SHIPPED

Signs
of a happy dog?
Mouth slightly
open and relaxed
tongue and facial
expression.

Dogs can tell us
a lot about their
emotions without
having to say
a single word!
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What Your Dog
Is Really Saying
COMMUNICATION

Learn how to read the common—and sometimes surprising—
signals that dogs are trying to send us. BY MEGAN McMORRIS

Y

ou probably think
you know what your
dog is trying to say.
His tail wags—he’s
happy. He rolls over—
belly rub! And of course, that whine
in the kitchen is a surefire cue that
he simply wants his supper.
But your dog is also probably
sending you other, more subtle
signals that you are simply not
getting. “It’s just like human body
language, where you pick up cues
like hand-wringing, lip-licking
and yawning,” says dog trainer
Kris Denny, owner of Petlandia
Pet Care in Portland, Oregon.
“Dogs are the same way: They’re
constantly sending us messages,
but the average person doesn’t
always pick up on them.”
The easiest way to suss out a
dog’s body language is to assess his
TEMP—short for tail, eyes, mouth
and posture, says Laurie Coger,
D.V.M., owner of the Healthy Dog
Workshop in Albany, New York.
“Those four areas will tell you a lot

about what a dog is thinking.”
Ready to decipher all that your dog
is trying to communicate? Check
out the following things she may be
saying in her body language.

TAIL

We tend to put tail-wagging into
two major categories. A wagging
tail means your dog is happy and
excited; if it’s tucked between his
legs, he may be feeling a little timid.
But the tail can also be a signal of so
much more, says Coger.
 traight Up “When a dog sticks his
S
tail straight in the air, he’s trying
to make himself look bigger so he
doesn’t have to fight,” notes Coger.
Horizontal A tail straight out
indicates that he/she is sizing
up the situation; the dog is alert
but not necessarily taking an
aggressive stance.
The Low, Slow Wag This is an
indication that your dog is feeling
nervous and may be getting

ready to pounce. “It’s similar to
something you might see with a
cat,” says Coger.
Left or Right A 2013 Italian
study found that the direction
of a tail wag matters: Wagging
more to the right can be a sign of
companionship and friendliness,
while a left-leaning wag can
indicate anxiety.

EYES

Eyes are the windows to the soul, but
if you pay attention, they can also
cue you to a dog’s mood.
 ard Eye Contact While eye
H
contact is generally thought to be
a good thing, particularly among
humans, that’s not always the case
with canines. “Dogs making eye
contact can mean anything from
‘Is it time for a treat?’ to assessing
whether you’re a threat,” says
Coger. “That’s why it’s always
important to talk to the owner
to interpret the meaning of the
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stare-down. With some dogs, when
they are assessing you at first, it’s
best to ignore them until they have
decided you’re not a threat.”
Soft Eye Contact Unlike hard eye
contact, which can be a dog’s way to
decide if you’re safe, soft eye contact
is a way of showing love. Think of
this as a more relaxed look, often
half squinting, with an adoring gaze
rather than a stare. “Once trust is
very well-established with
a dog, soft and extended eye contact
can be bonding during a snuggle
or while relaxing and is typically
reserved for family members or
very trusted friends,” says Denny.
She adds that this eye contact
helps release the “love” hormone,
oxytocin, in your dog’s brain.
Showing the Whites Seeing the
whites of a dog’s eyes—called
oil or whale eye—is a common
stress signal. “It’s a displacement
behavior, where the dog is trying
to look away from and escape the
situation,” explains Denny. “It’s
one of the first cues we see when
a dog is slightly uncomfortable.”

MOUTH

Religion is a smile on a dog, sings
Edie Brickell in “What I Am.”
But not all dog smiles are alike,
says Coger.
 ulling Teeth Back This is
P
what’s known as a submissive
grin, where a dog pulls his teeth
back slightly to show he’s not a
threat either to other animals
or people (sometimes you’ll see
it on those guilty-dog photos
going around Facebook).
Licking Lips and Panting
These are generally nervous
gestures that can signal stress
or discomfort.
Yawning Just like people, dogs
yawn—but not just because
they are tired. Yawning can
sometimes be a sign that a dog
is stressed and wants to leave
the situation, explains Coger.
On the other hand, yawning
can also signal excitement (like
when your dog is waiting to go
on her walk and, in her opinion,
you’re taking too long).

POSTURE

Dogs can say a lot through a stance.
Hackling/Stiffening While hackling
(raising the hairs that run along
a dog’s back from neck to tail) is
typically a dog’s attempt to look
bigger, it depends on the context.
“Hackling is one of the many signals
we can observe in a dog when
they are aroused or stimulated by
something in their environment,”
says Denny. “If you see it along with
freezing and showing the whites of
their eyes, the dog may be about to
snap. But if it’s the only sign, it could
indicate excitement.”
Leaning Away Just like humans
may try to get away from something
that’s bothering us, dogs can do the
same with their body language, adds
Denny. “If a dog is looking away or
ignoring the situation, that dog is
saying he’s not comfortable.”
Shaking Off Beyond getting rid of
water, a dog shaking his body can
be a sign of anxiety, says Denny.
“The dog is literally shaking off the
stressful situation,” she explains.

I N T E R AC T ION S

Meeting a New Dog
Learning a dog’s
body language
isn’t only useful for
communicating with
your own dog. It’s also
vital when encountering
a new-to-you dog.
While most dogs may
seem happy to greet
a stranger, others
might need a minute to
warm up to you. Talk
to the owner first and
adjust your own body
language. Here are
three ways to ensure
a smooth interaction.
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DO

Pay more attention
to the owner.
“Always take the lead
from the owner when
you are approaching
another dog, asking
if it’s okay to pet their
dog,” says Laurie
Coger, D.V.M. “Many
times, just simply
talking to the owner
while letting the dog
check you out for
a minute is all it takes
for them to warm
up to you.”

DON’T

Move too quickly.
“This is the most
common mistake
people make when
approaching a new
dog,” Coger says.
“If you approach at a
moderate pace, you’re
giving the dog enough
time to check you
out, rather than
barreling at him, which
can be startling.”

DO

Approach
from the side.
It’s less threatening
than coming at a dog
straight on. “Speak
calmly and use the
back of your hand to
stroke the dog’s chest
or side,” says Denny.
“This allows the dog
to see your hand, and
it’s less threatening.
Of course, not all dogs
need these cautionary
measures, but it’s best
to assume they do!”
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Dogs are more
likely to yawn
or lick their lips
when they’re
nervous.
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