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Licking the nose 
or tongue flick 

This signal can be very subtle and 
quick. Sometimes the tongue is 
barley visible outside the mouth 
and other times it is extended to 
lick the nose. Black dogs and dogs 
with hairy or less expressive faces 
tend to use this signal more often. 

The Husky in this photo may 
appear to be hungry or has just 
finished eating. In the absence of 
food, dogs use licking the nose to 
signal intention. It may be telling us 
or another dog to calm down. 

 

When it is a displaced behavior 
tongue flicks indicate that the dog 
is experiencing anxiety. Judging 
from the background, this photo of 
a Yellow Lab may have been taken 
at the vet’s office or the groomer. 
The dog appears quite nervous. 

	  



Sniffing the ground 

Sniffing the ground can be a quick, 
sweeping, downward motion or a 
prolonged activity lasting until the 
situation is resolved. Dogs use this 
signal often when in groups. 

Dogs are programmed to use their 
noses and it is enjoyable to them, 
so often sniffing means they are 
merely gathering information from 
the environment. Additionally dogs 
use sniffing the ground as a calming 
or intention signal in order to calm 
other dogs or humans.  

The cause for sniffing depends on 
the situation. For instance if a dog 
suddenly stops playing with 
another dog and then suddenly 
ignores him and sniffs the ground, 
he may be telling the other dog to 
calm down. 

Notice how subtly the black dog in 
this photo is sniffing. It appears to 
be simply a slight, quick, downward 
motion. 

 

 

	  



Turning away 
or turning head 

Turning away or turning the head 
away is a universal signal among 
dogs. They will turn their heads or 
whole body away from a perceived 
threat. The intensity of this signal 
can range from holding the head to 
the side for a long time, a quick 
turn of the head and back or simply 
averting the eyes. 

Some examples of when dogs use 
the turning away signal are; other 
dogs or people approach too 
quickly or head on, someone seems 
angry or the dog is taken by 
surprise. The use of this signal is a 
wonderful way for dogs to avert 
conflict. 

Look at the two dogs in this photo. 
Observe how the black dog on the 
right is turning his head slightly and 
averting his eyes and dog on the 
left is turning his head and actually 
walking away. 

	  



 
Play Bow 

This signal is used as an invitation 
to another dog to play and also as 
an intention signal. If the play bow 
is bouncy with the dog moving his 
front feet from side to side, it is 
most likely an invitation to play. If 
the dog is standing still, the play 
bow may be intended to calm the 
other dog. Most often the head of 
the dog doing a play bow is lower 
than the head of the dog being 
invited to play. 

Sometimes the play bow is 
intended as both an invitation to 
play and to calm another dog. A 
dog that is fearful of another dog 
would demonstrate this, as the play 
bow would serve to diffuse a tense 
situation.  

A play bow can be an active display 
of inefficient motion or it can be 
still and prolonged.  

The dog in this photo is exhibiting a 
modified play bow in which his 
head is still high, but his energy is 
moving backwards.  

 

	  



Walking Slowly 
Or Freezing 

Chaos and speed can cause anxiety 
for many dogs. A dog that feels 
insecure will move slowly and 
deliberately, often freezing when 
approached too quickly or feeling 
threatened. 

Often dogs will use these two 
signals together. They might walk 
slowly, freeze, then walk slowly 
again. 

A dog will use walking slowly or 
freezing as a calming signal with 
other dogs as well as with us. If 
your dog always walks slowly when 
you call him, check the sound of 
your voice. He may be feeling 
threatened if your voice sounds 
angry. He may also use this calming 
signal if he thinks he’ll be punished 
or asked to do something he 
doesn’t want to do when he comes 
to you. 

	  



 
Walking In A Curve 

Dogs naturally do not approach 
each other head on. The body is 
loose. They walk in a curve, do not 
make direct eye contact, and then 
proceed to sniff each other’s 
behind. 

We never want to force dogs to 
meet each other head on, especially 
when they are on leash. This can 
cause great anxiety, which could 
lead to a confrontation. Allow the 
dogs to curve toward each other at 
their own discretion. The more 
anxious a dog is, the wider circle he 
should be given. 

Remember that dogs have better 
peripheral vision than we do, so 
they are well aware of another dog 
that is not approaching straight on. 

	  



 
Sitting/Lying Down 

Dogs may try to calm humans or 
other dogs by sitting when 
approached. An even stronger 
signal is the dog sitting with his 
back to us when we advance too 
quickly or sound angry. 
Additionally, a dog may lie down 
and turn his head away from the 
perceived threat. 

Humans tend to anthropomorphize 
this behavior and interpret it to 
mean the dog is ignoring us when 
actually he is trying to calm us. 

	  



 
Splitting 

When a dog feels tension between 
other dogs or dogs and humans, he 
may physically place himself 
between them. This splits them up 
and avoids escalating tension or 
conflict. We may see dogs use this 
when two people hug or when 
children roughhouse. 

Herding dogs tend to use this signal 
a great deal, but it is seen in other 
breeds as well. 

	  

	  



 
Chin-Over 

Dogs will often put their chin over 
another dog’s shoulders or back as 
a signal of intent. It is frequently a 
status-seeking behavior to 
determine who is the higher-
ranking dog. It is sometimes seen 
during play. 

The German shepherd is doing a 
chin-over to the black dog. They 
began to play immediately 
afterward. 

The German shepherd is again, 
displaying a chin-over to the black 
dog. Notice how the black dog is 
dipping his head and briefly sniffing 
the ground, perhaps as a signal of 
appeasement. 

 

	  

	  



 
Paw Lift 

The paw-lift, a signal often used in 
conjunction with freezing, is used 
to display caution. Frequently dogs 
use this when meeting for the first 
time to indicate that they pose no 
threat to the unfamiliar dog. 

The Golden Retriever pup in this 
photo is cautiously approaching the 
Husky, using a paw-lift to indicate 
that he poses no danger. 

Likewise, the German shepherd is 
doing a paw-lift as an appeasement 
signal to the black dog. 

	  



	  

 
Paw-Over 

As with a chin-over, dogs will often 
put their paw over another dog’s 
back or shoulders as a signal of 
intent. This signal can be a status-
seeking behavior to determine rank 
and is sometimes seen during play. 

The brindle dog appears to be 
playful in this photo. Other body 
language such as the open mouth 
and relaxed body leads us to believe 
that this paw-over might even be 
an invitation to play. 

	  


