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Animal behaviour counsellors, or clinical animal behaviourists if you prefer, work with a variety of species from a range of taxa: birds, mammals, reptiles – both predators and prey species. Some of us work with several species, others confine ourselves to one or two; most commonly the cat and dog. However, we all work with one common species: the humans involved in the management of our animal clients, and it is this omnivorous, social, mammal which underlies the counselling aspect of our job. The human is the focus of this talk and its relationship to aggression in the non-human animals with which it shares its territory and home range.
We accept that the emotion underlying the display in true aggressive behaviour in our animal clients is usually fear – fear of loss of resources or fear of harm to self or emotionally close other.  The other emotion involved in aggression is frustration – frustration at not being able to obtain resources or not being able to see off a potential threat, what we commonly term redirected aggression. The reinforcing emotions maintaining this behaviour are relief in the first instance and pleasure and/or relief in the second. Please note I have distinguished between true aggression and behaviour that appears aggressive, such as predatory behaviour, play and attack behaviour taught through positive reinforcement, since in these cases the underlying emotion is pleasure.

While the underlying emotion is fear or frustration, or possibly a mixture of both, the pre-disposing, initiating and maintaining factors for the aggressive behavioural symptoms are multifarious. A major aspect of the counsellor’s work is to accurately identify these and develop an appropriate behaviour modification plan (BMP) – be that for the pecking parrot, scratching cat, kicking rabbit, charging horse, hissing snake or biting dog. 
However, no matter how excellent your BMP, it is only going to be as good as its implementation and that relies on the human owners. Thus, if we are going to truly understand aggression and how to resolve, and ideally prevent, aggression problems, we need to understand how people relate to aggression in animals and how we might change their behaviour and underlying emotional relationships to it. This is not as easy as it may first appear, for just as there are a multitude of reasons for an animal displaying aggression, so there many factors underlying how a person perceives and responds to aggressive behaviour in animals. Any response is going to be a conglomeration of personality factors, direct and indirect experience, and the person’s expectations and beliefs about the species/ breed and individual animal and how it should be behaving.

The way humans 
 perceive the behaviour of animals, and thus their response to that behaviour is going to be dependent on several factors including their attitudes, which are made up of cognitions (e.g. thoughts, beliefs, expectations, stereotypes) and feelings; the role the animal plays for them; the level and type of attachment they have to the animal; all of which will be influenced by their own personality and personal history. 
There is not enough time available in this talk to go into depth into any of these factors. I am only able to touch on a limited area of human psychology that is relevant to the animal behaviour counsellor. I will consider how people acquire their attitudes animals; why people have animals; and give a brief introduction to the range of psychological factors involved in how they perceive the behaviour of their own animals and their relationship to them, and thus how they interact with the animal and how these various factors can potentially interfere with any changes in behaviour required by a behaviour modification programme. By so doing, I hope to underline the need for understanding our human clients as much as we need to understand our animal ones. 

I am going to use aggression as my example behaviour, the focus of the day, but, of course, human behaviour is a part of all behaviour modification programmes, whatever the problem, whatever the species.  I am going to use dogs as a case species throughout, but obviously the same principles will apply to other species.

Think for a moment about a situation where you perceive a new human individual for the first time, what is the very first thing you notice?   Most people think it is the gender or ethnicity of the other person, something about their physical appearance, but it is not.  The very first thing we notice, even before those other things, is whether or not that other person is a threat.  Are they moving towards me very quickly?   Are their gestures threatening?   Are they carrying a potential weapon?   Are they issuing the appropriate social gestures to reassure me?   Most of the time we do not notice this, because the risk assessment process is automatic (unconscious) and once the other person is deemed safe, we proceed to assess physical appearance and all of the other things we notice consciously.   However, for example, one reason we can find that strangers make us anxious is if they do not give the right social signals.   Perhaps they are from another culture with different signals, perhaps they are drunk or mentally ill and not giving the usual signals, perhaps a physical disability makes it difficult for them to make the right signals…
Humans of course are not alone in making these instant threat assessments of others. Learning to read the species specific signals of your species is socialization, and we use these signals to indicate threatening and non-threatening behaviour, as well as other important signals relating to courtship etcetera.  With respect to non-human animals, we know that morphological differences can impede communication. For example, the long hair, lack of contrast colouring around the eyes, shortened tails can make signaling difficult for dogs and animals with these impediments may be approached with more caution by other dogs….in the same way that humans can be made anxious by other people whose physical impediment makes sending appropriate non-threatening signals, such as smiling, difficult.  We also understand from the work of Scott, Fuller, Fox and others that we need to give our animals the opportunity to learn the language of humans, through socialization… dogs need to learn that when we show our teeth (smiling) we are being friendly not threatening. Animals make the same risk assessment of threat when faced with any new individual of any species.
By now you should realize that humans also make this same risk assessment when faced with a non-human animal. Dependent on a variety of factors, including how well the human understands the language of the other species, their assessment will have varying degrees of success in helping them avoid threat by making appropriate responses themselves. 
So, aggression by others has a particular importance for us humans because it triggers our natural responses around a potential threat. Aggression by others, whether human or animal, usually amounts to threat to ourselves, or leaves us a bystander but still experiencing raised arousal levels, which may be associated with fear or excitement. We, like non-human animals, react to that threat in a variety of ways be that freeze, flight or fight, depending on our individual personality and experience and the context at the time.
Remember the threat assessment is instantaneous and unconscious, but has an emotional outcome. That threat assessment about a particular person or animal will colour our perception of them and it will almost certainly influence our attitudes to that individual. Attitudes our basically our likes and dislikes. They are important to us in a variety of ways; they help us organize our world, making it more predictable, saving processing capacity for other tasks, and helping us to choose to avoid or approach certain individuals or groups. Of course the flip side of this is that they may make us over-simplify reality and bias our perception of events. 
Holding socially acceptable attitudes also helps us to ‘fit’ into our community and thus receive positive reinforcement in our social interactions. We can also boost our self-esteem when our attitudes express our values; our personal integrity is maintained. Finally, our attitudes can have an ego-defence function, protecting us from threats to our self-esteem, by repressing our own inadequacies (i.e. by hiding any recognition of them in our unconscious mind) and perhaps projecting those inadequcies onto another group who we view as inferior or just different in some way. 
Attitudes can be positive or negative and are said to be composed of three components (Rosenberg & Hovland, 1960)
· Affective - the mood or emotion which is associated with the attitude.  

· Behavioural - the behaviours or actions, implied or overt, which are associated with that attitude
· Cognitive - the ideas, thoughts, expectations, opinions and beliefs which are associated with that attitude. 
One important aspect of cognitions in attitudes are stereotypes and prototypes, that is our mental representations of certain groups of the others. 
For example:  
a “typical Labrador” is always hungry; a “typical Springer Spaniel” is always on the go; a “typical Staffie” is very strong.   These are stereotypes, beliefs about a group’s behaviours where the grouping is based on an external characteristic like breed.    

A “typical aggressive dog” is a terrier or German Shepherd; “typical dogs that are good with children” are Golden Retrievers and Cavaliers, “typical unpredictable, dangerous dogs” are Pit Bulls and Rottweilers; a “typical intelligent dog” is the Border Collie.   In these prototypes, the internal characteristic (e.g. personality trait) defines the group.
Psychologists are still discovering how we acquire our attitudes and it is possible that the various components of attitudes are acquired in different ways:

Affective responses can be very powerful and can be either positive (strong liking) or negative (strong dislike). Such feelings can be acquired through direct classical conditioning, vicarious learning or through repeated exposure.
If you have personal experience of an individual who behaves in ways you find pleasant or unpleasant, you will make an appetitive or aversive classical association with that individual. This will generalise to others who are similar. So with reference to exposure to dogs, your personal experience of someone’s wagging, friendly, well behaved Labrador will generalise to other Labradors, whilst the terrier who growls and barks at you when you pass its front garden may instil an attitude that terriers are aggressive creatures that are best avoided.

Humans are skilled at detecting subtle cues indicating the attitudes of others. This is known as vicarious learning of attitudes. You may observe someone who is salient to you, and their behaviour will indicate their attitudes towards a particular dog or breed and this will affect your emotional responses about such dogs in future, particularly where you have little or no direct personal experience of that breed.

Simple repeated exposure over time, to an otherwise neutral object or issue, may well influence our response to it, generally in a favourable direction. This attraction to the familiar is called the mere exposure effect (Zajonc, 1968). Labradors and Golden Retrievers benefit from this, in that they are the most commonly used breeds as Guide Dogs or Assistance dogs for people with mobility impairments. Whilst people may have no contact with dog or disabled person, just seeing them around especially in such a positive role, creates familiarity and will influence our emotions. However, such an effect can be reversed if the person is threatened by the ‘type’ of dog at any point or by other aspects of the situation such as owners’ behaviour.  An example of an unfavourable emotion being set up by mere exposure could be the sight of young men in hoodies accompanied by Staffies. 

In both the above cases there is a potential additional factor of how we view the person accompanying the dog. This has been shown to affect how we view the dog itself, a contagion effect, if you will.  In an interesting study by Walsh (2006) it was found that people would rate exactly the same image of a dog (German Shepherd, Labrador or Airedale) differently, based simply on who it was associated with. The photographs were computer generated so that the same image of the dog was used in each case. While German Shepherds were rated always as more aggressive than Labradors or Airedales, all breeds were considered more friendly if accompanied by an elderly person, young child, blind person or wheelchair user than when accompanied by a member of the police or rough looking male. 
The cognitive component (our beliefs) of attitudes can be acquired indirectly. We often develop nebulous likes and dislikes (affect) and then we develop a matching belief (cognition) in order to rationalise our feelings. For example, neotonised breeds trigger emotions relating to the dependence of the young and we justify our feelings with the belief that all such ‘cute’ dogs are friendly. Likewise, large black dogs (not Labradors!) often engender feelings of anxiety and associated beliefs that they are generally less friendly to people or other dogs. There is also anecdotal evidence that people show different reactions to long coated German Shepherds (perceived as more friendly) than short coated ones. It is interesting to watch people as they pass such dogs, some move away, or stiffen, showing anxious behaviour, including eye contact. They will also release pheromones.

Of course, displaying such anxious behaviour can to lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy as the dog will respond to the, threatening, human’s behaviour and pheromone release, potentially with threatening behaviour of its own. Indeed, it is feasible for canine dislikes to be set up in such a way by the ‘instant’ threat assessment when it first meets people of various groups. The ‘he just never liked X type of people’ may just be the outcome of  such encounters, which the human never even noticed the other as being threatening, especially if the person was nodding  / smiling at the owner, while stiffening and backing away from the dog. And so we end with a vicious circle all based on unfortunate perceptions indirectly affecting our beliefs.
However, most of our beliefs come from more direct sources, which we consider to be reliable. We hear or read a ‘fact’ or opinion’ or we express our own views and these are supported (and hence reinforced) by other people. The media do much to reinforce positive and negative beliefs about different breeds of dogs. Reports of cult breeds owned by gangs have reinforced negative beliefs about different breeds over the years, currently Staffies, mastiffs and pit bull types, as do TV Adverts and cartoons showing, albeit in a quasi-humorous manner, aggressive terriers such as a the recent ‘sausage’ advert or the dog in the Tom and Jerry cartoons. Whilst canine intelligence lists in the newspapers, the “One Man and His Dog” television programme and images of search and rescue teams support the view of the clever Collie.

Such attitudes are further supported by the information from those in social authority, through the legislature. This is perhaps most obvious in breed based dangerous dogs legislation, which in the UK is really rather temperate compared to Germany, for example, or even Ireland, where 11 breeds are ‘banned’, including the Staffie, German Shepherd, Rottweiler and Dobermann. 

One problem of such attitude statements is the alteration in people’s perception and thus in risk behaviour, which has not to my knowledge been directly studied with respect to dogs, other than Walsh (2006). If one breed is labelled as dangerous, either in legislation or in terms of general belief, then others are likely to be believed to be not dangerous. 

Attitudes explain much of our behaviour towards animals in general and can also partly explain why we choose the species or breed that we do. Animals play several roles in our lives (Veevers, 1985). They help us project an image of ourselves that we wish to, or feel a need to, portray to the external world. The image will be seen as positive to the owner, even if considered by the wider public as negative. An example of this may be the ‘gang culture’ members who wish to appear “hard” (staffie / pit bull owner); or the young lady who wishes to appear fashionable with whatever “handbag dog” it is this year!); or fun (scruffy mutt owner) but in need of a strong man (Bischon Frise); or the man who wishes to appear active, dependable and friendly (Labrador owner)!!!   These projections, of course, are all based on society-reinforced stereotypes, and can change with the fashion of the times. 

Animals may also act to enhance or decrease our social connections with other people, allowing us to partake in shared activities, such as dog walking, agility, dog fighting or to help deter interaction with others (e.g. Dobermann, German Shepherd owner).  Neither the projective or sociability function require the owner to be attached to the dog. However, our emotional attachment system is intrinsic to the third role pets play for us, the surrogate role. 
It is known, from the pioneering work of Ainsworth and colleagues with human infants and much following research, that how we are cared for – our own parent’s parenting style – affected the type of attachment we formed with them.   Attachments can be secure, ambivalent, avoidant or disorganised  (Ainsworth et al, 1969).  Many psychologists believe that these early experiences can have long lasting effects on the kind of attachment relationships we make throughout our lives, be that with friends or sexual partners. Indeed, there is an inter-generational effect, in that how we were cared for will influence how we attach to and care for our own offspring (Carter et al, 2005). Recent work by Jill White at the University of Southampton has been applying research tools for looking at both human infant and adult attachments to dog owners’ attachments to their pets. The work is currently being written up, so suffice to say for the present that she has found some extremely interesting parallels to the results found with parents and children.

Naturally our relationships with others are also influenced by our own personality traits and factors such as our need for achievement, our locus of control (i.e. whether one perceives oneself as able to influence an event) and our self-esteem. These factors will all feed into our attitudes and thus will shape how we interpret the behaviour of others and our responses to that behaviour. Those same factors  will also influence how easy it will be to change our behaviour, even in the light of new information (cognitions). For example, explaining the aetiology of a dog’s aggressive behaviour and the rationale behind a proposed BMP may be sufficient to change one owner’s behaviour. However, for another owner, while they may understand the rationale for what you are saying, the emotional aspects of the relationship may mean that putting it into practice is far more difficult, and in some cases, unattainable… even in cases of them being attacked by their own dog. In such cases, the cognitive dissonance set up between the information you give them and their own internal state may mean that it is easier for them to reject or ignore your advice than to change the emotional aspect of their relationship with the animal and the related attitudes. It may be easier for someone to put up with the aggression from their animal than risk the perceived ‘rejection’ of the animal’s love, or to risk trying and failing to change the animal… thereby repeating a pattern of failed relationships. The failure to change is an ego defence strategy.
It is easy, and a reflection of our own attitude bias, to simply categorise such owners as ‘difficult’, ‘useless’, or ‘uncaring’ as they were ‘not prepared to put the work in’ or ‘thought they knew better’. After all such a rationalisation certainly serves to defend our own ego and allows us to ignore the other possible explanation… namely that ‘we did not try hard enough’, we ‘were not creative enough to find a working solution for this person’, we ‘actually are not that interested in owners, just want to work with the animals (…and we might, therefore, have made an ill-advised career choice)’.

Perhaps  we should actually be looking at these “difficult” owners in a much more positive manner, as we would a difficult animal behaviour problem. These clients we should consider a challenge to our knowledge base, to our creative application of what we know of human behaviour, learning theory, motivation and learning styles.      
There is much we can learn from the psychological literature regarding the changing of beliefs and behaviour in general. The discipline of clinical animal behaviour would be well-advised to go further in understanding the relationships between people and others, both other people and animals, by connecting to areas such as social, developmental and personality psychology and the applications of these academic subjects to the changing of behaviours, both individually and within social groups such as families.
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�up to now you have used "we" as ABCs so in order to maintain consistency you need to refer to human owners as if you were not one!








