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The Language of Dogs

A dog’s primary method of communication is through body language. Humans are much less aware of what is being said to each other via posturing than are dogs since our language is portrayed by the vocalisation of the spoken word. 

Dogs have a clear and unmistakable language of messages and signals that are conveyed to each other and to us by posturing and occasionally by verbal communication.  The most recognizable of dog sounds is growling.  This can be during play or a signal that all is not well as in defence aggression or as a warning of a stranger's presence. Dogs also sneeze and snort; often when playing.  The Clumbers I care for do this, usually Falkor when he his playing with Brose, the sound is quite intense and is his way of reassuring Brose that the play is play and that all is OK. Dogs will also greet each other and sometimes people with these sounds, and often seems to be a greeting that also expresses appeasement and contentment.  Beamish has a greeting signal that is only used when she is happy at meeting me, it is a teeth chattering noise accompanied by lip curling and only happens along with tail wagging, if she is not happy at being left with me she lowers her head and places her tail between her legs, enlarges her eye expression and makes a sighing noise.  There is a ‘new’ puppy in the street, the first time Brose met him he was very exuberant and she warned him to stay away by maintaining eye contact, putting her weight forward and emitting a low growl.  This was the first negative greeting he had experienced and he cowered away trying to get behind his carers legs.  The second time we met him he went into an immediate ‘play bow’ from a distance of 6 yards away.  Brose accepted this form of greeting but demanded that it be periodically reinforced; she let him know this by freezing when he wanted to carry on playing. He ‘read’ her language perfectly and appeased her with the required play bows.  His reward was lots of play.  Chance, my sister’s Staffordshire Bull Terrier often diffuses rough play when with Brose by shaking – it is like a ‘time out’ signal used to regroup strategy and to get the breath back.   Our recent pack addition Sam has a very strong body language that is easy for us to read because it is so slow.  He uses his mass to communicate to Brose that he won’t stand for her strong management skills.  His favoured techniques are to calmly, but firmly approach her with tail out straight, ears forward, maintaining eye contact followed by placing his head, with weight forward, on to her shoulders at the base of the neck.  The first time he did this she froze; the shock was clearly displayed on her face. He is so much heavier than her and the point at which he placed his head is the spinal joint that she has occasional problems with; she went under the table, into her safety zone, until she decided to offer appeasement; the choice was hers to make and thankfully she choose correctly or a fight may have ensued. When Brose enters a situation that is different from what she is expecting she approaches with a curl to her body, horseshoe shaped, with her bum almost touching her nose! It is very strange to watch and out of all her ‘sentences’ this one took me the longest to understand.  The first time it happened we were out on our own practising recalls when my partner called me to say her grandson had had an accident in the garden and was at the hospital.  I called Brose in and as she approached me curled up, coming in at an odd angle, I thought at the time that she was behaving as if expecting a telling off, something I rarely do and never when the desired behaviour is accomplished.  I now realise that she was reacting to the unexpected stress in my voice, and more importantly, the excessive arm movements I was making in my attempt to make her hurry.  The second time was when we were out with Chance, who started to grumble at an approaching dog, she went in front of Chance exhibiting the same behaviour, distracting Chance from a potentially antisocial situation.  
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Last week she did it when entering Aunty Meryl’s garden, she was not expecting to see Meryl, who was talking to a stranger, and the greeting offered quickly changed from the usual leaps of joy to the curling, sideways approach.  My father would have termed this behaviour ‘submissive’ but it very clearly isn’t, it is like an interim behaviour that kicks in when the behaviour that was going to be offered is forced to change by circumstance.

By increasing our awareness’ of the meaning of all these signals and non oral “sentences” it is possible to begin to understand what is being communicated by dogs and why it is so important to understand them.  By using measurable terminology to explain the language that your dog is speaking you will gain a better insight into what your dog is communicating to you and others.  This is why I never use terms such as ‘submissive’ or ‘dominant’ especially when discussing pack hierarchy.  To explain how the terminology affects the measurement of behaviours I have included some examples for you to study.  I hope you find them useful.
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‘A recall is a recall is a recall – no one said anything about using the door’

Unmeasurable Terminology
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	(A) This is the dominant posture: The ears are up, the tail is raised high, and the chest is puffed out. It is trying to become as large as possible. By this position, the dog is saying “I’m the boss” to another dog, and sometimes a person. It is a challenge, and how the second dog responds is key. If the second dog responds with the same posture, they will fight. 
	(B) This is called the “play bow”. It indicates a desire to play, and is an invitation to participate in throwing the ball, a chase, etc. (What are you waiting for? PLAY!)
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	(C) This is also an invitation to play: The dog is sitting, relaxed, and offers a foot. Sometimes it will lean to one side while doing this.
	(D) Submission: This is in every way the opposite of dominant (Image “A”): The tail is tucked, the ears are back, and the dog “crouches”. It means “you’re the boss!” and the dog is trying to make itself as “small” as possible. When completely submissive, the dog will curl the lip and show its front teeth. This is not a threat, but rather an extreme expression of submission. 
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	(E) Relaxed: The ears and tail are held “loosely”; the dog is simply “relaxed” and observing.


Measurable Terminology - Edits in Blue Text
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	(A) This is the assertive, challenging posture: The ears are up, the tail is raised high, and the chest is puffed out. It is trying to become as large as possible. By this position, the dog is saying, "I'm the manager and want to be in control of this situation" to another dog, and sometimes a person. It is a communication of confidence, and how the second dog or person responds will determine the outcome. If the second dog or person does not offer appeasement or disinterest then it is possible an attack will occur. 
	(B) This is called the "play bow". It indicates a desire to play, and is an invitation to participate in throwing the ball, a chase, etc. (What are you waiting for? PLAY!) It is also used to diffuse (negative managing!) situations or to display appeasement.  Beamish does it when she is stressed and is demanding that Meryl takes her home.
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	(C) This can be an invitation to play, but is also a desire to receive appeasement.  Brose does this when she finally comes out from under the table after being exposed to something she doesn’t wish to be there or happen. The dog is sitting, relaxed, and offers a foot. Sometimes it will lean to one side while doing this.
	(D) Appeasement, compliance: This is in every way the opposite of challenge (Image "A"): The tail is tucked; the ears are back, and the dog "crouches". It means "I am diffusing this situation and accept your management of it", the dog is trying to make itself as "un- threatening" as possible. When completely acquiescent, the dog will curl the lip and show its front teeth. This is not a threat, but rather an extreme expression of communicating that “I agree with what you are saying” 
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	(E) Relaxed but attentive & alert: The position of the ears and tail is none threatening, the dog is waiting to respond.


