Influenced by personal and professional experience
• Subjective assessment
• Ethical factors
• Multifactorial
• Risk assessment to identify safety concerns

Risk Assessment

• Age, size, breed
Pet factors

• Severity, pattern, warning signals
Bite history

• What, when, where… why
• Predictable? Avoidable?

Context

• Vulnerable targets
• Chaos factor
• Motivation/ability

Exposure 

5

6



4

“Three-pronged approach”
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Behavior modification (always…)

Environmental management (until…)

Medication (if needed…)
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Risk Assessment

• Age, size, breed
Pet factors

• Severity, pattern, warning signals
Bite history

• What, when, where… why
• Predictable? Avoidable?

Context

• Vulnerable targets
• Chaos factor
• Motivation/ability

Exposure

Pet Factors - Age
• Pediatric onset of aggression

• Fear motivation is most common
• Variable response to treatment 

• Geriatric onset
• Rule out pain-related aggression 
• Progressive condition

• Other developmental stages
• Sexual maturity
• Social maturity
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Pet Factors - Size
• Ability to physical control the animal

• Impacted by tool use
• Dependent on handling skills 

• Size-dependent potential for injury
• Consider in relation to the relative size of the 

aggression target 

Pet Factors - Breed
• Far from straightforward … 
• Variable genetic weight for specific behaviors
• Breed alone does not predict future behavior
• Flaws in accuracy of breed identification
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Pet Factors – Breed

• Ability to proactively use safety tools?
• Reliability of use (only when present)
• Comfort and efficacy due to fit 
• Potential for impact on airway
• Muzzle vs. other options … 

Risk Assessment

• Age, size, breed
Pet factors

• Severity, pattern, warning signals
Bite history

• What, when, where… why
• Predictable? Avoidable?

Context

• Vulnerable targets
• Chaos factor
• Motivation/ability

Exposure

13

14



8

Bite History - Severity

• Air snap / head threat
• Light contact 
• Skin break / mild bruising
• Punctures
• Lacerations
• Fractures or soft tissue damage 
• Internal injury
• Death 

Bite History - Severity
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Bite History - Pattern
• Location of bite 

• Face, abdomen = greater concern

• Important to differentiate
• Targeting of specific body areas
• Facial bite due to leaning or kissing

Aggression ladder

• Useful for assessing escalation of intensity
• Specifics of escalation pattern vary 

• Stimulus intensity, speed
• Option for escape or avoidance

• Identification of dogs with poor bite inhibition 
based on the circumstances 

• Impact of learning history
• Impact of arousal

• Singular incidents  challenge to interpret
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Bite History – Pattern 
(arousal)

• Response to benign trigger
• Disproportionate stimulus response 
• Lack of recognizable or repeatable warning signals
• Reflects learning as well as underlying medical or 

neurophysiological factors

Risk Assessment

• Age, size, breed
Pet factors

• Severity, pattern, warning signals
Bite history

• What, when, where… why
• Predictable? Avoidable?

Context

• Vulnerable targets
• Chaos factor
• Motivation/ability

Exposure
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Context

• Who, what, where, when, and why …
• Aggression is typically context-specific
• Diagnosis based on historical information, 

not provocative testing
• Applied behavior analysis

• Antecedent conditions 
• Behavioral description 
• Consequences 

Context – Need reliable info!

“Attacked”

“Goes crazy”

“Doesn’t like it when…”

“Gets mad” 

“Gets angry”

“For no reason”
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Context
• “Fine…”
• Recent bite – common history of timid, neutral, 

socially avoidant, etc.
• Lack of aggression ≠ “fine”
• Owners are unlikely to see the absence of normal 

behaviors…
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Context
• Predictable

• Can you identify the triggers for aggression?
• Are there other factors that affect behavior?
• Does the dog react the same way each time?
• Explainable ≠ predictable

• Option to avoid exposure?
• Predictability of the stimulus itself
• Frequency of potential exposure

Risk Assessment

• Age, size, breed
Pet factors

• Severity, pattern, warning signals
Bite history

• What, when, where… why
• Predictable? Avoidable?

Context

• Vulnerable targets
• Chaos factor
• Motivation/ability

Exposure
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Household/Opportunity - Targets
• Children

• Activity level, face contact, similar toys
• Play dates, birthday parties, management 

interference

• Adults
• Immune compromised
• Cognitive or memory deficits
• Inconsistent implementation

Household/Opportunity - Chaos
• Management style

• Casual vs. Structured
• Impact on recommendation implementation
• Opportunity to interact with possible targets

• Multiple dogs
• Cumulative arousal
• Management, training more difficult 

• Multiple people
• Consistency more difficult 
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Household/Opportunity - Ability
• Assess motivation and ability

• Does motivation, understanding lead to 
implementation?

• Timing, mechanical skill, physical ability, etc…

• Avoid making assumptions 
• Assess through discussion, observation and re-

evaluation
• Identification of potential obstacles to 

implementation
• Respectful communication 

Can pet be managed safely?

• Age, size, breed
Pet factors

• Severity, pattern, warning signals
Bite history

• What, when, where… why?
• Predictable? Avoidable?

Context

• Vulnerable targets
• Chaos factor
• Motivation, ability

Exposure
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“Acceptable level of risk”
• “It depends …” 

• Mastiff dog, level 2 bite, consistent antecedents, manageable exposure
• Labrador dog, level 4 bite, consistent antecedents, manageable exposure
• Small terrier, level 3 bite, variable antecedents, unmanageable exposure

• Generally determined by owner/caregiver
• What is the capacity to provide safe and appropriate care?
• Potential exceptions for “vulnerable populations”

• Immune/cognitive compromise, children, public safety …  

Decision tree

Can the animal remain 
safely in their current 

environment? 

31

32



17

Decision tree

Can the animal remain 
safely in their current 

environment? 

Decision tree

Can the animal remain 
safely in their current 

environment? 
Move forward with 

intervention for 
behavior concerns
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Decision tree

Can the animal remain 
safely in their current 

environment? 

Is there an 
environment in which 

the animal can be 
safely managed?

Move forward with 
intervention for 

behavior concerns

Decision tree

Can the animal remain 
safely in their current 

environment? 

Is there an 
environment in which 

the animal can be 
safely managed? Considerations for 

rehoming, alternate 
placement, etc. 

Move forward with 
intervention for 

behavior concerns
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Decision tree

Can the animal remain 
safely in their current 

environment? 

Is there an 
environment in which 

the animal can be 
safely managed? Considerations for 

rehoming, alternate 
placement, etc. 

Move forward with 
intervention for 

behavior concerns

Decision tree

Can the animal remain 
safely in their current 

environment? 

Is there an 
environment in which 

the animal can be 
safely managed?

Humane euthanasia is 
the remaining safe 

outcome

Considerations for 
rehoming, alternate 

placement, etc. 
Move forward with 

intervention for 
behavior concerns
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Communication strategies
• “For the next few questions, I’d like to set aside 

the emotional aspects of your relationship … we’ll 
circle back to that, I promise … “

• Ask the initial question when the answer is already 
known … 

• Be ready to discuss feasibility of rehoming options
• Current environment, ability, access, etc. 

makes management unreliable 
• BUT, pet could be managed safely elsewhere 

under different conditions

Communication strategies
• If not willing/able to consider euthanasia as viable 

outcome? 
• Circle back to “acceptable level of  risk/safety”
• Accept as inherently “unsafe” or potentially 

dangerous
• Expectation setting (likelihood of additional 

incidents)
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“He’s amazing 95% of the time …”
• Can we identify the 5% when safety/welfare 

concerns exist? 
• Is it possible to mitigate those concern? 
• How to base a decision on 5%?

• Medical model 
• Present options and potential outcomes
• Client makes the decision 

“Not all help is helpful … ”
• Responsibility to provide information and perspective
• Ultimate decision belongs to owner/caregiver
• Opportunity to “help” is reinforcing for “helpers”

• What does the client actually need? 
• Clarity, to be heard [not “the answer”]
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“Not all help is 
helpful … ”

• “If this was your dog… what would 
YOU do?”

• Appropriate to ask?

• Appropriate to answer? 

Additional factors
• Liability of getting involved

• Insurance
• Documentation
• Waiver
• Client acknowledgement

• Accidental abuse of “power”
• Relationship and professional role
• Changes the dynamics of the decision-making 

process 
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“Three-pronged approach”
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Risk Assessment

• Age, size, breed
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Bite history

• What, when, where… why
• Predictable? Avoidable?

Context

• Vulnerable targets
• Chaos factor
• Motivation/ability
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Thank you!

facebook.com/animalbehaviorclinic/

www.drpachel.com   

instagram.com/animalbehaviorclinic/

.com
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