
When are calming signals displayed?
When a dog feels uncomfortable, threatened,
or stressed, he might show signs with his body
that he is struggling to cope with the situation. 
Calming signals are often observed...
 
• When a dog is being hugged or kissed by a
human, in these situations, they are requesting
space. 
• If a dog is approached by a larger, more
intimidating dog, he may feel uncomfortable
and use calming signals to show the bigger
dog that he means no harm.
• When handled by a vet or groomer calming
signals are often a warning before a growl or a
bite.
• When the dog is being shouted at he will
display calming signals as a plea … ’please
don’t hurt me.’

Why are calming signals important?
Often when a dog bites, the owner will say “there
was no warning” when in fact the dog probably
gave lots of signals that he was not comfortable.
Once you learn to spot calming signals, you will
not only be able to avoid unnecessary bites, but
you will be able to become an advocate for dogs
and help them when they are faced with stressful
situations. 
Most communication between dogs is through
body language, by learning to understand their
body language you can become a translator, and
we can all imagine how comforting a translator
would be if you were surrounded by people
speaking a different language.

Our role as guardians.
When living and working with dogs, we must
be understanding and respectful of their
emotional state, regardless of whether they
are our dogs or dogs in our care temporarily. 

We need to be able to help any dogs in our
care to cope with stressful situations while
ensuring that in doing so, we don’t become a
cause of extra stress ourselves. 
For this reason, we have created this flyer to
help you recognise signs of fear or stress in
dogs.

Can you spot what your
dog is saying ?

CALMING
SIGNALS

How to help.
When you observe a dog displaying calming
signals, it is important to ensure that he is
made to feel comfortable as quickly and
calmly as possible. 
Remove the dog from the situation if it is safe
to do so, or remove the cause of the stress.
Then the dog should be allowed time to
recover in order for stress levels to return to
normal.
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• Excessive panting
When a dog is
experiencing a stressful
situation, he will often
pant even though he
may not have done any
physical activity
recently.

• Looking to the side & Mooneye
These are two individual calming signals but
can often appear together. Often mistaken for
cuteness particularly in puppies, however, if
these signs are ignored there is a good
chance a dog will feel left with no option but
to growl or bite.

• Raising a paw
The paw raise can be very
obvious, where the paw is
brought right up under the
dog, or it can be a subtle
shift in weight from one paw
which hardly moves off the
ground.

• Licking his lips/tongue flick
The lip lick can be seen as a
quick flick of the tongue or as
an exaggerated lick of the
nose.
you can see the dog in the
bottom photo is not too keen on
being petted in that moment, I
suspect he gave a little shake
off once the petting stopped.

What are calming signals?
Just like humans, dogs try to calm themselves
in many ways when they feel uncomfortable;
these behaviours or signals are a way for dogs
to communicate to us or other dogs how they
are feeling in certain situations. 
Dogs give these signs to request more space or
as a nonconfrontational warning that they are
not comfortable in the current situation.

When stressed or even mildly confused dogs
also display subtle displacement behaviours
such as scratching themselves or sniffing the
ground, these are behaviours that seem
perfectly normal in everyday life but in this
potentially stressful situation appear out of
place.

Most dogs display the same 6 or 7 most
common calming signals; however, there many
more subtle behaviours which may come before
these more obvious signs.

Common signs of emotional
discomfort
Sniffing the ground, scratching himself, sitting
or lying down, licking lips, yawning, mooneye,
turning away, excessive panting as well as
many more. Evaluating the environment from
the dogs perspective is key when determining if
any behaviour is stress-related. Sometimes
when a dog wakes up a yawn is just a yawn!

Here are some examples of common calming
signals and displacement behaviours which you
might have seen a dog displaying or perhaps you
may have observed a dog showing a combination
of these at once.

 
• Yawning 
Yawning is one of the most
common calming signals
and is the first of the
calming signals which a dog
displays, Puppies as young
as a couple of days old
yawn when they are picked
up by humans. Yawning,
when not tired, is a clear
sign that the dog is
emotionally uncomfortable.  

 Some Examples of Calming Signals


