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Dog appeal, dangerous dogs and dogmanship 

This presentation will introduce three current research projects of importance to the companion animal welfare sector. The first 

examines how dogs are presented for adoption online and attributes that determine the level of interest their online profiles  

generate. The second considers the genetic factors that influence impulsive aggression in dogs and how we may one day be able to 

complement behavioural assessment with genetic testing. The third project explores what makes a good human-dog bond and, by 

extension, what predisposes it to failure. All of these projects are in their infancy but it is anticipated that they will ultimately assist 

in matching dogs with appropriate owners. To be successful, they all require significant cooperation from shelters. The ways in 

which the shelter sector can help will be discussed.  

 

Dog appeal 

PetRescue is Australia’s largest online directory for animals available for adoption. The website lists most of the rescue groups and 

shelters in each state and territory – increasing the awareness and exposure of available animals. Animals listed on PetRescue 

must make a good impression on potential adopters to gain interest. They are presented to potential adopters by photographs 

with their profile and a brief description given by the individual organisation. Attributes of the photograph and keywords in the 

profile may influence how potential adopters assess each animal’s attributes, so by investigating the relationship between the  

desirability of the animal and its latency to be rehomed, putative reasons for low interest can be identified.  

 

This project will look at the current distribution of available animals (cats and dogs) on PetRescue, determining the diversity and 

statistics (including adoption and fostering rates) and identify animals that have low appeal on the PetRescue website. This may 

include data on hit rates, although repeated hits may be expected when people return to the pet’s profile in the process of  

deciding to adopt. We will then investigate any relationships between these attributes and latency to be rehomed. This will allow 

us to determine any trends within the demographic data that may be associated significantly with animals of apparently low appeal. 

Finally, we will use this intelligence to propose methods of maximising the exposure of low-appeal animals to potential adopters. 

 

We will determine the number of low-appeal animals on the PetRescue website – the number of views/clicks for individual animals 

will be determined with the assistance of PetRescue. By looking at the animals’ demographics (including breed, age and sex), we 

can determine if there are any unifying features in animals with low appeal.  
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Individual photographs of available animals from four of the most common breeds will be assessed by scoring certain attributes: 

mouth open, background of the photograph, ear placement, etc. Quantitative analysis will be used for these data, providing  

percentages and tabulations from which to draw comparisons among low-appeal animals. The brief description of each animal will 

also be reviewed with a focus on the use of keywords and connotations. These data will be analysed qualitatively, exploring  

whether there are recurring themes (e.g., ‘this dog doesn’t like cats’).  

 

By investigating the relationships between descriptors, attributes, demographics and latency to find a new home, we hope to clarify 

the interactive risk factors for being a low-appeal animal. If recurring themes are evident in the qualitative analysis of the  

description, we may need to review and recommend other methods of enhancing an animal’s appeal to a potential adopter. 

 

Dangerous dogs 

This project takes a multi-disciplinary approach to resolving impulsive canine aggression. We will use brain histology, genome-wide 

mapping and behavioural assessment to understand why some dogs bite – a question more complex than it may appear. The  

successful outcomes of this research will ensure that dangerous dogs are identified by their genotypes rather than by their  

appearance and, ultimately, before aggression occurs. This new understanding may inform decision-making by animal-shelter  

administrators and government policymakers. Depending on the results and on the validity of any emergent genetic marker for 

aggression in dogs, these stakeholders may review their relevant policies.  

 

This project will therefore aim: 

 To categorise the styles of aggression shown by dogs currently labelled dangerous. 

 To neurologically characterise the dogs showing impulsive aggression. 

 To identify DNA genetic signatures associated with impulsive aggression. 

 To identify dogs with an elevated inherent risk of biting impulsively. 

 

Dogs have evolved behavioural attributes that allow them to effectively keep the peace within their social groups. Their sociability 

has contributed significantly to their outstanding success as companion animals. Domestication and selective breeding have  

developed breeds that are especially good at chasing (e.g., herding breeds), killing (e.g., terriers), returning resources [to the den] 

(e.g., retrievers) and guarding resources (e.g., Rottweilers). When a defensive response is required, any dog (indeed any animal) 

can be dangerous. However, the dangers are magnified when dogs are bred for fighting, or to show aggression. Selection of dogs 

for fighting success exaggerates their strength and determination while diminishing their tendency to emit warnings before  

demonstrating aggression, which is what we call impulsivity. Conversely, breeding for companionable temperaments reduces the 

prevalence of aggression in domestic dogs. However, dogs can also be selected for levels of aggression that exceed anything seen 

in nature. Improving our understanding of the features of brain histochemistry associated with aggressive behaviour and the genes 

that code for such features is the core of this ambitious project. 

 

Unfortunately, so-called ‘status’ dogs, such as pit-bull-terrier types that have been selected for inter-specific aggression, may be 

owned by humans with the worst reasons for keeping animals. The trend is for these animals and their poorly planned progeny to 

enter the shelter population, thus increasing the frequency of such dog types being presented for adoption. Shelter staff must  

determine whether the dog is of pit-bull type primarily from its appearance. If its appearance is acceptable, they must then decide 

whether it is safe to be re-sold. While shelters provide a filter for public safety, it is difficult to assess accurately any canine  

behavioural legacies of prior training and management mistakes. Shelter adoption rates may wane as the shelter population  

includes larger numbers of fighting-dog types. 

 

While the role of a dog’s environment on its potential for aggression is not denied, our project will focus on how behavioural  

analysis, neurohistochemistry and genotyping can characterise the most unpredictable dogs. Ultimately, we aim to develop genetic 

tools to improve the identification of safe companion dogs. Identifying dogs with a low genetic risk of aggression provides the  

opportunity for better socialisation, training and management. 

 

Dogmanship 

We hope to characterise the personality profiles, training techniques and other traits of successful animal trainers. We will then be 

better placed to determine the personality profiles of successful and less successful dog owners. These strategies are intended to 

identify the qualities of people who get on with dogs and, by inference, the attributes of those who struggle to relate to them. 

 

Despite a wealth of free information on dog behaviour and training, there is little information regarding the behaviour and  

personalities of those who train these dogs. We seem to assume that every dog owner has similar skills and attributes, which 

overlooks the reality that certain individuals are recognised as ‘dog people’ probably due to their proficiency at training and  

interpreting the body language of the dogs in their care. To our knowledge, no objective data exist on what makes these  

individuals so skilled. It has been proposed that consistency and timing, two characteristics common to effective trainers, allow 

animals to know precisely when and how to respond to a command. Despite this knowledge and the existence of outstanding 

trainers, there is still no guarantee of good results in practice. Many highly motivated dog owners report unwelcome behaviours 

and frustration in dog handling, despite having apparently adopted best practice. This suggests some disconnect between perceived 

best practice and the ability of every owner to deliver cues, rewards and learning opportunities. Therefore, a knowledge gap exists 

around the definition of the great dogmanship of expert practitioners and how best to translate learning theory and applied  

ethology into action for the average owner. This approach has the real potential to upskill dog owners to ensure that they get the 

most from their animals and, at the same time, to advance animal welfare. 
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The interactions between humans and horses have been effectively categorised to provide a template for how to interact with 

horses safely and this approach has been shown to deliver excellent results. The same approach has begun with the dog-human 

dyad: we are cataloguing all relevant interactions in the dog-human interface, to create a communication guide that will make good 

dogmanship accessible to the wider community. 

 

Dogs are too often blamed for behaviours that are the result of neglect, poor training and poor management (i.e., poor  

dogmanship). Identifying potential owners who need coaching before they acquire dogs may reduce behavioural wastage. 

 

Conclusion 

These three projects have the potential to improve our appreciation of why some dogs are predisposed to be dangerous when 

distressed, how some dogs capture our attention and how some of us capture theirs. Together they should advance our ability to 

communicate effectively with dogs in our care. 


