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Almost half of school children reported that they were bitten
(Beck & Jones,1985; Spiegel, 2000) and in other research, 20%
of dog-owning parents reported their child bitten (Wilson,
Dwyer and Bennett, 2003, see also Lakestani, Donaldson,
Verga & Waran, 2006). Child-initiated interactions with the
dog trigger up to 86 % of injuries at home. Recently, it was
found that young children do not discriminate a dogs body sig-
nals, but look mainly at the dogs face (Lakestani et al., 2006).
While there has been anecdotal evidence that children mis-
take an angry, teeth-baring dog face for a smiling one, there is
to date no systematic empirical evidence on the misinterpre-
tation of dogs facial expressions. We tested 4-, 5-, 6-year-old
children and adults on neutral, aggressive and happy human
and dog facial expressions. Results show that while adults
make hardly any mistakes (less than 1%) on both stimulus
types (dog and human faces), 69% of 4-year-olds interpreted
aggressive dog faces as smiling and happy. Five-year-olds show
35% and 6-year-olds 25% misinterpretations whereas they are
over 90% correct on all human facial expressions. This result
indicates a severe lack in interpretation abilities in children of
facial expressions of dogs which could contribute to the high
incidence of dog bites, especially in younger children. Given
this result, we can advise children and parents to prevent inju-
ries and inform dog bite prevention programmes to help pre-
vent further dog bite incidents.
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http://injuryprevention.bmj.com/

