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W E LCOM E

Before You Begin

Your dog has been talking to you every single day, in a language

most owners were never taught to read. They tell you when they're

uneasy, when they've had enough, when a situation is about to go

wrong — usually several times, quite politely, before anything

dramatic happens. When we miss those signals, dogs learn that the

quiet ones don't work and escalate to the loud ones. That's the real

story behind most reactions that seem to come 'out of nowhere'. This

guide teaches you the vocabulary. You'll learn the small stress

signals almost everyone overlooks, how to read the whole body

rather than just the tail, where a dog sits on the escalation ladder, and

what to actually do once you can see it. None of this requires special

talent — just knowing what to look for. Once you do, you can't unsee

it, and you'll find yourself preventing problems you used to spend

your time managing.

— The CPC Dog Training Team



HOW  TO  US E  TH I S  GU I D E

Getting the Most From This Book

This is a short book by design — but it isn't a race. The ideas here

work best when you let them settle and put them into practice, one at

a time. Here's how to get the most from the pages ahead.

Whenever you're ready, turn the page and let's begin.

Read actively.

Every chapter ends with a Try This exercise and a set of Key

Takeaways. The reading plants the idea; the exercise is what

makes it yours.

1

Start small.

You don't need to apply everything at once. Choose a single

practice, let it become genuinely easy, and only then add another.

2

Keep what works.

Anxiety is personal. Some tools will click for you and others won't

— keep the ones that help and quietly leave the rest.

3

Be kind to yourself.

Progress is never a straight line. A hard day isn't a failure or a

reset to zero — it's simply part of the path.

4
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The Signals You're Missing

Almost every dog owner has said some version of 'it came out

of nowhere'. It almost never does. What actually happens is that

a series of quiet communications went unnoticed, and the dog

moved up to something impossible to ignore.

Dogs prefer to avoid conflict

Dogs are fundamentally conflict-avoidant. Fighting is expensive and

risky, so they've evolved a rich set of signals designed to defuse

tension and create space without anything physical happening. Turning

away, licking their lips, yawning, sniffing the ground, slowing down —

these are all attempts to say 'I'm uncomfortable, let's not do this'.

The dramatic behaviors — growling, snapping, lunging — sit at the far

end of that same communication system. A dog only gets there when

the earlier, quieter attempts didn't work.

How we accidentally silence them

Here's the pattern that causes real harm. A dog is uncomfortable and

gives quiet signals. Nobody notices. The discomfort continues, so they

“
A growl is not defiance. It's your dog
choosing to warn you instead of biting
you. Thank them for it.



growl. The growl gets punished — 'don't you growl at me!' — and it

stops. The owner feels the problem is solved.

But nothing about the underlying discomfort changed; only the warning

was removed. Next time that dog is uncomfortable, they may skip

straight from quiet signals nobody reads to a snap. This is exactly how

dogs come to be described as biting without warning. Never punish a

growl — it's the most useful thing your dog can tell you.

Watching properly

Reading a dog well means watching the whole animal and the context

together, not hunting for single tells. A yawn on its own might mean

tiredness. A yawn while a stranger reaches over their head, combined

with a turned head and a closed mouth, is a clear request for space.

Start by simply observing your own dog when nothing is happening.

Learn their neutral: how they hold their ears at rest, how their mouth

looks when relaxed, how loose their body is. Everything you'll learn in

this book is a deviation from that baseline, so knowing the baseline is

where reading begins.



Try This — Learn Your Dog's Neutral

You can't spot a change until you know what unchanged looks like.

1. Watch your dog for five quiet minutes while they're relaxed at

home.

2. Note the mouth: open or closed? Loose or tight? Tongue

visible?

3. Note the ears, the eyes, and how the weight sits over the

paws.

4. Write it down — that's your baseline for everything that

follows.

KEY  TAKEAWAYS

Dogs prefer to avoid conflict and signal discomfort long before

anything dramatic.

Punishing a growl removes the warning, not the feeling — and

creates a dog who 'bites without warning'.

Read the whole body in context, and learn your dog's relaxed

baseline first.
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Calming Signals

These are the quiet ones — small, easily-missed behaviors

dogs use to defuse tension, both in themselves and in others.

Learning these four or five will change more about your dog-

reading than anything else in this book.

Lip licks and yawns

A quick tongue flick across the nose, when there's no food anywhere,

is one of the most reliable early stress signals there is. Watch for it

when a stranger leans in, when you hug your dog, when the vet

approaches, or during a cuddle that's gone on slightly too long.

Yawning works the same way. A yawn that isn't sleepy — during a

tense moment, in a waiting room, when being told off — is

displacement behavior. Both signals say the same thing: 'this is a bit

much for me'.

Turning away and sniffing

Turning the head aside, or turning the whole body away, is a deliberate

de-escalation. It's your dog breaking eye contact to signal they mean

“
The tongue flick is your dog
whispering. Everything louder starts
here.



no harm and would like the pressure reduced. Dogs do it to each other

constantly, and to us far more often than we notice.

Sudden intense ground-sniffing in an odd moment is often the same

thing — a socially acceptable way to disengage. If your dog abruptly

becomes fascinated by a patch of grass when another dog

approaches, that's usually not a great smell; it's an exit strategy.

Slowing, freezing and shaking off

Movement tells you a lot. A dog who slows right down as they approach

something, or moves in a wide curve rather than straight at it, is being

cautious and polite. A full freeze — going completely still, often with a

hard stare — is a much more serious signal and means 'stop, right

now'.

The full-body shake-off, like they're shaking off water when they're dry,

usually marks the end of a tense moment. It's a reset. If you see it after

an interaction, that interaction was more stressful than it looked.

Try This — Count the Lip Licks

Once you start counting, you'll be amazed how much your dog has

been saying.

1. For one day, watch for tongue flicks when no food is present.

2. Note what was happening in the two seconds before each one.

3. Look for a pattern — hugging, leaning over, strangers, other

dogs, the lead going on.

4. Pick the most frequent trigger; that's something your dog finds

harder than you realised.



KEY  TAKEAWAYS

Lip licks and non-sleepy yawns are the earliest, most reliable stress

signals.

Turning away and sudden sniffing are polite requests to reduce

pressure.

A freeze is serious and means stop; a shake-off marks the end of a

stressful moment.
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Reading the Whole Body

Single signals mislead. A wagging tail on a stiff body means

something completely different from a wagging tail on a loose

one. This chapter puts the pieces together so you're reading

sentences rather than isolated words.

The tail myth

A wagging tail means arousal, not friendliness. What matters is how it's

wagging and where it's held. A loose, sweeping wag at mid-height with

a wiggly body is a genuinely happy dog. A high, stiff, fast vibrating tail

is a highly aroused dog who may well be about to do something you

won't like.

A low or tucked tail with small, tentative wags usually signals

appeasement or fear. Many bites happen to people who saw a wagging

tail and assumed everything was fine, so read the tail together with the

rest of the body — never alone.

“
Never read the tail on its own. Read
the whole dog, or you'll read them
wrong.



Mouth, eyes and ears

A relaxed dog usually has a slightly open mouth with a loose jaw, often

with the tongue visible. When a dog goes quiet and closes their mouth

tightly, tension has just risen — it's one of the fastest changes to spot

once you know it.

Eyes matter too. Soft, blinking, slightly squinty eyes mean comfort.

Hard, unblinking staring means real intensity. 'Whale eye' — where you

see the whites in a crescent because your dog is looking sideways

without turning their head — is a clear discomfort signal, often seen

when someone approaches a dog with a chew or on the sofa. Ears

pinned flat back also signal fear or appeasement.

Weight and overall shape

Look at where the weight sits. Leaning forward with weight over the

front paws means engagement or challenge. Leaning back, or a

lowered crouching body, means the dog wants distance. This one cue

often tells you which way an ambiguous situation is heading.

Above all, look for loose versus stiff. Relaxed dogs are curvy — you'll

see soft C-shapes through the body and a wiggle when they move.

Tense dogs are straight and rigid. If you learn nothing else, learn to

notice the moment a body goes from loose to stiff, because that

moment is your cue to change the situation.



Try This — Loose or Stiff?

The single most useful judgement you can make, practised

deliberately.

1. Over the next few days, glance at your dog in different

situations.

2. Ask one question only: is the body loose and curvy, or straight

and stiff?

3. Note what tends to produce stiffness — visitors, other dogs,

certain noises.

4. When you see stiffness, change something: add distance, or

end the interaction.

KEY  TAKEAWAYS

A wagging tail signals arousal, not friendliness — read height and

stiffness together.

A suddenly closed mouth, hard stare or whale eye all mean tension

has risen.

Loose and curvy means comfortable; straight and stiff is your cue to

act.
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Stress, Fear and Overload

Discomfort escalates in a fairly predictable order. Knowing the

ladder tells you not just how your dog feels, but how much room

you have left before something serious happens — and exactly

where to intervene.

The escalation ladder

It generally runs like this: blinking and head-turning, then lip licks and

yawning, then turning the body away, then walking off, then crouching

or hiding, then a stiff freeze and hard stare, then a growl, then a snap in

the air, and finally a bite.

Every rung is an attempt at communication. The critical insight is that

dogs who have been punished for the upper rungs often skip them,

which makes the whole sequence faster and less readable. Your job is

to respond at the bottom of the ladder, where it costs nothing.

Trigger stacking

Stress accumulates. A dog who had a bad grooming appointment, then

fireworks, then a visitor is not starting from zero when the next thing

“
Respond at the bottom of the ladder
and it costs you nothing. Wait until the
top and it costs everyone.



happens. Each stressor stacks, and stress hormones can take a day or

more to clear.

This explains dogs who are fine with something ninety-nine times and

react the hundredth. It usually wasn't that trigger — it was the sixth

thing in a difficult day. After a stressful event, deliberately give your dog

a quiet couple of days with easy walks and low demands.

Recognising overload

An overloaded dog looks different from a merely uneasy one. You'll see

refusal of food they normally love, an inability to respond to well-known

cues, frantic or scattered movement, panting when it isn't warm, and

dilated pupils.

Food refusal is the most practical marker: if your dog won't take a treat

they'd normally mug you for, they're over threshold and no learning is

happening. The correct response is never to push through — it's to

increase distance or leave. Training resumes when they can eat again.



Try This — Map Your Dog's Ladder

Knowing your dog's personal sequence lets you intervene at the

bottom rung.

1. Think of a situation your dog finds mildly hard — the vet, a

visitor, a busy street.

2. Write the signals you've seen there, in the order they

appeared.

3. Identify their earliest, quietest signal — that's your intervention

point.

4. Next time you see it, immediately add distance or end the

situation.

KEY  TAKEAWAYS

Discomfort escalates through a predictable ladder from blinking to

biting.

Stress stacks across a day or more, which explains 'sudden'

reactions to familiar things.

Food refusal is the clearest sign of overload — add distance, never

push through.
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What Your Dog Finds Scary

Every dog has a personal list of things they find genuinely

difficult, and it rarely matches what owners assume. Building an

honest map of that list is what turns general knowledge into

something useful for your specific dog.

Assumptions worth checking

Several things humans consider affectionate are widely disliked by

dogs: hugging, which restricts escape; leaning or reaching over the

head; direct sustained eye contact; and being approached head-on by

strangers. Many dogs tolerate these politely while lip-licking

throughout.

Tolerating isn't enjoying. A dog who freezes and licks their lips during a

hug is not having a nice time, and children hugging dogs is a genuinely

common bite scenario precisely because the signals get missed. Check

what your dog actually enjoys rather than assuming.

“
Tolerating is not enjoying. Ask your
dog every time, and give them the
option to say no.



The consent test

There's a simple way to find out. Pet your dog for three seconds, then

stop and take your hands away. If they lean in, nudge, or paw for more,

they were enjoying it. If they move away, stay still, look away, or shake

off, they were tolerating it.

Do this regularly, including with anyone who interacts with your dog. It

takes seconds, it's remarkably revealing, and it teaches your dog that

being touched comes with an exit — which usually makes them more

comfortable with handling overall.

Build the map

Write down what your dog finds easy, what they tolerate, and what they

genuinely struggle with. Include people types (men in hats, children,

people with sticks), places (the vet, the car, busy streets), sounds,

handling (nails, ears, being lifted), and objects.

This map is genuinely practical. It tells you what to avoid, what to

manage, and what to work on gradually. It also lets you warn other

people accurately, and it's exactly the information a trainer or vet will

want if you ever need professional help.



Try This — The Three-Second Consent Test

A tiny habit that tells you the truth about what your dog actually

enjoys.

1. Pet your dog for three seconds, then remove your hands

entirely.

2. Wait two seconds and watch what they do.

3. Leaning in, nudging or pawing means yes — carry on.

4. Moving away, stillness, looking away or a shake-off means

stop.

KEY  TAKEAWAYS

Hugging, looming and direct eye contact are commonly disliked, even

when tolerated.

The three-second consent test reveals the difference between

enjoying and enduring.

Write an honest map of easy, tolerated and difficult things for your

specific dog.
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Responding the Right Way

Reading your dog is only half of it. This final chapter is about

what to do with what you now see — how to respond so your

dog learns that communicating with you works, which is the

foundation of genuine trust.

Act on the quiet signals

The most valuable habit you can build is responding to the small stuff.

When you see a lip lick as someone reaches over your dog, step in and

redirect the person. When you see a head turn during petting, stop

petting. When you see stiffness at the approach of another dog, add

distance.

Each time you do this, your dog learns that quiet signals work — which

means they never need the loud ones. This is how dogs become

genuinely easy: not by suppressing communication, but by making the

polite version effective.

“
Trust isn't built by making your dog
obey. It's built by proving that when
they speak, you listen.



Advocate for your dog

You are the only one who can create space in the moments your dog

can't. That means telling the stranger 'please don't lean over her',

stepping between your dog and an approaching off-leash dog, and

leaving an event early because your dog has had enough.

This feels socially awkward and it's worth it every time. A dog who

knows their person will handle situations doesn't need to handle the

situations themselves — which is precisely what reduces reactivity,

guarding and defensive behavior over time.

Give them choice, and know when to get help

Wherever you can, let your dog opt out. Give them an escape route

from visitors, a quiet place to retreat to, permission to walk away from

an interaction. Choice reduces stress dramatically, and a dog who

knows they can leave is usually far braver about staying.

Finally, use this new fluency to know when you're out of your depth. If

you're seeing frequent freezing, growling, guarding of food or objects,

snapping, or fear that's getting worse rather than better, that's the

moment to bring in a certified behaviorist or your vet — some behavior

changes have medical causes, especially if they appear suddenly.

Reading your dog well isn't just about preventing incidents; it's about

noticing early enough to get the right help while it's still easy.



Try This — Intervene Once Today

Turn observation into action with a single deliberate intervention.

1. Watch for the first quiet stress signal your dog gives today.

2. Immediately change the situation — add distance, stop the

petting, redirect the person.

3. Notice whether your dog relaxes, shakes off, or re-engages

afterwards.

4. Repeat daily until responding to the quiet signals becomes

automatic.

KEY  TAKEAWAYS

Responding to quiet signals teaches your dog they never need the

loud ones.

Advocate actively — create the space your dog can't create for

themselves.

Offer choice and escape routes, and seek professional help for

guarding, growling or worsening fear.



PUT  IT  INTO  P RACT I C E

Your Action Plan

Your observation practice on one page. This is a skill built by watching,

not by drilling — a few minutes of deliberate attention each day is

plenty.

Watch your dog relaxed for five minutes and write down their neutral

baseline.

Spend a day counting lip licks with no food present and note the

triggers.

Learn the four calming signals: lip lick, yawn, turn away, sniff.

Practise the single judgement: loose and curvy, or straight and stiff?

Stop reading the tail alone — check height, stiffness and the whole

body.

Learn whale eye, the closed mouth and the hard stare as tension

markers.

Write your dog's personal escalation ladder in order.

Identify their earliest signal and treat it as your intervention point.

Give quiet days after stressful events to let trigger stacking clear.

Use food refusal as your reliable marker of being over threshold.

Run the three-second consent test regularly, and teach visitors to do

it.

Write an honest map of easy, tolerated and difficult things.



Advocate actively: create distance and speak up for your dog.

For guarding, growling, snapping or worsening fear, consult a vet or

certified behaviorist.



F INA L  WORD S

Where You Go From Here

Once you can read your dog, everything else gets easier. Problems

you used to manage after the fact become things you head off in

advance, and situations that felt unpredictable start to make obvious

sense. Most importantly, your dog learns something valuable about

you: that their quiet communications work, that you'll step in when

things get hard, and that they don't have to escalate to be heard.

That's the actual foundation of a trusting relationship, and it's far

more useful than any command. Start with the baseline observation

and the lip-lick count this week — they take almost no effort and they

change how you see everything afterwards. Your dog has been

talking to you this whole time. Now you can answer.

Breathe. Begin. Return.

This guide is for educational and self-help purposes only and is not therapy, diagnosis, or

medical advice. If you are in crisis or experiencing severe or persistent anxiety, please contact

a qualified health professional or a local crisis line. Payments are processed securely by

Digistore24. © 2026 CPC Dog Training.


