
PetPlace.com - Article: Dog-Human Communication

 Dog-Human Communication by: Dr. Nicholas Dodman 

  Show all sections  

Body Language

"He wants to go out." 
"He wants you to play with him." 
"He wants you to pet him." 
"He doesn't like you doing that." 

Dog owners spend a lot of time interpreting and acting on their dog's vocal and 
body language signals. It is an ongoing and interactive non-verbal discourse 
between members of two completely different species. Let’s look into how this 
happens a little more closely. 

Vocal Communication

Dogs are not big on vocal communication, but they do produce various types and 
intensities of sounds, ranging from whimpering and muttering to growling and 
barking, and, through this means, achieve some crude communication with other 
dogs and humans. Dogs may be better at communicating with humans in this way 
than with other dogs. 

For example:

●       Dog barks furiously (high energy bark – excitement over seeing a squirrel on 
TV)
●       We try opening the door (maybe he wants to go out?)
●       Dog thinks we're strange – but registers what has transpired
●       Dog wants to go out – tries a few things that don't work and then remembers 
the effect of barking. Tries it out and it works
●       Stimulus-response association is strengthened and high energy barking 
becomes the signal for going out

The corollary to this communication struggle is human/dog vocal communication. 
Dogs are by no means linguists: For them, English is a second language. But they 
do recognize a number of human sounds and are particularly attuned to hard 
consonants; sounds like "cuh" and "teh" (the word CAT is particularly easy for a 
dog to appreciate). The late, great Barbara Woodhouse knew this all too well and 
she favored (and popularized) one-word commands like siT, ouT, waiT, and 
stoppiT. Dogs can learn literally hundreds of human sounds, but they are no good 
at stringing them together. You can teach a dog to sit when you say SIT and you 
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can teach him the word DINNER, but when you tell him "SIT IN YOUR DINNER" he 
will be at a loss as to what to do. That's where body language comes in to fill the 
communication gap.

Body Language Communication

Here the talents are reversed. Dogs are experts at sending and receiving body 
language signals and, in contrast, we are dumb clucks. The signs dogs use to 
communicate with each other are fairly well known and include certain facial 
expressions, body postures and movements (see Dog to Dog Communication.) 

Of course, dogs try using these expressions to communicate with humans, 
assuming that we speak the same language. Some people understand what they 
see - and some don't. Although most humans understand extremes, such as the 
threatening expressions and postures of attack, the subtleties of canine “signing” 
are often overlooked or misconstrued.

Some people, rightly or wrongly, apply their own interpretation of dogs’ body 
language. For example, the submissive grin of a self-effacing terrier may be 
interpreted by owners as a smile. The owners laugh and reward the behavior, 
which is thus conditioned and will later occur on cue; "Have you seen Bonzo 
smile?" an owner might ask her friend. On hearing the word SMILE, Bonzo then 
approaches, head and neck bowed and body wiggling, as he displays a super-
reinforced submissive grin that looks for all the world like a human smile. Because 
everyone is happy about this novel event, the smile even appears to occur in 
context. 

We humans aren't well versed in body language but we do have a little of our own. 
We stare in indignation and defiance. We crane our necks forward and jut out our 
chins by way of threat and lower our heads in submission and shame. We don't do 
much wiggling of our ears, and we don't have a tail to wag, but we do have hands 
that point or threaten. Even though dogs may not initially cotton on to the full 
significance of human hand jive, they do eventually get the message. Skillful 
trainers learn the importance of conveying a mix of signs, ranging from direct eye 
contact and forward body movement to hand signals, when giving a command. One 
deaf Dalmation, Hogan, knows 45 words of American Sign Language so the 
potential for learning in the signing department is large. Also, it has been recently 
shown that dogs can follow our gestures to find hidden objects. The fact that dogs 
display this talent means that dogs have evolved to understand us, their human 
caregivers, more than was previously believed possible. 
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Intelligent Content Corporation, through its on-line properties, provides general veterinarian health and 
well-being information for the express purpose of educating the users of these properties. The 
information is provided for the sole purpose of enhancing the user's knowledge and understanding of 
general animal health issues of particular interest to the user. This information is in no way intended to 
be used to diagnose, direct treatment for, or as a prognosis of any health condition of any animal and 
should not be used as a substitute for obtaining professional veterinary advice in a specific situation. 
Please keep in mind that the site (PetPlace.com) is for reference, NOT for consultation. Never 
disregard veterinary advice or delay in seeking it as a result of information provided on PetPlace.com. 
If your pet is showing any signs of distress or you suspect your pet is seriously ill, CONTACT 
YOUR VETERINARIAN immediately.

All of the information presented on this website was developed by Intelligent Content 
Corporation staff members and is the sole responsibility of Intelligent Content Corporation.

COPYRIGHT AND TRADEMARKS
PetPlace.com and the PetPlace.com symbol are trademarks and service marks of Intelligent Content 
Corporation. All other product or service names mentioned herein are the trademarks of their 
respective owners.

The compilation of this site (meaning the collection, arrangement and assembly) and all software used 
to provide the site (the “Software”), as well as all content available at this site, such as text, graphics, 
logos, button icons, images, clips, and/or other content (collectively “Content”), is the property of 
Intelligent Content Corporation and/or its suppliers and is protected by U.S. and international copyright 
laws. The Content and Software may be used only as your personal information resource. Any other 
use, unless otherwise authorized in writing by Intelligent Content Corporation and/or its suppliers, 
including the framing, linking to, reproduction, modification, distribution, transmission, republication, 
display, or performance, of the content on this site is strictly prohibited without the express written 
consent of Intelligent Content Corporation. Except as expressly and unambiguously provided herein, 
Intelligent Content Corporation and its suppliers do not grant you any express or implied rights under 
any copyrights, trademarks, or other intellectual or industrial property rights.

USE OF SITE
This site or any portion of this site may not be reproduced, duplicated, copied, sold, resold, or 
otherwise exploited for any commercial purpose that is not expressly permitted by Intelligent Content 
Corporation in a writing signed by an executive of the Company. Intelligent Content Corporation and its 
affiliates reserve the right to refuse or limit service, terminate accounts, and/or cancel or limit offerings 
in its discretion and without notice, including, without limitation, if Intelligent Content Corporation 
believes that user conduct violates applicable law or is harmful to the interests of Intelligent Content 
Corporation and its affiliates. 

USER SUBMISSIONS
If you transmit any suggestion or information on the site, you grant Intelligent Content Corporation and 
its sublicensees a non-exclusive, perpetual, irrevocable, and fully sublicensable right to fully exploit 
and use for any purpose such information or suggestion throughout the world in any media and without 
any payment to you.

GENERAL DISCLAIMER
INTELLIGENT CONTENT CORPORATION AND ITS LICENSORS MAKE NO REPRESENTATIONS 
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OR WARRANTIES OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, AS TO THE OPERATION OF THE SITE 
OR SOFTWARE OR THE INFORMATION, CONTENT, MATERIALS, OR PRODUCTS INCLUDED ON 
THIS SITE. TO THE FULL EXTENT PERMISSIBLE BY APPLICABLE LAW, INTELLIGENT CONTENT 
CORPORATION AND ITS LICENSORS DISCLAIM ALL WARRANTIES, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, 
INCLUDING, BUT NOT LIMITED TO, IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY AND 
FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NON-INFRINGEMENT. INTELLIGENT CONTENT 
CORPORATION AND ITS SUPPLIERS FURTHER DO NOT WARRANT THE ACCURACY OR 
COMPLETENESS OF THE INFORMATION, TEXT, LINKS OR OTHER ITEMS CONTAINED WITHIN 
THIS SITE.

LIMITATION ON LIABILITY
INTELLIGENT CONTENT CORPORATION AND ITS AFFILIATES AND SUPPLIERS WILL NOT BE 
LIABLE UNDER ANY THEORY OF LAW, FOR ANY DIRECT, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, PUNITIVE, 
AND CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, INCLUDING, BUT NOT LIMITED TO LOSS OF PROFITS, 
BUSINESS INTERRUPTION, LOSS OF INFORMATION OR DATA. 

CHANGES TO THE SITE/UPDATES/TERMS
Intelligent Content Corporation may remove or make changes to the site, Content, the services or 
products provided by Intelligent Content Corporation and/or its affiliates and suppliers or these terms of 
use, at any time without notice to you. Your access or use of the site subsequent to such a change will 
signify your asset to be bound by such changes. Intelligent Content Corporation makes no commitment 
to update the site or any Content contained therein.

APPLICABLE LAW
This site is created and controlled by Intelligent Content Corporation in the State of Florida, USA. As 
such, the laws of the State of Florida will govern these disclaimers, terms, and conditions, without 
giving effect to any principles of conflicts of laws.

CONTACT/ADDRESS FOR NOTICES
Intelligent Content Corp.
2141 North Commerce Parkway
Weston, FL 33326
(954) 659-8338 
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