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UNDERSTANDING GROWL SOUNDS AND OTHER COMMUNICATIONS

One of the most misunderstood aspects of our paogs/id their growly noises. The
dogs’ vocalizations consist of growls, barks, wlkinghimpers, yelps, and a variety of
un-doglike sounds. For example, my Treasure ddiggedtrill” sound reminiscent of a
bird with a chest cold. These are the extent df dagpability to verbalize/vocalize. The
dogs’ language (dog speak) is varied, extensighlhirefined, and specific within their
own species. The dogs communicate with their epesl expressions, body language,
and a variety of vocalizations. These same “modésbmmunication define human
communication. The difference is we are a differgrecies and are not capable of
understanding the full scope and nuances of ansffemries’ communication system. To
be very honest, we are not always adept at reamingwn species’ communications. We
are certainly not adept at dog speak.

Let's examine some aspects of human communicatianare misunderstood or missed
entirely. There are books, courses, and seminatsatidress the full scope and nuances
of human communication. When we interact with aapfferson, we use a combination
of the elements that make up our complete commtioicaystem. Some of this is
conscious and some is subconscious to the comnmani@&ut, all of the elements are
part of the complete communication. Unfortunatetgny of us misread, misunderstand,
or miss altogether key aspects of the other pessmarthmunications. How often have you
heard it is not WHAT someone said, it is HOW thaidst that truly communicated.
Note: This applies to the dogs’ growly noises. svgris the “what” is being said; the
type of growl is the “how” and is the barometertbéir true communicationiVhat a
person verbalizes is often converse to what thas efacial expressions, and/or body
language is communicating. Think about how oft@eson is responding in an
affirmative or yes mode and yet their head is mgwite to side indicating a negative or
no response. Being a good “listener” encompasseg lble to read all elements of the
communication, not just the words being spoken.

Watch a person’s eyes as they speak. When thesrragge to the upward plane, this
means they are thinking, remembering, and accegsimignation. When their eyes are in
the middle plane, they are comfortable with whatythre saying and relating factual
information. When their eyes look downward, they accessing feelings and emotions.
If a person has their arms crossed or their bodyiked into itself, this says they are
guarded or closed off. A person leaning into you iweean they are confident, or they are
comfortable with you, them self, and/or the sitoatior they are giving emphasis to what
they are saying, or they can be intimidating, @vajing, or threatening you. Another
nuance of human communication is when we considewhat the person “is” saying,
rather what they are “not” saying. Most people ustdand what a tapping foot or fingers
mean or someone constantly looking at their wdfalie are observant, we will pick up
on a person’s body language telling us they ageharry, busy, distracted, disinterested,
or bored. Sometimes when a person is excited apdanted, they will try NOT to
communicate that to the other person. If someopn&servant and adept at reading all the
elements of human communications, they will be éblead the true emotions/reactions
behind what is being exhibited, verbalized, and mamicated by the other persdyote:
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This correlates to the dogs’ growly sounds meanimg should not just take a growl as
being a bad, negative, or aggressive. Rather, asbesactivity or situation the dog is
involved in AND the accompanying communication eeanike body posture, ear set,
and facial expression.

Unfortunately, all too many of us are not adeptatling all aspects and nuances of
human communication. Consider we are talking abaubwn species using basically
the same communication system. Within our own gseeve may not understand a
foreign language. But, we all understand “humanhouinications albeit we may not be
adept at discerning some of the human languagecesaNow, think about trying to
understand the language of an entirely differeatigs with their species specific
language and communication systéote: While humans can say one thing and mean
another, the dogs are incapable of this. Whatev@ogis communicating is real and
true to their emotions.

Think about how interesting it is when we watch doeumentaries on the big cats or the
elephants or even the reptile, avian, insect, aatagworld. The “experts” explain to us
what we are seeing and what is being communicaitiihvthese various species. There
IS N0 way an average, everyday person would attéorthink they know or understand
the communications of these species. Then, we theveanine species. The dogs live
with average, every day people and these peoplelsmmthink they know and
understand dog communication. | can only assuntgyd@ple perceive they understand
the dogs and the dogs understand humans becauseghare “domesticated”. To this
day, the dogs are not arbitrarily a domesticatetigs. What constitutes domestication is
“living with us”. Consider that there are “feraldds. Feral means they have not been
domesticated by living with humans. It can also miémey have “reverted” to an untamed
state from domestication. Consequently, for a ddgettermed “domesticated”, they
must have lived with and interacted with humanseast in the relatively recent past.
You cannot use the term “domesticated dog” justbse they are of the canine species.

My point in all of this is that it is unrealistioif the every day person to think they can
know, read, and understand the language nuan@®tier species. This is as true of the
dogs as it is any other species. Granted, we hag@tbroader and more prolific
exposure to the dogs than most other speciesttBsiialone does not mean people, as a
whole, truly understand dog speak. Think about. chiisw long have they been a part of
the human world? And yet, even devoted cat lovelidell you their cats and their
communications remain a mystery to them. For s@asan, we seem to believe we
know and understand dogs and their language jasiuse they are dogs.

The reality is the dogs have a very advanced, ajpeed, and refined communication
system. Even pups have to be taught by older dotigir pack how to behave
appropriately according the more advanced levetanine communications and pack
behavior. For us to think the pups will just som&hNOW appropriate human/dog
behavior when they have to be taught and “learnfiyveppropriate behaviors within
their own species is unrealistic and unfair toghp. To think we know and understand
the nuances of the dogs’ communication systenbjesause they are dogs, exceeds
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reason. Perhaps this is because the dogs havesbeench a part of our world and lives
for as long as any of us can remember. Considédta“experts” often do not agree on
some of the most basic aspects of dog communicatidrere are almost as many
different theories and approaches for living wittd draining your dog, as there are
breeds of dogs. In fact, there will be many peeyte disagree with some or all of what |
am presenting in this book. What | want you toimesis if the experts often do not agree,
HOW can the every day person truly understand dogneunications?

EXAMINING DOGS’ GROWLY SOUNDS

While all dogs have various vocalizations, sometseare considered more vocal than
others. However, even within a specific breed somd&idual dogs are more vocal. |
describe these dogs as “talkers”. Just as somdegpampmore vocal and talk more than
others, the same is true of individual dogs. Soewp[e say their dog makes all sorts of
sounds and even seem to really be trying “to taB€nerally, people have a relatively
narrow scope for accepting their dog’s various linations in a positive perspective.
This narrow scope includes two of the most commam erbalizations, their barks and
their growl sounds.

On the whole, people do not like or desire barkiffiey want to dictate to their dog

when it is acceptable for them to bark. This carerotet up an inconsistent circumstance
for the dogs. People want to know how to trainrtdeg NOT to bark in the house or in
the yard EXCEPT they still want their dog to akl&m to intruders by barking. These
people also want the dogs to bark as a deterrgragsible intruders. As with many other
natural, instinctual, and innate dog behaviors dibgs cannot discern when the behavior
is acceptable and when it is not acceptable by tvener’'s determination. Remember my
analogy about the pups/dogs who are expected t@ Kmey can only chew on the sock
and shoe the owner provides and then somehow kr@Wwtd chew on any other shoes
or socks. This is inconsistent and unrealistid, issmany owners’ expectations are
regarding barkingNote: It is possible to modify a dog’s barkibghaviors tithin

reason” and only when approached the correct wawillidiscuss this in detail in the
“barking” discussion.

The most misunderstood dog vocalizations are tirewly sounds and these are some of
the dogs’ most important verbalization mechanidfes.the most part, we are not
accepting of any growl verbalizations. The reasomumans perceive all growls as being
a sign of aggression or unacceptable behaviorslletk at a prime example of how
incorrect our human perceptions and understandiggoovl noises can be. Many people
contact me because their very young pup growls vitieiowners interact and play with
them. If you watch a litter of pups playing togathgu will witness all sorts of growls
and barks. While the pups do bark during their pllagir growl sounds are the overriding
vocalization of choice for pups. We bring them into home and they play and interact
with us using those same growls and periodic bakketch two adult dogs playing
together, they make all sorts of growl sounds asgddheir play interaction. These

growl sounds are part of their play vocalizatiddewever, this is not the way people
perceive their pup’s/dog’s growl sounds when plgyaith their dogs.
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Pups and adult dogs playing with a toy by themsehaake these play growl sounds.
Unfortunately, many people view even these playwg@s an indication that their dog is
displaying aggressive behavior or at least a texydtoward aggression. Sometimes pups
will spontaneously take off running through the $®wr around their yard in bursts of
energy. | call these "puppy explosions or puppyteis”, but they also occur with adult
dogs. Almost all pups/dogs will make growly souddsing these energy spurts/bursts.
These examples are proof positive that the doggtmsey sounds as part of their normal
play and interaction. And yet, we perceive any dreaunds as an indicator of negative
or aggressive behavior when they occur during p&sgions and interaction with us. |
think you can see the fallacy of this reasoning peteption. Additionally, consider how
often an owner will actually make human growly sdsimvhile playing with their
pup/dog. Somehow, they think this is okay for themdo, but not their pups or dogs.
Note: | am adamant that humans should not attemptriulate dog growl sounds. You
may think you are making a play growl sound, batsiyou do not speak “dog”, you
could be saying anything!

When people bring a pup into their home, oftenrtbeirent family dog will periodically
growl and/or bare their teeth at the pup. Many awperceive this as the adult dog being
aggressive with the pup. What is actually happemngost instances is the adult dog is
teaching the pup their “puppy manners”. When adaodjs teach pups their puppy
manners, this means teaching them acceptable loeteand exposing them to some of the
advanced levels of dog communication. This is @lygart to a pup’s overall behavior
development and their understanding of pack hibrasc The adult dogs teach the pups
important dog speak and dog behaviors that arengskfor a pup to mature into an
appropriate adult dog who can properly interachwither dogs. Much of what the adult
dogs teach the pups is beyond the ability of huntamsach. And yet, because of the
owner’s misperceptions of what is occurring, thely scold or reprimand the adult dog
for doing what the adult dog instinctually knowsyhmust do to properly raise a pup.
While the dogs know their job, their role in a psipglevelopment, most humans do not
correctly understand this natural inter-dog process

Many dogs who are “talkers” have a whole repertofrearious growly sounds. My little
female Westie, Treasure, is a talker and she us&gygsounds as a major part of her
vocalizations in various situations. When Treassitiaviting me to play or asking me to
train her, she will dart around me making growlyrsds. Sometimes she uses the play
invitation body posture along with her growly soundhaving her front end on the
ground and her rump in the air and tail waggingheWplaying, Treasure will often use
her growly sounds. In the mornings when we firskevap, | give all my dogs what I call
“good morning smoodges”. This is part of our mogniitual and the dogs love it. During
her morning smoodges, Treasure is on her side asidddly immobile because she is
truly in a state of sheer nirvana. However, dutimg ritual she makes the most fierce
growl sounds you can imagine. | remember the fiins¢ my mother visited and
witnessed this. Mom was in the guest bedroom. |gineg Treasure her good morning
smoodges and she was making her normal fierce greaunds. My mother came
running to my room thinking the dogs were havirfgght. When she got to the door of
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my bedroom and saw what was happening, she burtdwghing. Mom could not
believe the fierce sounds coming from Treasureentile was so obviously in a state of
ecstasy.

The point | am making is the dogs’ growly sounds diverse and there are various
communication elements and nuances to their growhds. Someone who is not attuned
to or open to understanding the growl sound comoatiains will perceive ALL growls

as negative or aggressive. This is incorrect amchiswe must view and assess our dog’s
growly sounds with a broader and more receptivegestive and perception. Remember
it is not as important “what” (growly noises) isdaas “how” (type of growly sounds) it

is said. Granted, there are times when a growld®uw! that is negative or rather is
unacceptable in the human/dog world. But, the kep become more understanding of
the scope of our dog’s growl sounds.

| cannot tell you how many people have contactecabout their pup’s growling which
was being seen as negative and/or aggressive, ilmdw explanations the owners were
able to see the growls with an entirely differeatgpective. You should strive to be a
better “listener” in assessing your pup’s/dog’svgreounds. Listen with an open mind,
ears, and eyes. Work to become attuned to theusagmowl! sounds your pup/dog makes
and what those particular growls are communicatitaje: In the play section of the
book, | discuss the pups’/dogs’ getting overly stated and adrenalized during play.
This can take their normal play behavior out ofyplaode. You have to be attuned to
picking up on this shift in their behavior and tiecompanying sounds. This is the same
as a mother who recognizes the sounds of theidmhils play that indicates they are on
the verge of moving out of play mode. Pup/dog osvneed to become equally adept at
assessing their pup’s/dog’s play growl sounds.

Let me take a moment to address a common occurvetitéerrier pups/dogs. It is
exceedingly common for terrier owners and people mkeract with terriers to view
almost all of their vocalizations as aggressivaelleve this occurs because the
incongruity of the terriers’ physical size as itr&dates to the size of their voice. The
terriers are small dogs with big dog personas angdgmalities. They are naturally imbued
with big dog “voices”. | believe this is Nature'say of protecting the terriers by giving
them big voices more commonly associated with ameeted of a much larger dog. This
provides them with a naturally occurring self- gaiton element. This is similar to
animals with natural “body camouflage” that actaa®lf protection element. The large
dog/animal sounds convince other dogs, animalspegdiators that the terriers are
“bigger and more formidable” than they actually.arkis is part of what has allowed the
small, game terriers to survive throughout time.

The problem occurs when we hear these large dagdsatoming from such a small dog.
What we “hear” is inconsistent with what we seeisT@kews our perception of the
terriers and their vocalizations. If we were hegitinese big dog sounds coming from a
larger pup/dog, we would be better able to coreeletat we hear with what we see. One
of my dog favorite stories exemplifies what | anscl&ing. A friend of mine who has
been in dogs for over 20 years went to see a bftéwve week old Parson Terrier (Jack
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Russell) pups. Keep in mind that | consider mynti@ very knowledgeable dog person,
but she has owned only large breeds. She callecemyedistressed and concerned as
soon as she arrived home. Before she provided etaylsl | started laughing. Then, |
asked her if this was the first time she had egensa litter of “terrier” pups. It was. | told
her | already knew what had disturbed her. | knbe/tsad never seen a litter of pups,
much less a litter so young that sounded so fianckferocious. This was indeed what
she had found so disturbing. Then, | explainedribengruity of the big dog sounds she
heard as related to her “expectations” based @n siz

My friend thought back on what she had seen andiheead did acknowledge that the
pups were, in fact, playing like all pups play. Bwinds just did not compute with her
previous dog experiences. As a side note, allagalpups turned out to be wonderful
dogs with solid and sound temperaments.

There are some instances when the pups/dogs Wik mi@wly noises to communicate
that something is upsetting, unpleasant, distutlonghreatening to them. The key here
is to discern what the dog is communicating and.vwitgain, their growly sounds are a
major part of their verbal communications. The peabis we do not hear the growls as a
communication tool. Rather, we just view all groatsbeing aggressive dog behavior.
The reality is that many times the dogs’ growlsiatkcative of a well-temperamented
dog. Meaning, the dogs are using “dog speak” pig@erd appropriately. How else can
the dogs communicate when something hurts, upsetisieatens them? They could just
flare at us and bite with literally no previous aommication. This would signal a
behavior issue. However, when they follow propet appropriate dog communication
protocol, we should react and respond accordingly.

When a person is upset, disturbed, or feels thmedtehey can verbalize this. We can
also react in more physical manners and all ofithecceptable or at least understood by
other people. For the dogs, they have only themroanication system that we misread,
misunderstand, or do not recognize at all. Wheagaisl confronted with an untenable
situation, how are they supposed to communicagetthus in a manner we will consider
to be acceptable by human terms? If you think alipwe are asking, requiring,
demanding the dogs find a way to communicate fieelings and emotions in a
completely unrealistic manner. We demand they steépide their basic nature to
communicate with us in a way that we do not evereekof another human being. How
can this be possible? How can this be reasonabtional? And yet, it IS what we ask,
require, and demand of the dogs.

When a dog is in an untenable or stressful sitnatften they seek refuge under a bed or
behind the couch. We should NOT go after them amthimly not attempt to pull them
out. If we do, even a well-temperamented dog Wikbvg and possibly bare their teeth.

If we do not understand what they are telling us,will continue to encroach on them
possibly with more intensity or force because new are upset that they dared to growl
and/or bared their teeth at US! If their initialnweng growls go unheeded, the next level
is for them to give a “warning snap” in our directi If this does not succeed, they are
left with NO other option but to bite. When a dodnibits these levels of communication
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with us or another dog, they are being very pr@mer appropriate as relates to dog/dog
world communications. An ill-temperamented doghia same cornered or threatened
scenario would not do any of the initial communi@as/warning behaviors. Rather, they
would immediately attack.

Note: Some dogs who have been conditioned to aeryhiings happening to them when
they are cornered may be patterned to respondareitireme for basic survival. If a dog
exhibits this behavior and there is a history ofisé or inflicted pain, their reactions do
not necessarily signal an ill-temperamented or &ggive dog. Their behavior and
reactions have been “triggered” because of somernatic experience(s). When this is
the case, often times, these dogs can be “re-conéi/desensitized” so the trigger and
accompanying patterned reflexes are extinguishetraplaced by more acceptable and
appropriate human/dog world behaviors.

There are other situations when dogs’ growls camisenderstood. As | have said, some
dogs are “talkers” and | often encounter a dog wiades growly sounds whenever they
are picked up. If there is no physical discomfarpain associated with being picked up
and they growl when being picked up, chances ag dhe just talking. A friend’s dog
was a prime example of this behavior. Jessica waaldt to be picked and would even
ask to be picked up, but she would always emititikr growls when you picked her up.
Most people thought she was being a nasty dogw@kenot; Jessica was just talking!

Another example of something that can cause pdoptesinterpret a dog’s growly
sounds is the way their mouth works when they nth&e growl sounds. | have observed
Treasure closely and determined that when she kingnaome of her play growly
sounds, this often means her teeth will show asstits the growly sounds or the play
barks. She is absolutely playing and completelgeets me. Consequently, this tells me
she has to “manipulate” her mouth in a particulanmer to make certain sounds. Once |
realized this, | began watching other dogs for b@kavior and found the same to be true.
For example, watch two dogs playing together. Téreymaking all sorts of growly
noises and their mouths are open and showing tileth.often have you seen two dogs
do what | call mouth or face sparring? This is wheth mouths are open, teeth bared,
and each is moving all around each other’s opentimaud emitting constant growly
sounds. Watch a dog bark at another dog to get togay. It is common to see the
teeth and lips pulled back with each bark. Thiealy no different than when people
manipulate their mouths to alter and change thad®we emit. Obviously, the dogs do
the same thing but it is understandable that pespldd misinterpret this situation.
Hopefully, you will now be able to view some of yalog’s growly sounds in a
completely different light and with a better undarsling.

Sometimes when | am at a dog show and someone’betpgs to play or interact with
me, the owner will try to restrain their dog or bew concerned at their dog’s
vocalizations. This always tells me these owneescampletely misreading their dog’s
vocalizations. They seem astonished when | expledin dog is only playing or their dog
is only talking. | hope this section of the bookgdsemany owners to reassess their dogs’
vocalizations. Once owners realize a growl is heags a growl as normally perceived
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by humans, they will be able to see, experience esmjoy a whole other world of
communication with their dogslote: | am not trying to excuse or explain away ALL
growls as being just talking. What | am trying mid get owners to become more adept
at understanding the nuances of their dog’s compatiuns.
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