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Why Do Dogs Bark?

Dogs bark for any number of reasons. They bark when someone approaches their territory, in response to other dogs, and sometimes in response to noises, such as sirens. They bark at squirrels and other potential prey. Some breeds are born to bark; it’s in their nature. Often dogs bark in excitement, such as when they know they are going for a walk, taking a car ride, or getting their dinner. Occasionally, barking is stress related, a sign of separation anxiety. Sometimes dogs bark just because they’re bored.

Researchers have found that dogs almost always have a reason for barking. Barking is a complex means of close-range communication, and dogs make a number of basic vocal sounds. Their barks often express various emotions, such as loneliness, fear, distress, and pleasure. For instance, a stressed dog—say, one who’s left home alone—has a high-pitched, atonal, repetitive bark. Noisy barks are usually defensive in nature, while harmonic barks occur in play and other social contexts.

Just as people in different parts of the world have different accents and languages, different dog breeds have subtle variations in their types of barks. These variations are believed to correspond to dialects. And even the sounds people use to describe dog barks vary from country to country, from woof-woof in English to jau-jau in Spanish to wung-wung in Chinese. Is this because our dogs are speaking different languages, or are we simply not paying careful attention to what they’re saying?
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Dog-to-English Dictionary

If you pay close attention to your dog, you can learn to decipher her different barks. To get you started, here are some “translations” from canine ethologists (people who study dog behavior):

• A rapid string of three or four barks with pauses between each series means, “Let’s get together. There’s something we need to check out.”

• Rapid barking at a midrange pitch is an alarm meant to alert other dogs or people. It usually occurs when a stranger enters the territory.

• Continuous barking at a slower pace and lower pitch than the alarm bark indicates an immediate threat.

• Bark and pause, bark and pause, bark and pause for a long period of time indicates a dog is lonely.

• One or two short, sharp barks is a typical canine greeting.
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• A single loud bark means, “Knock it off!” Dogs often do this when they’re awakened from a nice nap or their tail is tugged by a playful puppy.

• Puppies use insistent barks to get attention.

• Some dogs learn to call their owners when it’s dinnertime or when they’d like to go outside. They usually do this with a single, purposeful bark.

• A dog whose bark rises in level of intensity is excited or having a good time.
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Who Barks and Why?

Some dog breeds have been bred to bark. Perhaps the most well-known barking breeds are the terriers. These specialized hunting dogs, whose original purpose was to follow their prey into underground dens or burrows, needed to have some way of letting their people know where they were in case they got stuck underground. Barking was much more effective than, say, collars with bells, which had the drawback of getting stuck on roots underground and were sometimes difficult to hear. People who kept terriers for hunting began selecting dogs who barked loudly when they were excited. They bred them with other dogs who had this trait, and before long, all terriers were barkers. Other breeds that tend to bark a lot include beagles, keeshonden, cocker spaniels, and herding breeds, such as Shetland sheepdogs.

The basenji, on the other hand, is known as the barkless breed. The basenji does make noise, although the sound is usually described as a soft howling or yodeling. It’s not that basenjis can’t bark; they just seldom do so unless they’re terribly excited. Why don’t basenjis bark? We don’t know, but it may be that silence was safer for dogs in the African wilds, where the basenji first originated. It may also simply be a genetic trait for this particular breed.

The tendency to bark is very likely the result of a dominant gene. When dogs who don’t bark much are bred with dogs who bark a lot, puppies are much more likely to bark than not bark. Researchers have not found whether female dogs bark more than male dogs or vice versa. Purebreds and mutts are equally likely to bark excessively.

Dogs can also learn to bark from each other. A dog who has learned to bark appropriately is invaluable in teaching a new puppy what kind of bark is necessary for asking to be let outside or how long to bark when people come to the door. However, a nuisance barker can teach bad habits to a new dog. And just as humans sometimes pick up the accent of the place where they live, dogs can learn to copy the intonations of other dogs’ barks.
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When Barking Becomes a Problem

The most important thing to know about barking is that it is a normal dog behavior. At appropriate times and levels, barking is even considered to be a useful behavior. Many people get dogs because they want them to bark when someone is either coming to the door or prowling around at night. But when barking becomes excessive, the noise can be a real headache for owners and their long-suffering neighbors. According to the Cornell Animal Behavior Clinic, up to one-third of behavioral complaints involve nuisance, inappropriate, or excessive barking.
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Before things get out of hand, take steps to teach your dog when it’s okay to bark and when she should stop or remain quiet. If you want her to bark when people approach the house, enlist your kids, spouse, or a neighbor to help with the training. Ask the helper to come to the door and knock or ring the doorbell. If your dog doesn’t bark at the noise, encourage her by excitedly asking, “Who’s there? Is someone at the door?” Praise your dog when she barks at the sound.

Once your dog is barking to alert you, the next step is to teach her when to stop. After she has given a couple of barks, hold up your hand and say a code word or command, such as enough or quiet. Give the command in a firm, quiet tone of voice. If you yell, your dog will simply think you’re barking back at her, and she’ll just bark more.

If your dog stops barking, praise her—“good quiet!”—and pop a treat into her mouth. Be sure you give the praise and treat only when the dog is quiet.

Often, showing the dog a treat may be distraction enough to stop the barking. Say, “quiet,” and give her the treat after several seconds of silence. As your dog starts to learn what the word quiet means, extend the amount of time between saying the command and giving the reward.
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Some trainers recommend wrapping your hand around your barking dog’s muzzle, or snout, and saying, “quiet” or “no bark.” That works sometimes, but you have to be careful when trying that technique. If your dog is barking frenziedly, she may accidentally bite you when you try to wrap your hand around her muzzle.

A safer way to get this effect is to keep a halter collar on your dog while you’re at home. This type of collar has a loop that wraps around your dog’s muzzle. When your dog barks more than once or twice, give a quick pull on the lead to tighten the loop around the muzzle. As soon as the dog is quiet, say, “good no bark” or “good quiet,” and reward her with a treat.

Another way to stop the barking is to call your dog to you or give her a down command. Calling your dog to you usually interrupts barking. And a dog hardly ever barks when lying down. Choose a command such as come or down and use the same one every time. Offer praise for silence and then reward your dog with a treat.

Be sure you don’t unintentionally reward your dog for barking by hugging her or saying soothingly, “It’s okay, Sweetie.” When you do that, the dog thinks she must have been right to bark. This simply encourages her to bark more the next time a similar situation occurs.


Solving a Barking Problem

When you’re trying to retrain a dog who barks excessively, the first step is to figure out why he is barking. Dogs are social animals, and most often, excessive barking occurs when they’re left outdoors all the time with little human contact and nothing to occupy them. If your dog is bored or anxious, punishment is not an appropriate response to the barking. The solution is to understand why he’s bored or anxious and deal with the problem. You might find that your dog is seeking attention or even trying to defend his territory. Videotaping the dog while you’re gone can help you figure out at what point barking starts, as well as what sets it off.
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Bored Barney

The most important way you can solve barking problems resulting from boredom is to let your dog inside the house, especially when you’re at home. Teach your dog to act appropriately in the house so he can live with you instead of being tied out in the backyard. That’s no life for a dog.

There are times in every dog’s life, though, when he needs to stay alone. Help make these times bearable by providing interactive toys such as Kongs and Buster Cubes, which can be filled with food. Hide the toys around the house so your dog has to work to find them. One innovative trainer recommends packing a “sack lunch” for your dog. Fill a paper bag with
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