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Many a dog trainer has received the typical call 
regarding cat-dog troubles in which the dog 
is chasing the cat.  This makes sense on many 

fronts, because dogs can be notorious for predatory 
chase behavior, and a dog trainer or dog behavior 
professional is an obvious resource to solve the problem. 
While I certainly see my share of the ‘”dog chases cat” 
conundrum, as a cat and dog behavior professional, I am 
also called in on the flip side of the situation. Yes indeed, 
there are cats out there that are terrorizing innocent dogs 
within the walls of inter-species households and beyond. 

You may initially scoff at the idea of a cat causing 
serious damage to a dog that is most likely much larger 
than himself, but even a cursory examination of the 
domestic cat’s physiology will convince you of her deadly 
abilities. Cats are one of the most perfect predators on 
the planet, having been designed with multiple defensive 
and offensive weapons, capable of inflicting serious 
damage on anyone from the tiniest bug to the largest 
human. A mouth full of sharp teeth can snap vertebrae 
or chomp a serious gouge out of a dog’s snout in seconds. 
Simultaneously, four paws wielding at least four, and 
up to eight, razor sharp daggers each are prepped to 
disembowel prey or gouge a dog’s eye out. Cats also have 
superb flexibility and climbing ability, two key elements 
allowing perfect placement for an ambush from above.  
If all else fails, they are fleet of foot and those two front 
paws can pack a serious swat punch, ideal for a strike 
and retreat strategy!

Now that you have gained a measure of respect for the 
domestic cat, I can extol the more gentle side of the most 
popular pet in America. Cats are masters of their world, 
not only surviving but thriving in the human-made 
environment. The flexibility of their social system allows 
them to successfully navigate interactions with many 
other species including the domestic dog. In fact, for a 
dose of serious cuteness simply look at all of the adorable 
“cat and dog love each other” videos on YouTube! Cats and 
dogs share many similarities and can be great friends or 
bitter enemies, and in the real world, few ongoing conflicts 
have inflexible ”perpetrator” and ”victim” roles.  The 
overused but ever accurate cliché, “It takes two to tango” is 
applicable to most cat-dog conflicts. Read on to understand 
why things may not be working out from the cat side of the 
equation in an inter-species relationship, and what can be 
done to improve interactions in the household. 

Sensitive and Reactive

The nervous system of the domestic cat is highly 
sensitive, to enable faster-than-the-speed-of-thought 
reflexes and quick action. While beneficial in a hunting 
or flight situation, that reactivity can contribute to 
trouble when the cat in question responds to a stimulus 
in a non-dog-friendly manner. For example, your indoor 

cat may be faced with an unpleasant intrusion from an 
inaccessible neighborhood cat and redirect an otherwise 
appropriate response on an inappropriate target: the dog. 
Make sense?

And to make matters even more challenging, cats can 
remain in a highly aroused state for hours, which means 
that the attack behavior can occur long after the initial 
triggering incident. Remember the frustrated cat above? 
Think of him as cat A. Hours later when another cat in 
the household (cat B) hisses because you accidentally 
step on his tail, cat A immediately launches into full dog-
attack mode again. This can happen for several reasons: 
it may seem  apparent in cat A’s mind that the dog is a 
trouble-making evil-doer, at it again causing cat B harm. 
Or perhaps the dog becomes a repeat target because the 
neurochemical flood during the morning dog-attack 
sequence reinforces the cat’s behavior. Whatever the 
reason behind the behavior, each occurrence makes 
repeat performances more likely.  

As an added bonus, if there are multiple cats in the home, 
they may engage in a mob mentality-type behavior in 
which one cat launches an attack and triggers the other 
cats to engage as well.  Cat B in the above scenario would 
trigger cat A to attack the hapless dog, which would 
then trigger cat B to also attack the dog. If you think this 
sounds a bit far-fetched, I can vouch for the validity of 
similar scenarios because I have actually lived through 
them and have had the pleasure of starting from scratch to 
reestablish neutral interspecies relationships in the house.

See video of how terribly stressful it is for my dog Zen 
when he is a target of feline dissatisfaction. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mytmzq0xW3M
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fvRa1jIl50UTriggers

The Cat Is Attacking the Dog! 
(Yes, You Read That Right)
Jacqueline Munera, CCBC, PCBC, CAP2
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Distress in the Household

Everyone everywhere should at this point be familiar 
with at least the basics of how damaging ongoing negative 
stress is to a person’s mental, physical and emotional 
health. Unfortunately, the cats and dogs sharing our lives 
also share any tension, frustration and discord that are 
present in a household. Cats can be particularly sensitive 
to inter-relationship issues amongst the humans in their 
family.  Ongoing human problems can contribute to high 
arousal levels and anxiety in the non-human family 
members, which can be exhibited through problem 
behaviors such as urine marking, destructive behavior 
and aggressive or antisocial interactions. The cat may 
become the “policeman” of the house passing out 
corporal punishment for the slightest infraction.

Cat attacks dog while tugging with kid: http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=9_-nwPTfCFQ&feature=related 

Resource Issues 

Cats have time-sharing techniques and a flexible social 
structure that have helped them successfully navigate 
a variety of environments. However, they can also be 
highly protective of their prized possessions, such as a 
favorite lounging spot, a valued human companion or the 
piece of property with the best lizard hunting around. 
Cats tend to engage in a “chase the potential thief away” 
type strategy to protect their own access to a desired 
resource. If the strategy is successful, which it often is, 
the cat may test out the behavior in other situations and 
start bullying the dog in various ways. 

Cat attacks dog: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8-
MuGgmiJc0&feature=related 

Solutions

Now that you recognize how legitimately disruptive 
and stressful it can be to live with a cat that is aggressive 
towards a dog in the family, it is time to explore a few 
solutions.  While many people in the general public seem 
unaware that cats are actually trainable, as a dog behavior 
professional, you will be pleased to know that they abide 
by the same principles of learning as every other species. 
This means that with some thought about the species-
typical behavior of cats, modifying the behavior of a cat 
aggressing toward a dog is really not that scary after all. 
Operant and respondent conditioning techniques can 
be used to change the cat’s perception of, and reaction 
to, the triggering situations. Additionally, just like with 
dogs, teaching alternative incompatible behaviors can 
help the cat build impulse control skills that transfer to 
other situations in the household. 

Reframe the Picture

Once you determine the specific triggers and contextual 
cues that initiate aggressive behavior from the cat, you 
can use counterconditioning to reframe the situation 
and make it look different to the cat. The book Control 
Unleashed (by Leslie McDevitt) is packed with great ideas 
that are highly effective with cats. For example, reframe 
barking from a scary event into a signal that scrumptious 

Just like in many behavior modification situations, it 
is important to determine antecedents to the undesired 
behavior. What triggers the cat to chase or attack the dog? 
Just as with dogs, consider all elements of the situation 
including all kinds of stimuli (sights, smells, and sounds, 
locations, time of day, etc.), the actions of entities inside 
and outside of the house, and any history of reinforcement 
for the aggressive behavior. 

Sight 

Vision is usually the easiest sense for most humans 
to consciously access and evaluate for impact on the 
behavior of our cats and dogs. We can often determine 
the source of our cat or dog’s distress by following the 
line of their visual focus. Motion can trigger a predatory 
response in cats, just as it does in dogs. Hence, it makes 
sense that a pup-in-motion might just make for a nice bit 
of predatory target practice.

Scent

Cats can be extremely sensitive and reactive to scents 
in their environment and on individuals in the home. 
While most cats and dogs will vigorously investigate a 
new scent, some cats become highly aroused and will 
hiss at, or actually attack, the bearer of the scent. This is 
especially important to understand if you have dogs that 
traverse the world outside of your home as most dogs do. 
Your dog is walking around barefoot, gathering an array 
of threatening scents on his paws and then depositing 
those scents around the house. 

Sound

Sound can play a variety of roles in cat-dog interrelation 
issues, most obviously as a frightening stimulus or as a 
learned indicator of a negative event. Cats and dogs 
both have far more acute hearing than we do, and it 
easy to understand that some sounds could be scary 
or unpleasant. Think about how terrifying fireworks, 
vacuum cleaners and lawnmowers would be if you didn’t 
know much about them except that they are horrifically 
loud and hurt your sensitive ears. Unfortunately, 
sometimes a frightening sound can trigger a redirected 
attack on a dog in the house, particularly if a pattern of 
previous incidents has been established. 

Cat attacks babysitter: http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=w4luuBbMUeY&feature=related 

Sounds can also become signals that something negative is 
about to happen, which triggers the cat to react aggressively. 
Dogs tend to inform us of suspicious, alarming or exciting 
events by barking.  Is someone at the door? Did the neighbor 
just get home from work? Or is a leaf blowing down the street 
two miles away? Then bark! This can be a particular issue 
in households with anxious or fearful cats that are pushed 
over threshold by frequent high-arousal barking sessions. 
The cat may then relate other sounds, such as the dog’s 
toenails clicking on the tile floor, as precursors to the main 
negative event. At that point, the cat begins to be reinforced 
for the attack behavior because the dog is stopped from the 
barking session. 
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snacks are available at the kitty tree! Begin with low level 
stimuli in order to keep Kitty under his arousal threshold 
during the sessions.

Embrace the Alternatives

Just like with dogs, we can’t expect cats not to engage 
in behavior we deem undesirable unless we teach them 
which behaviors we do want.  If you have read any of my 
prior cat articles this year, you can probably guess my 
favorite alternative behavior for cats! The ever-versatile 
Go to Mat is easy to train and can be used to help your 
cat develop impulse control. During arousing situations, 
it provides a specific activity for your cat to do instead of 
chasing or attacking the dog. Teaching the cat to relax on 
the mat can help Kitty learn to think through excitement 
rather than just reacting. 

Jazzy uses her mat to maintain self control: http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=NafTWGsuYBw  

Address the Human Element

Dog professionals are well aware of the “leash effect,” 
in which a tight leash transmits the handler’s tension 
while interfering with the dog’s communicative ability. 
Although cats are not generally on leash in the house, 
the same principle applies: the actions of the humans 
influence the actions of the cat. Confident, calm humans 
who are able to keep their wits about them during a crisis 
will be able to provide a strong behavior example to a cat 
who is unsure or anxious about a situation. Unfortunately, 
the opposite is also true; that same cat can be pushed over 
threshold by a human’s anxious interference. 

There are two primary ways to deal with a problematic 
human element in the household: fix the problem or 
change the cat’s perception, and hence their reaction, to 
the problem. Ideally, we would all live in harmonious 
families in which cooperation, support and happiness 
are the norm and distress is all but non-existent. In 
reality, even the most loving and functional families 
still have elements that can contribute to distress in the 
family pets. Most cat and dog behavior professionals are 
unable to deal with serious human behavior disorders, 
as that is outside our area of expertise. The scope of our 
practices is limited to the non-humans in the family.  You 
can, however, introduce the idea that the behavior of the 
family cat or dog is influenced by the humans’ behavior, 
which must be addressed in order to successfully achieve 
their cat-dog interaction goals. Sometimes a client can 
use basic tips on pausing and taking a deep breath before 
reacting to a stressful stimulus. I usually have mini-
sessions in which I teach my clients to close their eyes 
and visualize the behavior they want from their cat in 
order to help them focus on how to achieve that goal. 

I often find that the second option is by far the easier and 
more effective route to take for reducing the negative impact 
humans in the household have on the behavior of the cat 
or dog. You may not be able to convince the gruff man of 
the house to softly blink and squint his eyes each time he 
looks at the cat, but you can reframe the cat’s impression of 
what hard staring eyes indicate.  Kids wrestling is a cue to 
go lie in the kitty bed. Teenagers yelling at the TV indicates 
that your human has your favorite brush ready for a 
drool-inducing grooming session. Crying baby signals 
tasty chicken snacks time!  As you can see, this strategy 
quickly removes any impetus for chasing or attacking the 
family dog. Previously distressing signals come to indicate 
pleasurable events and provide an opportunity to engage 
in alternative behaviors more acceptable to the human 
element of the household.

Happy Ending

It should be clear by now that it is not a laughing matter 
when a client says their dog is being abused by the family 
cat. Fortunately, you now have more tools with which 
to help these households successfully integrate the two 
most popular companion animal species in the world. 
Take a bit of species-typical behavior knowledge about 
domestic cats, add your already extensive dog behavior 
and training skills, and get happier clients as a result!

Jacqueline Munera, CCBC, PCBC, CAP 2, is an IAABC CC 
BC and is co-instructor of the Companion Animal Sciences 
Institute’s Diploma of Feline Behavior program. As owner of 
Positive Cattitudes in Tampa, FL, she coaches human clients 
on how to live in harmony with their cats and dogs, while 
encouraging people to push the boundaries of what they think 
cats are capable of.  Jacqueline presents internationally on a 
variety of cat training and behavior topics and has published 
multiple cat related articles. Jacqueline and Jazzmanda are 
the first human-cat team in the world to pass level 2 of Kay 
Laurence’s challenging test of clicker training skills, the 
Competency Assessment Programme (CAP). You can contact 
her or see some of her cat training and behavior 
videos at www.PositiveCattitudes.com.

The Tango Cliché 
You may have noticed that this article is a bit biased 

towards learning some whys and wherefores of cat-
on-dog aggression with sparse dog-on-cat detail. This 
is only because there are many high quality training 
and behavior modification resources already available 
that address the dog side of the story in minute detail. It 
is NOT meant to be taken as a statement on the ”guilt” 
or ”innocence” of either species involved in a cat-dog 
conflict. As previously mentioned, it usually “takes 
two to tango” in cat-dog problem interactions. Many 
serious conflict situations grow out of multiple low-
grade negative encounters that cultivate a distressing 
dynamic between participants. For example, in my 
own home, one dog began mild resource guarding 
in a specific situation against one of the cats. After a 
few months of negligence on my part to resolve the 
issue, it had grown into a scary situation in which two 
dogs and three cats were having serious altercations 
multiple times a day. Many times, a dog behavior 
professional called in to assist in a cat-dog issue will 
only address the dog half of the relationship. It is 
much more effective to address all participants in a 
manner specific to their role in the problem behavior.
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