How Dogs Communicate: Decoding Your
Dog's Silent Language

Understanding dog body language is like learning a foreign language where the "words
are expressed through ears, tails, and eye movements. Because dogs cannot speak,
they use their entire bodies to communicate their emotions and intentions.

The Golden Rule: Always look at the whole picture. Never interpret a
single signal—like a wagging tail or pinned ears—in isolation.

1. Relaxed and Social Behaviors

When a dog is comfortable, their body appears "curvy," soft, and fluid. These are signs
that your dog is at ease and open to interaction.

Body: Loose and wiggly. They may even exhibit a "hip sway" when they walk.
Eyes: Soft, squinty, or almond-shaped. The whites of the eyes should not be
prominent.

e Mouth: A relaxed "smile" position. The mouth is slightly open, the jaw is loose,
and the tongue may be lolling out.

e Tail: A middle-height, relaxed wag. A circular "helicopter wag" usually indicates
high levels of joy.

e Ears: Held in a neutral position (neither pinned tightly back nor pitched sharply
forward).

2. Signs of Stress and Uncertainty

These are often called "displacement behaviors." The dog is communicating that they
are uncomfortable and are trying to calm themselves down or signal that they need

space.

The Yawn: A wide yawn that occurs when the dog is not actually tired.

Lip Licking: A quick flick of the tongue over the nose when food is not present.
Whale Eye: The dog turns their head away but keeps their eyes fixed on you,
showing the white crescents of their eyes. This is a major indicator of anxiety.
Panting: Heavy breathing that isn't caused by heat or recent exercise.

Paw Lift: Lifting one front paw off the ground while standing still.



e Shaking Off: A full-body shake (like they are wet) after a stressful interaction to
"reset" their nervous system.

3. Distance-Increasing Warning Signals

At this stage, the dog is no longer just "uncomfortable"—they are actively demanding
space. Ignoring these signals significantly increases the risk of a bite.

e The Freeze: The dog becomes as stiff as a statue. This is often the "calm before
the storm".
Hard Stare: A fixed, unblinking, and intense gaze directed at a person or animal.
The Low Growl: A vital verbal warning. Never punish a growl; it is the dog’s
way of saying "I'm scared" without biting. If you punish the growl, the dog may
bite without warning next time.

e Cowering: Tucking the tail tightly between the legs and lowering the body to the
floor to appear as small as possible.

e Raised Hackles (Piloerection): Hair on the back or shoulders standing up.
While this can mean over-excitement, it is often a sign of high arousal or
defensiveness.

Common Myths Debunked

e "But his tail was wagging!"” A wagging tail only indicates emotional arousal; it
does not always mean friendliness. A fast, stiff, vibrating wag held high can
actually be a warning of an impending attack.

e "He looks guilty because he knows he did something wrong." The "guilty
look" (tucked ears, slinking away) is actually appeasement behavior. The dog is
reacting to your angry tone or body language and is trying to placate you to stop
the perceived "attack".

Pro-Tips for Success

1. Respect the "No": If a dog turns their head away or walks off, let them go.
Forcing interaction is a leading cause of bites.

2. Consent Testing: Every few seconds during petting, stop. If the dog nudges
your hand, they want more; if they stay still or move away, they are finished.



3. Watch the Mouth: A closed, tight mouth is a sign of tension. A soft, open mouth
is a sign of relaxation.

For a visual deep-dive, check out Dog Body Language 101.



https://www.fearfreehappyhomes.com/video/dog-body-language-101/

