B-10 PROTOCOL FOR DOGS WITH
INTERDOG AGGRESSION

Interdog aggression can be highly variable, but it generally
appears between 1 and 3 years of age and is more common
between dogs of the same sex. This makes sense because
interdog aggression generally focuses on issues of social sta-
tus and control, which become apparent at social maturity
(approximately 18 to 36 months of age in dogs). Interdog
aggression can occur between dogs that are either unknown
or known to each other. In the latter case it can be initiated
by a young dog that is becoming socially mature or by the
older dog that perceives the changing status of the younger
dog.

Very few dogs are aggressive to other dogs because they
never learned how to interact with them when they were
young. Dogs focus primarily on the parent(s) and litter mates
until they are 5 to 8 weeks of age, when they become very
receptive to interaction with people. Puppies form hierar-
chies within the litter, and these social orders are main-
tained both by some agonistic behavior (posturing, vocaliz-
ing, and snapping) and by active and passive deference by the
other pups (rolling on the back and urinating or looking
away). The few studies of this issue indicate that these pup-
pyhood hierarchies appear to have no association with the
relative status of the animals when they reach social matu-
rity. Hence they should not be associated with any interdog
aggressions that are related to social status. It is conceivable
(but probably rare) that some dogs that never see other dogs
when they are puppies might have some problems relating to
other dogs; however, these problems are often related to fear
[see “Protocol for Treating Fearful Behavior in Cats and
Dogs” and “Protocol for Dogs With Fearful Aggression”).
The majority of dogs that have problems with interdog ag-
gression have a problem with relative social status and have
had no untoward experiences as puppies.

Interdog aggression is not associated with sexual matu-
rity (approximately 6 to 9 months of age), although there is a
role for testosterone in interdog aggression. Testosterone, the
male hormone that is greatly decreased by castration (the re-
moval of the testicles), stimulates dogs to roam and mark
with urine. These two behaviors take dogs into the path of
other dogs, increasing the chances for a conflict about status
or rank between two dogs that do not live in the same
household. Testosterone also facilitates fighting: intact (non-
castrated) male dogs react quickly, react to a higher level
overall, and take longer to calm down. Castration greatly de-
creases roaming, urine marking, and fighting between dogs
and appears cffective in diminishing all of these behaviors in
about 60% of all dogs with such problems. It is important to
remember that all behaviors have learned components. The
fact that a hormone facilitates the development of a form of
aggression does not mean that diminishing that hormone
will simply “fix” the problem. If a dog has exhibited a series
of behaviors for a long time (e.g., years), that dog has learned
about the behavioral patterns and his response. Accordingly,
simply removing the hormones that help that response does
nothing about the learned component. That is a role for be-
havioral modification.

The situation with intact (nonspayed) female dogs is not
so simple. Hormonal cycling does not appear to facilitate ag-
gression between female dogs in the same sense that testos-
terone facilitates aggression between male dogs; however,
clients often report that many intact bitches experience
“mood” changes before and during estrus [heat). Many
bitches also experience changes in appetite and activity lev-
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els during or preceding their heat cycles. If there were some
mild status-related problems between the female dogs in the
household, they might be exaggerated at such times. If there
is an intact male dog in the house, he might become highly
motivated to pursue one of the female dogs and further dis-
rupt the social order. There are few in-depth studies of any
association between female hormones and aggression, but
available studies indicate that female hormones do not play
a large role in interdog aggression.

Both male and female dogs are healthier if they are
neutered. Not only do fewer infectious and cancerous prob-
lems related to the reproductive tract develop, but females, if
spayed early, have a lower risk of mammary cancer. Further-
more, roaming can be fatal to a dog. No dog is a match for a
car, and, in many areas, dogs are driven off private property
by guns. Most communities and townships have “dog at
large” ordinances that prohibit free-ranging, wandering dogs.
This is safer for the dog and for people.

Dogs that react to unknown dogs generally do so for two
reasons: they are either afraid or they perceive, with or with-
out cause, that the other dog represents a social or hierarchi-
cal threat. Dogs that fear other dogs can be spontaneously
afraid of them or be afraid because they have been attacked.
These problems are addressed in the “Protocol for Treating
Fearful Behavior in Cats and Dogs” and “Protocol for Dogs
With Fearful Aggression.”

Dogs that react as if there is a challenge about social sta-
tus when there is none are reacting inappropriately and out
of context. If there is a challenge (staring, hackling up, plac-
ing a paw on shoulders, growling, snarling, snapping) of any
kind, a reaction might be appropriate, but it is important to
remember that, as for people, rules apply to many normal so-
cial behaviors in dogs. If the approaching dog just stares at
your dog and your dog lunges for the other dog’s throat, re-
fusing to let go even when the other dog is whimpering and
has rolled over, your dog is not behaving appropriately.

Most interdog aggression occurs between housemates,
and it occurs more commonly between same-sex house-
mates. It is not unusual for two dogs to have lived together
harmoniously for 2 years before problems occur. These prob-
lems are not related to “inappropriate or incomplete early
socialization” or because someone did something to the
dogs. The development of these problems reflects the intrin-
sic change that all social animals experience when they be-
come socially mature. The more common scenario for inter-
dog aggression within a household involves the younger dog
that was fine as a puppy but, now that it is becoming so-
cially mature, challenges the older dog. Challenges to the
other dog can include blocking access to a bed or crate; lying
on the other dog on a couch; stealing the other dog’s biscuits,
rawhides, or toys; blocking the other dog’s access to food,
shoving past the other to get out or in a door or car first,
and posturing in a ritualized display where the challenger
approaches the other dog’s shoulders in a perpendicular
manner.

Challenges can involve staring, vocalizing, or outright ag-
gression. Challenges may start with staring and escalate to
aggression. Regardless, it is important to treat the problem
as soon as it becomes apparent. The longer that it is allowed
to persist, the worse the dogs’ behavior will become.

A similar scenario can occur even if the younger dog is
not challenging the older animal. In such cases the older dog
begins to sense the change in the younger dog and sponta-
neously starts to react. Alternatively, the younger dog may
try out some of the behaviors that develop with age (pushing






