Are you listening?  Dogs can talk you know…
We all possess certain signs that signify “I won’t hurt you; I am a nice wolf/dog/person.”  We must learn to inhibit our aggression-otherwise the pack will not survive.

In this country, making direct eye contact and reaching out to shake hands are seen as proper greeting behaviors.  If someone refused to look at you or shake your hand, you would feel uncomfortable or even suspicious.  In other countries, direct eye contact and shaking hands might be a threat or perceived as the height of bad manners.

While dogs do show some threat signals-growling, barking, lunging, teeth baring-they show even more signals to avoid conflict.

We must put dogs and dog behavior into perspective:

· Dogs are NOT fuzzy kids with four legs, they are dogs and therefore they behave like dogs.

· People are NOT naked dogs with two legs, therefore most people cannot understand dog behavior.

· We misinterpret dog behavior.

· Dogs misinterpret human behavior.

Dogs NO NOT feel human emotions like guilt, shame, jealousy etc; They are dogs and are a different species with whom we have chosen to share our homes.  They do, however, have a very strict system of manners with fitting responses that they can clearly understand.

Humans are for the most part clueless regarding dogs communication because we are not dogs.  We seem to have this persistent misconception that that apparently is difficult to let go of-that dogs are really people in disguise.
Dog communication is accomplished through a series of complex sounds, facial and body movements, and scents.  The combination changes all the time and the meanings can be different each time.  If the first series of signs given by a dog is ignored they will be repeated and if still ignored they will gradually increase in severity and additional signs and behaviors w ill be added until the dog makes its point. 

For instance if a person is doing something that the dog regards as threatening; the dog may signal in a non verbal way that he is not happy with their behavior.  If the person doesn’t notice these signals (usually they don’t) and continues the unwanted behavior the dog will signal again.  The dog will continue to try to give signals until the signals become verbal (growling and snarling).  At this point the dog has signaled continuously as politely as it could and sees no other alternative.  If the human were to continue to ignore the signals or to punish the dog for signaling the dog may snap or bite at this point.

Of course people say that this behavior “came out of nowhere” but they didn’t the person simply did not see or ignored the signals and the dog felt desperate to make their point.  

As we all know life is stressful and we have to deal with it.  What we have to understand is that dogs need to learn to deal with routine stressors as well.  We can teach dogs to accept certain stressors through training and socialization but others we have no control over.  

Here are some stressors for puppies and young dogs:

· Mother dog is stressed 

· Born into a puppy mill-likely taken from mother and siblings too soon, truck or plane ride, stress of being at pet store

· Change in environment (moving into new home)

· Isolation from humans and other dogs, lack of proper food and water

· Tail docking, dewclaw removal, ear cropping

· Travel
· Lack of proper socialization

*Note*  Some of these stressors in puppies can have lifelong consequences-others can be avoided or handled very carefully

Adult dogs under stress:

· Moving, being given up for adoption, dumped or abandoned

· Suddenly taking a dog new places without proper preparation through training or socialization

· Competition such as dog shows or agility etc.

· Lack of socialization as a puppy

· Illness

· Too much or too little exercise

· Punishment

· Grooming

· Dog unsure of position in pack (household) * note this can be in the human “pack” or canine pack*

· Being corrected or punished for fearful behavior

· Inconsistency in training

· Veterinary visits

· Boarding

Knowing more about what causes stress can help us avoid it or prepare for it if it cannot be avoided.  Also we may be more accepting of certain behaviors that occur in an overly stressed dog than in a dog that isn’t stressed…dogs in veterinary clinics or hospitals are under a lot of stress most of the time and this MUST be taken into consideration when handling them.  We do not want to punish or allow anything negative to happen to dogs while in a veterinary setting this can have consequences in the dog’s behavior for future visits.  We must always try our best to provide a positive and trusting environment for them and reward them for good behavior.  This means taking time to read the signals the 

dog gives out and to give out our own signals correctly.  
Doggie communication signals:

Calming Signals:
· Head turning away 

· Eyes turning away

· Yawning

· Sniffing 

· Head turn

· Whining

· Grass eating 

· Drinking water

· Blinking

· Sneezing

· Avoidance

Play signals:

· Paw raised

· Play bow

· Barking

·  Rolling over

· “Boxing”

· Happy pant

· Smiling

· Slow tail wag

Challenge signals:

· Barking

· Growling

· Hackles up

· Tail tip wag with stiff tail

· Neck arched or erect

· Mounting

· Placing paw on shoulder

Fear signals:

· Barking

· Growling

· Howling

· Drooling

· Whining

· Slow reluctant movements

· Hackles up

· Panting

Submission Signals:

· Eyes turning away

· Presenting belly

· Grinning

· Frantically wagging tail

· Licking lips and/or air
· Squinting eyes
· Puffing lips

Anxiety signals:

· Drooling

· Nose running

· Hackles up

· Frozen in place

· Hiding

· Spinning

· Pacing

· Growling

· Whining

· Licking lips

· Yawning

· Panting excessively

· Wrinkled forehead

· Diarrhea

· Urination

Human signals to dogs that are rude (How NOT speak dog!):

· Leaning over the dog

· Putting your face in the dogs face

· Patting dog on top of head

· Walking straight into dog

· Direct eye contact with strange dog

· Hands reaching down to dog

· Hugging dog around the neck

· Grabbing dog abruptly
· Reaching into cage for dog

· Scruff shakes

· Yelling

· Forcing dog into position such as a sit or down

You can teach dogs to accept some of these signals and you should; but when approaching unknown, shy, fearful or dominant dogs you should avoid using these signals at all in order to not stress the dog and to decrease the likelihood of fear on the dog’s behalf and of the chance of you being bitten or injured.  

Human signals to greet dogs and to avoid stress (How TO speak dog!)

· Avert your eyes

· Avert your face
· Turn your back on the dog

· Walk away slowly

· Freeze in position

· Yawn

· Lick your lips

· Sit

· Lie down

· Kneel on the ground and pluck grass

· Turn sideways

· Blink

· Walk parallel to the dog

Instead of forcing ourselves on dogs, we can use these signals to entice them to come to us.  A typical human to dog greeting might be the following:

· Glance in the dogs direction  and quickly avert your eyes or blink a few times

· While looking away lick your lips and yawn

· Glance back again; then turn your head and body away from the dog

· Move away slowly for a few steps

· Squat or kneel down, turning your body sideways to the dog

· Keep your hands to yourself, let your arms naturally by your side and wait for the dog to approach you.

If at any time the dog sniffs the ground, avoids you, yawns or licks his lips you may answer him back with some of your own signals.  Be sure to discontinue the approach and just move away slowly.  Never pressure a dog to say “Hello” this is just setting them up to be more nervous or afraid.

Always remember as veterinary employees we here to help dogs and frightening them or having to manhandle them is never helpful.  Allow the dogs to come to you and give them a few minutes to adjust before attempting to handle them.  You can simply sit in the floor and being speaking to the client while you allow the dog to approach you.  Always have the client hand you the leash if at all possible and try to use choker or slip style leads for greater control.  As a technician please remember not to try to “train” the dog in the room or to offer training advice unless the client solicits it.  You can and will offend some clients otherwise.  If the clients ask or if the dog is unruly you may offer to let them speak to a trainer when they are finished seeing the doctor.  Do not offer sick pets owners training advice or information save that for the well pets.

As a member of our kennel staff please be as kind as possible to the dogs under your care.  Make very effort to understand them and how they may feel being left here alone without their owners and do not judge them if they are afraid or act aggressive.  Use the signals you have learned here to try to communicate better with the dogs and to ease their stress.  Always remember not to force yourself upon a dog and allow it to come to you.  

Anytime any staff member is in doubt or needs help with a dog ask a trainer before the dog is freaked out rather than after it is better to try to calm the dog too soon rather than too late…
