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What Different 
Barks Mean

Seven reasons why your 
dog is barking — and 
some expert suggestions 
on how to stop it.
Quiet reigns in my house – for the moment, 
anyway. I look at young Lucy sleeping on her bed 
on the floor next to my desk and appreciate the 
rare moment of tranquility.

Like so many herding dogs, the year-old Cardigan 
Welsh Corgi lying at my feet is vocal. She barks 
when she’s excited. She barks when she’s playing. 
She barks when she wants something. She barks 
to alert us to visitors. She barks out of frustration. 
She barks when she hears a dog bark on TV. Not 
just any bark, mind you, but a shrill, high-pitched 
bark that grates on your nerves.

When we were in the final stages of completing 
her adoption from the local Humane Society, the 
animal care supervisor approached me with an 
expression of concern on her face. “That little 
dog you’re adopting … she’s, um, pretty vocal,” 
she warned. I shrugged. Dogs bark. What’s the 
big deal? I could train her to be quiet, I thought 
to myself confidently. Little did I know what a 
challenge it would be in this case.

Dogs do bark – some more than others. Like 
Lucy, they bark for a wide variety of reasons. 
Fortunately, like Lucy, most dogs can learn to 
control their barking – at least enough that we 
can live with them in relative peace and harmony. 
Some, however, are easier to teach than others.

WHY DO DOGS BARK?
While dogs are primarily body language 
communicators, they also use their voices to 

share information with other members of their 
social group. Compared to their wild brethren, 
however, our domesticated dogs use their voices 
far more – a tendency we have genetically 
encouraged. We’ve created herding breeds, 
including Shelties, Border Collies, Welsh Corgis, 
and others, who use their voices when necessary 
to control their flocks. We’ve bred scent hounds to 
give voice when they are on the trail of prey.

We’ve also created a lot of breeds whose 
predilection for barking is a side effect of their 
main purpose. For example, we created many 
terrier breeds for hunting small rodents. These 
dogs are often notoriously barky, perhaps from 
generations of excited pursuit of their prey. 
Likewise, many of the toy breeds are known to be 
“yappy,” serving double duty as door alarms as 
well as lap warmers.

For what it’s worth, we’ve also produced breeds 
that have a reputation for quiet. Many of the 
guarding breeds tend not to announce their 
presence, but instead carry out their duties with 

Many of the toy breeds are known to be "yappy," 
serving double duty as door alarms as well as lap 
warmers.
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a quiet intensity. Chows, Akitas, and Mastiffs are 
more likely to escort you off the property with a 
low growl or a short warning bark rather than a 
canine chorus. And of course, Basenjis don’t bark 
at all; they scream when they are displeased.

SEVEN REASONS YOUR DOG BARKS
We’d probably all be pleased if our dogs limited 
their barking to those situations for which they 
were bred to give voice, but of course they don’t. 
Those who have inherited a propensity for using 
their voices freely in one situation are highly likely 
to use them freely in others as well. And so, we 
end up with “nuisance” and “problem” barking.

Problem barking comes in a variety of flavors, 
each with its own unique triggers and solutions. 
Your dog might bark in several different 
situations, requiring a multipronged behavior 
modification program. We’ve outlined the most 
common triggers and solutions below.

Whatever the cause of your dog’s barking, don’t 
make the mistake of yelling “Quiet!” (or worse) at 
your dog. This is likely to increase his excitement 
and arousal, adding to the chaos rather than 
achieving the desired effect of peace in the 
kingdom. Even if you do succeed in intimidating 

him into silence, you risk damaging your 
relationship with him, as he learns to be quiet 
through fear.

Instead, use your human brain to figure out how 
to manage and modify your dog’s penchant for 
pandemonium. Fortunately, with a commitment 
of time, effort, training, and management, most 
barking can be controlled. Start out by identifying 
the type of barking your dog practices most 
frequently and applying the appropriate solution.

1BOREDOM BARKING
The largest category of nuisance barking is 

caused by boredom. Boredom barkers are the 
dogs who are left out in their yards all day, and 
sometimes all night, with nothing to do but 
patrol their territory and announce the presence 
of anything and everything. Sometimes it seems 
they bark just to hear themselves bark; perhaps 
they do.

Boredom barking often has a monotonous tone, 
and can go on for hours. The greatest numbers of 
barking complaints received by animal agencies 
are generated by boredom barkers.

The Fix: Fortunately, there’s an easy fix for 
outdoor boredom barking. Most of these dogs, 
if left inside, are happily quiet in their human’s 
den. The complicating factor is the length of 
time a dog can be safely left alone in the house. 
Crates and exercise pens are good management 
solutions for dogs who haven’t yet learned 
good house manners, and dogwalkers can be 
enlisted to provide midday potty breaks if owners 
work long hours. (Dogwalkers need not be 
professionals; you can often enlist the help of a 
friend, family member, or a neighbor.)

Boredom barking can also be reduced by 
enriching your dog’s life, by increasing his 
physical exercise and mind-engaging activities. A 
good, tongue-dragging, off-leash run or fetch and 
some interactive games and toys such as stuffed 
Kongs on a daily basis can minimize the tedium 
of a lonely dog’s day. 

2PLAY BARKING
These are the dogs who can’t handle too 

Play barking is common in dogs who can't handle 
too much fun! Because it's a hardwired behavior, it 
can sometimes be challenging to modify.
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much fun. They are the canine equivalent of 
cheerleaders, running around the edges of the 
game giving voice to their arousal while others 
play. Herding dogs are often members of this 
group. Bred to keep livestock under tight control, 
they often experience an inherited compulsion to 
control anyone or anything that moves.

The Fix: This is such a hardwired behavior that it’s 
difficult to modify. You do have several options:

Accept and allow the behavior. Determine 
a time and place where the barking is least 
objectionable, and let the dog do it.

Manage the behavior. Remove the barker from 
the playing field when others want to engage in 
rough-and-tumble or chase-me games.

Use “negative punishment,” a gentle, 
nonviolent form of punishment that can be 
effective if applied consistently. Negative 
punishment is the behaviorial term for any 
situation in which the dog’s behavior makes a 
good thing go away. If your dog is playing (an 
activity he enjoys) and starts barking (the thing 
you don’t want), you remove his opportunity to 
play. Use a cheerful “Oops, time out!” and remove 
him from the game for a brief (perhaps one to 
five minutes) session in the penalty box (say, 
another room).

Teach a positive interrupt (see article on page 
25). Use it when he barks to invite him to come to 
you and briefly stop the barking, then release him 
to go play again.

Encourage him to carry his favorite toy in his 
mouth during play. As we discovered with Lucy, a 
mouth full of highly valued toy makes it difficult 
to bark. If she does, at least the sound is muffled. 
Caution: This is not a good option to select if your 
barking dog also “resource guards” his toys from 
other dogs.

3DEMAND BARKING
This is less annoying to neighbors, but it can 

be very irritating to you. Your dog is saying, “Bow 
wow GIVE it to me NOW!” Demand barking may 
be encountered in the early stages of positive 

training, as your dog tries to figure out how to 
make treats, play, and attention happen. It often 
starts as a low grumble or soft “whuff,” and if 
not nipped in the bud can turn into a full-scale, 
insistent, persistent bark.

The Fix: It’s easy to derail demand barking when 
it first starts by ignoring the dog. When your dog 
barks for treats, attention, or to get you to throw 
his ball, simply turn your back on him until he is 
quiet, then say “Yes!” and return your attention to 
him. His goal is to get you to give him good stuff. 
Your goal is to teach him that barking makes 
good stuff go away.

At first, you’ll need to say “Yes!” after just a few 
seconds of quiet, but fairly quickly extend the 
period of quiet so he doesn’t learn a behavior 
chain of “Bark, be quiet for a second, get 
attention.” At the same time, you’ll need to 
reinforce quiet when he doesn’t bark first, again, 
to prevent the behavior chain.

It’s more challenging to extinguish demand 
barking when your dog has had lots of 
reinforcement for it. Remember, any attention 
you give him reinforces demand barking. Eye 
contact, physical contact, verbal admonishment – 
all of these give him what he wants: attention!

The process for modifying the behavior of a 
veteran demand barker is the same: remove 
all reinforcement. However, be prepared for an 
extinction burst – a period when the behavior 
gets worse rather than better. The behavior used 
to work, so the dog thinks if he just tries harder, 
surely it will work again. If you give in during an 
extinction burst, you reinforce the more intense 
barking behavior, and guess what happens next 
time? Right – your dog will offer the more intense 
behavior sooner, and it gets even harder to 
extinguish the barking. Oops!

4ALARM BARKING
This is Lassie’s “Timmy’s in the well!” bark. It 

means something is seriously wrong – or at least 
your dog thinks so. The alarm bark usually has a 
tone of urgency or ferocity that’s absent in most 
other barks. Because your dog’s judgment as to 
what constitutes a serious threat may differ from 
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yours, after many false alarms you may fall into 
the trap of asking him to stop barking without 
investigating the cause. Don’t! This may be the 
time a fire is smoldering in the kitchen.

The Fix: Always investigate. It could just be the 
UPS driver leaving a package on the porch, but it 
might be something serious. Sometimes Timmy 
really is in the well! Investigate, use a positive 
interrupt to stop the barking, and then reinforce 
the quiet. I also like to thank my dogs for letting 
me know something important was happening.

5GREETING BARKING
Dealing with inappropriate greeting behavior 

could be a whole article in its own right; in fact, I 
discuss this in the article, “Teaching Your Dog to 
Greet People without Jumping,” WDJ, April 2005. 
Here’s a brief preview:

Your dog may be giving an alarm: “Danger! 
Intruder at the door!” Or he may be barking in 
excitement: “Huzzah! Dad’s home!” or “Hooray! 
Company’s here!” His tone – ferocious versus 
excited – will tell you the difference.

The Fix: If you have guests arriving, the 
management/modification program is 
complicated by the fact that you have to answer 
the door! Ideally, a second person answers the 
door while you use the positive interrupt to halt 
the barking. If there is no second person available, 
use the interrupt, secure your dog in another 
room or tether him, then go greet your guests. 
(You may want to put a note on your door asking 
guests to be patient if it takes you a minute or 
two to come to the door!)

You can also help minimize greeting barking by 
remaining calm when the doorbell rings, because 
otherwise, your dog may get excited and bark at 
your excitement. In families with children, you 
may have to spend some time training the kids 
not to rush excitedly to the door, too!

Often, people unwittingly train their dogs to bark 
when they come home, by greeting the dog in a 
boisterous manner. It’s human nature to enjoy it 
when another being seems glad to see us! But it’s 
one thing to be greeted by a wagging, wiggling 
dog, and another to be greeted by a cacaphony of 
loud, maniacal barking. And with some dogs, one 
often leads to the other.

If your dog is barking as you approach your door, 
wait outside until he is quiet for at least a few 
seconds. Then enter the house, remaining very 
calm and quiet yourself. If your dog starts barking 
as you enter, ignore him until he is quiet, then 
greet him calmly. After you have been home a 
little while and he is calm, you can initiate a play 
or affection session.

6FRUSTRATION BARKING
Frustration barking can be identified by its 

tone of shrill insistence. When Lucy first joined 
our family and we used tethers to manage her 
cat-chasing, for a time she became a master at 
frustration barking. She still gives shrill voice to 
her frustration when we confine our dogs to the 
tack room while we move horses in and out of the 
barn, but she settles quickly, having learned that 
it doesn’t get her released any sooner.

The Fix: Frustration barking is a close relative 
of demand barking, but is more likely to occur 

Alarm barking tends to occur when your dog feels 
like something is seriously wrong. This can be the 
case (or it can also be a delivery person dropping 
off a package!). 
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when you are a distance from the dog, or when 
it is directed at something other than you. You 
handle it the same way. Ignore the behavior you 
don’t want (the barking) and reward the behavior 
you do want (quiet). A reward marker such as the 
click! of a clicker, or a verbal “Yes!” is very useful to 
mark the quiet, since you are often at a distance 
from the dog when the barking and the moment 
of quiet happen.

As with demand barking, the more your dog has 
been rewarded for frustration barking in the past, 
the more committed and consistent you’ll need to 
be to make it go away, and the more likely you’ll 
have to work through a significant extinction 
burst.

7ANXIETY BARKING
Hysterical vocalization is just one of several 

manifestations of separation anxiety (SA), 
often accompanied by destructive behavior, 
extraordinary efforts to escape confinement, 
and/or inappropriate urination and defecation. 
Separation anxiety is a complex behavior – a full-
blown panic attack (see “Learning to Be Alone, 
July 2001, and “Relieving Anxiety,” August 2001). 
To modify SA barking, howling, or screaming, you 
must modify the entire anxiety complex.

The Fix: While it can be modified through 
a program of counter-conditioning and 
desensitization, SA barking usually requires the 
intervention of a professional trainer/behavior 
consultant, sometimes with the assistance of 
behavior modification drugs. If your dog’s barking 
is related to anxiety, we suggest you contact a 
good, positive trainer/behaviorist to help you 
with the complex and difficult anxiety behavior.

PREVENT THE HABIT IN BARK-HAPPY BREEDS
DAY ONE: Owners are in the backyard enjoying 
the company of their nine-week-old Toy Poodle 
pup, flown to California from a breeder across 
the country at age six weeks, stricken with pneu-
monia on arrival, finally recovered enough to play 
in the garden on a warm day.

The tiny white ball of fluff is totally engaged in 
discovering a brand new world. Everything that 
moves is cause for excitement, and with each new 

discovery, she lets out a cautious little “Woof!” 
and runs back to Owners’ laps, who chuckle, 
enchanted by their pup’s adorable antics.

DAY TWO: Similar scenario, except Owners are 
now frowning in consternation, as the cautious 
“Woofs” have advanced to shrill alarm barking 
at every sound: neighbors’ voices, the jingle 
of dog tags from another yard, the rustle of a 
squirrel dashing through a pile of leaves. Each 
new round of alarm barking elicits a frustrated 
and ineffective response: “Maggie! Stop! Maggie, 
SHUSH! Maggie, STOP!”

This has the classic signs of a nuisance barker 
in the making. Unless Maggie’s owner changes 
tactics, and promptly, she could be facing a 
lifetime of ineffective cues like “Maggie, SHUSH!", 
annoyed looks from neighbors, and perhaps even 
visits from Animal Services as nearby residents 
lose patience with the loss of tranquility in the 
neighborhood.

It’s easy to understand Maggie’s behavior. She’s a 
toy breed — one of several known for their ability 

Before adding a new dog to your family, 
take into consideration your tolerance for 
barking, and select a type of dog whose 
genetic propensity for vocalizing matches 
your tolerance level.

Appreciate your dog's voice as a useful 
communication tool and teach her how to 
control and use it appropriately.

Don't reward — purposely or 
accidentally — any type of barking 
that you wouldn't want to live with 
indefinitely.

Your complete guide to natural dog care and training

AN OVERVIEW OF BARKING:
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to be generous with high-pitched vocalizations. 
Her breeding may have bestowed a less-than-
resilient temperament, causing her to find 
the world more alarming than necessary. She 
may have been born into an environment that 
provided little early socialization to temper a 
timid personality, separated from her litter earlier 
than ideal, and subjected to the sometimes 
traumatic experience of air travel.

When she took ill in her new home, she was 
quarantined indoors for three more weeks of her 
optimum early socialization period, forestalling 
remedial socialization. By the time she was 
introduced to the world, she had missed out on 
important life lessons, and the wash of stimuli 
bombarding her in the backyard was more than 
she could handle.

Time for Maggie’s human to play catch-up! 
Maggie’s owners need to expose their tiny dog 
to stimuli more gradually, for shorter periods of 
time, and associate new sights and sounds with 
good stuff (yummy treats) instead of harsh verbal 
corrections that add to the overstimulation and 
goad Maggie into further barking. They could 
walk with Maggie into the backyard briefly, feed 
a few treats, and walk back inside, gradually 
extending the length of backyard visits as the 
pup gains confidence. They could teach Maggie 
a positive interrupt indoors, in preparation for 

longer visits to the backyard. Then, if Maggie does 
become aroused and start to bark, a cheerful 
“Over here!” could end the eruption quickly, 
before community peace is shattered.

Dogs generally do better in training when told 
what to do (“Come over here to me for a goodie!”), 
instead of what not to do (“STOP barking!”). 
Redirecting the behavior in this manner occupies 
the dog’s brain with the new behavior, rather 
than leaving a behavior vacuum that is filled with 
the next burst of barking.

Last but not least, Maggie’s owners could enroll 
her in a well-run positive puppy class, to give 
her more opportunities for socialization before 
the optimum time for this task ends at 16 to 18 
weeks. They’d better do something, and soon. The 
longer a dog practices a behavior, the harder it 
is to change. If they ignore their puppy’s barking 
much longer, they — and their neighbors — will 
likely be living with it for the next 15 to 20 years.

THE NEIGHBORHOOD BARKER
Sometimes it’s not your dog barking, it’s your 
neighbor’s! This can present a challenge: your 
neighbor may — or may not — be interested in 
fixing the problem. How do you handle this?

WHAT TO DO: Your first step is to gently inform 
your neighbor that her dog is barking excessively, 
and when. This is best done during the day, not 
with an irate phone call when the dog wakes you 
up at two o’clock in the morning again. Assume 
she’s not aware of it, or at least not aware it’s 
disturbing to her neighbors.

If she seems receptive, show her this article 
to give her some ideas about how to modify 
her dog’s barking behavior. If you’re feeling 
generous, give her a copy of Terry Ryan’s 
book, The Bark Stops Here, for more in-depth 
information on barking.

Even if you’ve already had some negative 
interactions with your neighbor over her dog, 
it may not be too late to try again, and mend 
fences. Approach her with an apology for any past 
bad words, and let her know you’d like to help 
with her dog’s barking, if you can. Even short of 

A young puppy who receives little socialization 
can become an adult dog with barking issues.
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doing actual behavior modification, offers to let 
her dog play with yours (if they’re compatible) or 
taking her dog for walks (if you can safely manage 
the dog) may enrich the dog’s environment and 
provide enough exercise to reduce or eliminate 
the barking.

If she’s not receptive, or if your neighbor is 
such a threatening presence to you that you’re 
not comfortable contacting her, you can file a 
complaint with the animal authorities in your 
community. Most will not disclose the identity of 
a complainant, but you should double-check with 
them to be sure. You may need to make follow-
up complaints if their initial contact with the 
dog owner doesn’t create an adequate change in 
behavior.

WHAT NOT TO DO: Do not attempt to work with 
a neighbor’s dog without the permission of the 
owner. Even with your best of intentions, you 
could be bitten, you could be sued, and you could 
actually intensify the bark rather than reducing 
it. And do not install any electronic anti-barking 
devices. We are hearing reports that these can be 

quite aversive, perhaps even painful, for the dogs 
at which they are directed.

NOT ALL DOG BARKING IS BAD
A dog’s voice can be a useful thing, especially 
the bark that lets us know a dog needs to go 
outside, or is ready to come back in. Some 
service dogs are trained to bark to alert their 
owners. Dogs warn us of intruders and tell us of 
pending emergencies. I can think of numerous 
times when the Miller dogs’ barking served 
a valuable purpose. There was the time they 
let me know that our horses had escaped and 
were trooping down our driveway toward the 
road. I smile whenever I remember Dusty, our 
eight-pound Pomeranian, standing his ground, 
ferociously barking, preventing our 1,000-pound 
Thoroughbred mare from walking through a gate 
accidentally left open.

When Lucy’s shrill voice causes me to grit my 
teeth, I remind myself that there will be times 
when she, too, will use that same voice to tell me 
something important, and I’ll be glad she has a 
voice to use. 
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Some dogs are simply more vocal than 
others. Try to accept that and train 
him to "do his thing" in ways that you 

nd accepta le and appropriate.
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Knock, Knock ...

Who's there? Here's 
how to teach your dog 
to behave calmly when 
someone is at the door.
Unexpected visitors have pulled into your 
driveway, exited their car, and are walking up 
the steps to your front door. You brace yourself. 
You know what’s coming next. “Ding-Dong,” 
goes your cheerful doorbell, and your dog 
charges to the door, unleashing a frenzy of 

ferocious barking. Frustrated and angry, you 
yell at her to be quiet – to no avail – while you 
try to grab onto her collar and open the door 
to greet your guests. Her doorbell display is so 
embarrassing that you’re becoming more and 
more reclusive, meeting friends at restaurants 
rather than inviting anyone to your home for 
social events. 

Don’t despair; you’re not alone. In fact, doorbell 
arousal behavior is pretty common. And there is 
hope.

DOORBELLS AND DOGS
Thousands of dog owners around the country 
have canine family members who show similar 
distressing doorbell behaviors. These dogs may 
be naturally somewhat protective, and quickly 
come to associate the ringing doorbell with 
the presence of an intruder on their property. 
Barking at the bell may send a serious “Go away 
or I’ll eat you” message. Even when there’s no 
aggressive intent, the excessive vocal display 
serves to announce an event they want the rest 
of the family to be aware of. “Someone’s here! 
Someone’s here!” If a doorbell-aroused dog is 
very social, his frenetic barking may also signify 
an excited, “Hurry, hurry, hurry and let ’em in so I 
can jump all over them and say hi!”

From early puppyhood, dogs realize that the 
ringing of the doorbell itself is an event – it 
gets you excited. Really. What happens when 
the doorbell rings? One or more humans in the 
home jump up and move quickly to the door, 
usually with human body language arousal 
signals, including fast movement, alert or 
excited facial expression, tension in the muscles, 
and loud vocalization  (“I’ll get it!” or “Be right 
there!”). It’s no wonder our dogs learn to get 
excited right alongside us as we dash to the door, 
“barking” our heads off.

It doesn’t even have to be the doorbell. Some 
dogs are equally aroused by a knock at the door, 
or the sound of footsteps up the walkway, or 
even a car pulling into the driveway. These are 
all things they’ve come to associate with the 
excitement of the event – someone coming to, 
and often coming in, the door.

Is your dog a nightmare when people come to the 
door? Mostly, it depends on what you do following 
the knock or ringing of the doorbell.



Whole Dog Journal™ Stop Barking — 11 www.whole-dog-journal.com

MANAGE, MODIFY, TRAIN
A good doorbell manners program is a 
combination of management, classical 
conditioning, and operant conditioning. Ideally, 
you implement the program before your dog 
learns inappropriate door behavior. If it’s too 
late for that, it’s never too late to start changing
behavior.

If you start by programming appropriate 
classical and operant responses to door arrivals 
from day one, your dog will quickly learn 
incompatible operant behaviors in response 
to the environmental cues that someone is 
approaching his home. He will also make a 
different association with the arrival of guests, 
and as a result his emotional response will 
be relaxed and positive. If you’re having to 
undo previously programmed inappropriate 
behaviors, your training and modification 
program will take longer, but you can still 
accomplish your goal of calm instead of chaos 
when visitors arrive on your doorstep. Here are 
several options for achieving doorbell calm:

Mostly classical: Classical conditioning means 
giving your dog an association between two 
stimuli. In the case of the doorbell or other 
“arrival” stimuli, you’re going to convince the 
part of your dog’s brain that controls emotion 
(the amygdala) that someone ringing the 
doorbell, knocking on the door, or walking up 
your front steps makes absolutely wonderful 
stuff happen. For our classical conditioning 
purposes, “wonderful stuff” likely means very 
high-value food, such as canned chicken (rinsed 
and drained), or some other moist, meaty, tasty 
treat that she doesn’t get in the normal course 
of events.

(1) Have your dog on leash, preferably some 
distance from the door, and a large supply of 
very high-value treats.

(2) Instruct another family member to ring 
the doorbell. Immediately feed your dog a 
high-value treat. Or ring the doorbell yourself 
and feed a treat, if a helper isn’t available. 
Look for a remote battery-powered doorbell at 
the hardware store or on the Web – one that 

sounds like your existing doorbell. Alternatively, 
you could record the doorbell ringing, and play 
the recording. Or download a recording of a 
ringing doorbell from the Internet and play 
that. (You can find doorbells, knocking, and 
just about any other sounds you can imagine 
online.) Practice at least twice a day, five 
minutes per session (more is better) until your 
dog looks happily to you for a treat when she 
hears the doorbell ring.

This is called a “conditioned emotional response”
or CER. Note: If your dog already goes from zero 
to 100 the instant she hears the bell, you can 
reduce the intensity to keep her below threshold 
by starting as far away from the chime box as 
possible, by reducing the volume of your chime 
box if you have that feature, or by using the 
recorded doorbell sound and turning the volume 
down low enough that she doesn’t go “over 
threshold” immediately upon hearing it. Part of 
your program will then also include gradually 
increasing the volume of the bell, before you 
move on to Step 4.

(3) When you are getting consistent CERs from 
your dog at the sound of the doorbell, repeat the 

Determine which approach to teaching 
good doorbell manners appeals to you 
and is most appropriate for your dog.

Make sure all family members are on 
board with the program; enlist friends, 
too, to help with implementation.

Always remember to have fun with 
training. You and your dog will be most 
successful if you enjoy yourselves during 
the process.

Your complete guide to natural dog care and training

WHAT YOU CAN DO:
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exercise with your dog off-leash, a short distance 
away from you. When she looks at you with her 
“Where’s my chicken?” CER and walks the few 
steps to you, feed her treats. You are adding 
operant pieces to her behavior now: she has 
the classical association between doorbell and 
chicken, but she’s choosing to come to you. That’s 
operant behavior.

(4) When she’ll hustle to you from any point in 
the same room, build in a sit before you feed the 
chicken – more operant behavior. You may need 
to cue it at first, but your goal is to create an 
automatic sit, so that when the doorbell rings 
she runs to you and sits politely every time. 
You can encourage your dog to sit with your 
body language – stand up straight, and move 
your hand toward your chest if necessary – and 
eventually fade those cues by minimizing your 
movements, until she offers sits automatically.

(5) Gradually increase the distance between you 
and your dog, until she comes running to you 

from any room in the house when she hears the 
doorbell, and offers a sit.

(6) Now practice Steps 1 through 4 with real 
visitors coming to the house. You may have to 
bribe your friends with the promise of food; 
schedule a dinner party but ask your guests to 
arrive at 5- to 10-minute intervals so you get 
several practice sessions in a short time. If your 
friendships are strong you can even ask them 
to leave and come back a few times during the 
evening so you get more chances to practice.

When your dog's behavior is solid on Step 5, you 
can slowly begin to diminish the frequency of 
your treat delivery. Make it random; don’t just 
suddenly stop treating, but skip one here and 
there, and use some other form of reinforcement 
that your dog loves, such as happy praise, a 
scratch in her itchy spot, or her favorite toy. 
Eventually you can phase out treats altogether, 
but be ready for remedial practice sessions if her 
door manners start to deteriorate.

Utilize the same process for door knocks, for 
people coming up the walk to your door, and 
for cars pulling in the driveway. Associate the 
stimulus with good stuff in order to give your 
dog a different behavioral response to the 
various sounds of visitors arriving.

Mostly operant: Alternatively, you can choose 
a training approach that focuses on operant 
behavior from the start, by simply teaching your 
dog that the doorbell (or knock) is her cue to do a 
specific behavior, such as lie down on a dog bed 
you’ve strategically placed in your foyer, or run 
to her crate in the living room.

For best results, use backchaining for this 
exercise, meaning you’ll teach the last piece 
of the behavior first, and build backward until 
you’ve completed the entire behavior chain. If 
you’re going to teach your dog to lie down on a 
dog bed in your foyer, it would look like this:

(1) Stand a foot from the bed and either lure or 
shape your dog to lie on the bed. To lure, say “Go 
to bed!” or “Doorbell!” or whatever cue you want 
to use, put a tasty treat in front of her nose and 

In a "mostly operant" approach, you teach your 
dog to perform a speci c behavior  such as go to 
his bed  using the doorbell as his cue. or this, 
you'll need a helper to ring the bell
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lure her onto the bed, then cue her to lie down. 
Click and give her a treat. 

To shape the behavior, wait for any micro-
movement toward the bed: even just a glance 
or a lean toward it. Then click and toss a treat 
behind your dog so she has to get up to eat it. 
When she comes back toward you (and the bed) 
take advantage of the “reset” to click while she’s 
moving, and toss the treat to reset her again – 
giving her another opportunity to move toward 
you (and the bed) and get clicked. When you 
have shaped her to go to the bed and lie down 
on it, then add your cue. 

(2) When your dog will lie down on her bed on 
cue when you are a foot away, move another foot 
away from the bed and repeat the exercise (this 
part should go quickly).

(3) Gradually move farther and farther away 
from the bed, making sure she does the “go 
to bed” behavior reliably at each new location 
before increasing distance. Practice from all 
different directions, until she will go to her bed 
on cue from anywhere in the foyer.

(4) Now add the doorbell as a new “go to bed” 
cue. Whenever you add a new cue, you put it 
in front of the known cue, so you will ring the 
doorbell, then say “Go to bed,” and click and 
treat when she complies. You are saying to her, 
“Dog, this ‘ding-dong’ sound means the same 
thing as your ‘go to bed’ cue.”

(5) With repetitions, you will see her start to 
move to her bed when she hears the doorbell, 
even before you give the verbal cue. This means 
she’s made the connection between the new 
doorbell cue and the old verbal cue. Click and 
jackpot with several treats one after the other 
when she lies down on her bed. You may need to 
remind her with the verbal cue few more times, 
but she’s there.

(6) Now increase distance until she’ll go to 
her bed upon hearing the doorbell cue from 
anywhere in the foyer, and then generalize to 
anywhere in the house. Now when your dog 
hears the doorbell she’ll automatically run to her 

bed from anywhere in the house, and lie down.
If you prefer the crate in the living room 
scenario, just substitute “crate” for “dog bed” 
and follow the same steps. Note that while 
you were focusing on operant behavior in this 
training approach, your dog was also getting a 
positive classical association with the doorbell, 
because she was getting treats in close proximity 
to the sound of the chimes. Classical and operant 
conditioning are always both in play, even when 
we’re focusing on one or the other.

Management: As you work to create 
associations, modify behavior, and train new 
operant responses to the doorbell and other 
“visitors arriving” cues, you’ll want to include 
the always useful management piece of your 
behavior program. 

When your dog has successfully arrived on her 
bed – either in response to your “in-progress” 
verbal cue, or to the doorbell itself – you can 
tether her there to prevent an after-the-fact 
aroused rush to greet your guests. To reinforce 
polite greeting as well as appropriate doorbell 
manners, offer your visitors treats and ask them 
to walk over to your dog and feed her treats as 
long as she is sitting or lying down. Tell them 
that if she stands up, jumps up, or barks, they 
should step back, wait for her to sit again, then 
feed her the treat and give her a scratch under 
the chin. 

Note: If your dog barks aggressively at guests 
as they approach her on her tether, you’ll need 
a separate behavior modification program for 
the aggression. Please consult with a qualified 
positive behavior professional for assistance 
with this behavior challenge. Meanwhile, 
teaching your dog to run to her crate may be a 
better option for her than running to her bed in 
the foyer.

If you’ve chosen the crate instead of the dog bed, 
management is as simple as closing the crate 
door. When your guests have been greeted and 
made comfortable, barring aggressive behavior 
you can let your dog out, on-leash if necessary, 
for introductions. Depending on the degree 
of your dog’s doorbell arousal, baby gates and 
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closed doors, or even a leash, can also effectively 
dampen or divert intense guest-arrival behavior. 

OTHER OPTIONS TO CONSIDER
There are many other creative options for 
programming or modifying doorbell behavior. 
Here are two.

Try changing your doorbell sound. If your dog 
has a very strong emotional response to the 
existing doorbell, it will be easier to give him 
a new association with a new sound. Don’t 
actually use it as your new doorbell until you’ve 
conditioned a very positive response for your 
dog (or trained him to perform an appropriate 
operant behavior in response to the new chime). 
When your training is completed,then substitute 
the new doorbell in place of the current one.

Get a toy. You can teach your dog that the 
doorbell is her cue to run to fetch a toy. You can 
toss the toy for her to fetch (have her offer a sit 
first!), and thus focus her energies on the toy 
instead of the doorbell or your guests. You can 
also teach her to take the toy to your visitors, 
and construct a polite greeting behavior that 
includes sitting until they toss the toy for her.

Purchase a Manners Minder. This unique 

remote treat-delivery gadget was developed by 
veterinary behaviorist Sophia Yin for a variety 
of training and behavior applications, including 
door manners! 

The concept is simple. When you push a button, 
the unit beeps and delivers a treat. Your dog 
makes the classical association between the 
“beep” and treat, and quickly learns (operantly) 
to run to the machine when she hears the 
beep. The beep becomes the cue to run to the 
machine. 

Then add the doorbell as the new cue to run 
to the machine, as in Step 4 of the “mostly 
operant” approach as described earlier. Ring 
the doorbell, beep the beep, and the machine 
delivers. When the doorbell alone sends your 
dog to the machine, fade the beep cue by 
utilizing the “mute” feature of the remote: you 
press the button to deliver a treat but no beep 
occurs; the doorbell alone sends your dog to the 
machine for her treat. Gradually increase your 
dog’s distance from the machine so the doorbell 
sends her running to her Manners Minder from 
anywhere in the house.

To purchase one, a Google search will show you 
various websites that carry it.  

The Manners Minder is a useful 
tool for teaching your dog to go to a 
designated spot on cue. perated y a 
remote control, it allows you to dispense 
a treat (from a dog-proof reservoir) to 
your dog at a distance from you. 
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Barkaholics 
(Not Very) 
Anonymous

Owners of these vocal 
dogs readily admit they 
have a problem — but 
what can be done about 
it?
My dog Shadow is a barkaholic. If there were 
a 12-step program for such a condition, she 
would be a good candidate to attend. She likes 
to bark when she is happy and excited, when she 
is concerned, when she would like something 
from us, when something surprises her, when 

other dogs bark, and mostly, when squirrels run 
through the trees in our backyard. The squirrel 
bark is the worst – sharp and shrill and so loud 
that it makes your ears hurt.

The trouble with having a dog who barks for a 
variety of reasons is that there isn’t one easy 
answer for getting her to stop. People often see 
barking as a single problem; just last week I was 
asked by several students in my class, “How do 
I stop my dog from barking?” I couldn’t give a 
simple answer. The solution to barking problems 
depends on understanding several factors:

 When and where is it happening?

 Why is it happening? What is the specific 
trigger?

 What is the dog getting out of barking? 
What is reinforcing the behavior?

And if your dog, like mine, barks in several 
different situations, has multiple triggers, and 
the reward varies, you may need more than one 
solution to help your dog live a quieter life. But 
once you can identify the when, where, why, and 

Most dogs ar   
ut some ar  so 

frequently and/or in 
such long"jags," that 
the ehavior annoys 
everyone near y. 
Determining the reason 
is the ey to solving it.  
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what, you can come up with a training plan to 
solve the problem.

DIFFERENT REASONS, DIFFERENT SOLUTIONS
Remember that barking is normal behavior for 
dogs. It is a form of communication. Most dogs 
bark some of the time and often for very good 
reasons. Here are some of the most common:

 They are excited! There are many potential 
triggers for excitement barking. Perhaps your 
dog barks when you first come home or when a 
friend comes to the door. Dogs who bark when 
they are excited may bark in play, or when they see 
something they like, or when they are amped up for 
no apparent reason.

 They want something. This is often called 
demand barking, but in my house, we call it bossy 
barking. I live with herding dogs and they do tend 
to take charge. “Hey, don’t you know it is time for 
a walk?!” 

Demand barking is also common when training 
with food – when dogs get frustrated because the 
treats aren’t coming fast enough, for example, 
they may bark to remind you to keep the food 
flowing. Barking is also one of the ways that dogs 
have to ask for what they want or need. A dog 

may bark when she needs to go outside to potty, 
and this may be a very good thing!

 They are alerting us to something. Most 
dogs aler t-bark to some degree. T hey may 
bark when someone comes up to the house, 
or when there is an unusual noise, or when 
ano ther dog in the neighborho od bark s.  
 
Most of us appreciate some degree of alert barking 
(for example, I’d be very happy with my dog if she 
barked if someone were trying to break into my 
house). The problem with alert barking comes 
when our dogs are barking at things that people 
think are inconsequential or when they continue 
barking when we think they should stop.

 They are afraid. We all have things that scare us 
and so do our dogs. Recently, I was walking with my 
dog on a familiar path, a place we walk almost daily. 
As we came around a bend, there in the middle 
of the path was a pile of boulders. My dog was so 
surprised by this new thing in our path that she 
became very afraid –and barked like crazy. 

This type of startle barking is relatively common 
in adolescent dogs like Shadow. Once she stopped 
barking, we went and investigated the boulders 
and she realized they were just rocks and all was 
good. Some dogs, however, have more significant 
fears – they may be afraid of men, or kids, or other 
dogs, or hats, or skateboards. When a dog barks 
because of an ongoing fear, that fear will need to 
be addressed before the barking problem can be 
solved.

 They don’t do well when alone. Many dogs 
will experiment with barking when they are alone 
and bored. Maybe they bark at the squirrels or 
the neighbor’s dog. Boredom barking often has 
elements of alert barking, excitement barking, or 
demand barking. But barking when home alone 
can also be a symptom of separation distress or 
anxiety. When dogs are barking when home alone, 
we need to figure out why in order to effectively 
help our dogs.

LET'S SOLVE THIS PROBLEM!
Once you have identified why your dog is barking, 
you can follow these steps to solve the problem:

Demanding barking (in this case, for food) is one 
of the ways that dogs have to ask for what they 
want or need.
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1MANAGEMENT FIRST. Management means 
f inding ways to prevent your dog f rom 

barking while you are working on chang-
ing the behav ior. Your management steps 
will vary depending on your dog’s tr igger.  
 
For example, if your dog barks each time someone 
walks by the front of the house, you may need to 
block the dog’s view of the street with window 
coverings or plan to have the dog in the back 
of the house when you aren’t actively training.  
 
For a dog who barks when scared, you may need 
to avoid those things that make your dog afraid 
while you work through a behavior modification 
plan. For a dog who barks when playing with his 
pal, you may need to interrupt the play often so 
that the dogs don’t become quite as excited. These 
are all forms of management.

2CHANGE YOUR DOG’S REACTION TO THE TRIG-
GER. Sometimes solutions to barking problems 

are as simple as changing your dog’s relationship to 
the trigger (notice I said simple, not easy!). 

So, for example, if your dog barks excitedly 
when you come home from work, you may find 
success with being a little less interesting when 
you first come home. If you (the trigger) become 
less exciting, your dog will be less likely to bark. 
For a dog who is afraid of men, embarking on a 
counter-conditioning program with a qualified 
trainer may help solve the problem. When the 
fears are alleviated, the barking will likely stop on 
its own.

3TEACH AN ALTERNATIVE BEHAVIOR. This can be 
a key component in solving barking problems. 

What else can your dog do instead of barking (and 
the answer can’t be “not barking”)? Here are some 
ideas: If a dog barks at other dogs on a walk, you can 
teach her to look at you and get a treat each time she 
sees another dog. If a dog barks at the front window, 
you can teach her to run and find you in the house 
rather than bark. If a dog barks in excitement, you 
can teach her to grab a toy and play when excited. 
If a dog barks to get you to take him for a walk, you 
can teach him to sit in front of you to remind you 
it is time to go out instead. With enough practice, 
those things that previously triggered your dog to 

bark will now trigger the alternative behavior in-
stead. 

4CHANGE THE CONSEQUENCE. Let’s face it, most 
barking is intrinsically rewarding to the dog. 

A dog barks when someone walks by the house, 
the person continues walking – and the barking 
is reinforced by the person going away. Your dog 
barks at you for attention, you turn around and ask 
him to stop – and the barking is rewarded by your 
attention, even if it is scolding. 

Changing what happens after he barks can 
impact his barking in the future. For example, 
if your dog barks at you for treats, putting the 
treats away instead of giving him one may be 
part of the solution.

As another example, if a dog barks when he 
sees his best pal, you may help him learn that 
approaching quietly means he will have the 
opportunity to say hi or to play – and that barking 
as he gets closer causes you and the other dog’s 
owner to part ways, ending his opportunity to 
play. 

5TEACH AN INTERRUPTER. You can teach your 
dog a “quiet” cue that can interrupt a barking 

cycle. The key to teaching this is to do it when the 
dog is not barking, rather than trying to teach it 
when the dog is already barking. 

If your dog barks to get you to take him for a 
walk, you can instead teach him to sit in front of 
you to remind you it's time to go out.
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When your dog is already being quiet, say “Quiet,” 
mark it with the click of a clicker (or another 
marker, such as the word “Yes!”) and then reward 
your dog. Once your dog hears the word “Quiet” 
and starts orienting to you in expectation of 
the treat, switch to marking and rewarding the 
orientation. 

Once you’ve practiced a few dozen times, you can 
give it a try when your dog is barking – preferably, 
a low-key sort of bark (don’t start when she’s 
about to lose her mind over a squirrel on the 
sidewalk right in front of you!). Say “Quiet!” and 
then when your dog glances at you, mark (click or 
“Yes!”) and give her a tasty treat. 

Teaching a “Quiet” cue will seldom completely 
solve a barking problem, but it can interrupt the 
barking long enough for you to direct your dog to 
do an alternative behavior.

6HELP YOUR DOG LEARN TO BE CALM. Barking is 
almost always coupled with overexcitement. A 

dog engaging in a calm activity is less likely to bark 
than a dog engaged in an arousing activity. While 
helping your dog learn to be calmer isn’t directly 
addressing barking, it can have a big impact. You 
can help your dog learn to be calmer by:

 “Capturing” calm by rewarding your dog 
when she is already settled.

 Teaching your dog to settle on a bed or mat.

 Practicing impulse-control exercises can help 
a dog focus when excited. 

Examples of these exercises include tug-sit-tug, 
down before ball tosses, and asking her to sit and 
wait quietly before you put her food bowl down.

 Providing low-key exercise and activity  
rather than lots of ball or chase games. 

Often when we have easily overstimulated dogs, 
we want to wear them out with activities such 
as fetch or dog-to-dog play. While these are great 
activities for many dogs, they can also wind dogs 
up – and amped-up dogs are much more likely to 
bark. Long leisurely walks or scent games can tire 
your dog without getting her overexcited. 

7BE REALISTIC. Dogs bark. Barking is perfectly 
normal behavior and not something that is likely 

to be eliminated completely. For example, instead of 
expecting your dog not to bark at all when people 
come to the door, consider allowing a few barks, and 
then giving the cue (and rewards) for quiet. And if 
your dog barks out of fear or anxiety, remember 
that those issues must be addressed before you can 
realistically expect your dog to stop barking.

BACK TO THE BARKAHOLIC
Unfortunately, many dogs who bark excessively 
do so in more than one area. This means that you 
have to get creative and proactive to help your 
dog learn to live a quieter life. 

Following the multi-step approach above, 
we came up with a training and behavior 
modification plan for my barkaholic, Shadow. 
Remember that she barks when she is excited, 
in response to other dogs barking, when she 
is startled, when she wants something, and at 
the squirrels in the yard, and more recently as 
she’s grown up, alert barking has joined the list. 
Basically, she was barking almost all the time!

To reduce her excitement barking, my partner 
and I worked with her to be calmer overall and 
more focused in a variety of situations. Some 
of the exercises we are using to do this include 

The author’s dog, 
Shadow, is living 
proof that all 
of the exercises 
and techniques 
described here 
really work! 
Her barking 
has reduced in 
frequency by 
about 80 percent, 
and she continues 
to improve.
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WHY PUNISHMENT DOESN'T WORK

Just say no to bark collars, air horns, squirt 
bottles, and other punishments. There are  
several reasons I don't use this type of punish-
ment for barking.

First, I don’t like to do anything to my dog that 
is intimidating or that causes pain or fear. Shock 
collars work by creating pain, noisemakers such 
as air horns work by scaring the dog, citronella 
collars and squirt bottles work by startling the 
dog or creating an unpleasant sensation. I do not 
want to do any of these things to my dog.

Also, I don’t think they are particularly effective in 
most situations. I will confess that in my distant 
past, I have used all of these in attempts to curb 
barking behavior. While I sometimes saw a short-
term change in the behavior, in the long run the 
barking always returned. (And the few times I 
have seen punishment effectively stop barking, a 
kinder choice would have worked as well.) 

Finally, the fallout from using these devices can 
be significant. Shock collars can cause aggression 
issues, noisemakers can add to startle and sound 
issues, and squirt bottles can make your dog 
want to avoid you! Enough said.

impulse-control games, settle exercises such as 
mat work, and counter-conditioning specific 
triggers to reduce excitement. 

For her alert barking, we taught alternative 
responses like redirecting to us when she sees or 
hears something that she would ordinarily bark 
at, such as another dog barking or the neighbor’s 
car door slamming. 

For her startle barking, we are using 
straightforward classical conditioning; things 
that surprise her make treats rain from the sky! 
For demand barking (such as for treats or 
attention or a ball toss), we have taught her to ask 
in other ways (by bringing us the toy, for example, 
to solicit play). 

Because barking at the squirrels had elements of 
excitement, alerting, and demand barking (she 
would bark to make the squirrels run across the 
treetops), we’ve had to get very creative. First, we 
employed management by limiting her access to 
the yard and by blocking her view of the squirrels 
through the windows. We also kept her on leash 
in the yard when we went outside together at the 
beginning of this training. 

I worked with Shadow to be calmer around the 
squirrels by doing basic obedience and mat 
work at a distance from “the squirrel trees,” then 
gradually moved closer until she could respond 
when we were near those trees. Also, I have 
been teaching her to come to me, away from the 
squirrels. We started at a fair distance from the 
trees and are slowly moving closer and closer 
to the trees to work on this. When she sees a 
squirrel, she now runs to me for huge rewards – 
and this has helped reduce her fixation. We also 
use brief timeouts if she did start barking. 

By employing all of these techniques, Shadow 
has gone from being a dog who barked in most 
situations to a dog who only very selectively 
barks and who is learning to bark less and less 
every day. Her barking is overall about 80 percent 
better, a huge improvement! 

I have to admit that it has been a lot of work 
and has taken about six months to get to where 

we are today – from non-stop barking all day 
long to a dog who only barks occasionally and 
mostly appropriately. It is a work in progress, 
but the effort is totally worth it because we 
will now have many years of a mostly quiet life 
together. 
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Two Dogs 
Barking? 

Training more than one 
dog at a time can be a 
challenge — especially 
when it comes to barking.
It’s feeding time at the Miller household. All is 
calm until I pick up Scooter’s bowl to carry it to 
the laundry room where the little Pomeranian can 
eat without harassment from the larger dogs. As I 
lift the bowl from the counter, Scooter erupts with 
high-pitched barking and spinning, and Lucy the 
Corgi joins in with her deeper-but-still-sufficiently 
irritating vocals. It’s more of an annoying bit of 
ritual than a dangerous or disturbing one, but it’s 
annoying just the same. 

But how does one modify behavior if the 
protocol requires the offering and removal of 
reinforcement based on the subject’s behavior, 
when there are two subjects, and reinforcement 
for one automatically reinforces the other? Stated 
in plain English, how do I get two (or more) dogs 
to stop barking when rewarding the quiet one 
also rewards the barking one?

THE DILEMMA 
If I set the bowl back down on the counter when 
both dogs bark, I’m using negative punishment; 
the dogs’ behavior of barking makes the 
good thing – delivery of their meal – go away. 
When the dogs stop barking I use positive 
reinforcement; the dog’s quiet behavior results 
in a good thing: I pick up the bowl and proceed 
with delivery of dinner.

Now, here’s the dilemma: When I pick up the 
bowl, Lucy stays quiet, so I should positively 
reinforce that by continuing with dinner delivery. 
But Scooter starts barking again; I need to abort 
delivery so I’m not reinforcing Scooter’s barking. 
But if I set the bowl back down, I’m punishing 
Lucy for being quiet. Get it?

Trainer Sarah Richardson of the Canine 
Connection in Chico, CA, pulls aside the two 
problem barkiers for a counter-conditioning 
session. If they were not responding so well as a 
pair, she would work with each individually.

A helper is walking a strange dog back and forth 
past the gate. Sarah waits for the dogs to turn 
their heads, and immediately doles out treats. The 
dogs quickly learn that glancing at the other dog 
and back to Sarah earns them a treat. 
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The answer to the dilemma is this: I can modify 
the behavior of only one dog at a time. I need 
to select which dog I want to work with first, 
and figure out how to manage the other dog’s 
behavior until I’m ready to work with her. In this 
scenario, I might change my dog-feeding routine 
by putting Lucy in my office before I begin food 
preparation so I can work with Scooter’s barking 
behavior. After he gets his dinner, I can let Lucy 
out to join the rest of the group, and feed all of 
them.

When Scooter no longer barks at food delivery 
time, I can try reintroducing Lucy to the mix. If 
her barking re-triggers Scooter’s barking, then I 
might need to put Scooter away while I work on 
modifying Lucy’s barking. When each can handle 
dinner delivery without barking, then I can try 
them together. 

MULTI-DOG TRAINING: COUNTER 
CONDITIONING
Many multi-dog training programs break down 
because owners, understandably, aren’t always 
willing to work with the dogs separately. The 
prospect of implementing multiple behavior 
modification programs for multiple dogs can be 
quite daunting. We’re lucky only two of our five 
dogs bark at dinnertime. If all five joined in, the 
cacophony of barking would be overwhelming, 
not to mention the prospect of working with each 
of five dogs to modify barking behavior. They 
might never get fed!

Yet, individual modification work is almost always 
necessary for success with behaviors that involve 
multiple dogs. One dog’s barking just sets the 
other(s) off if the other’s barking hasn’t been 
solidly modified. Perhaps the two most common 
examples of multi-dog barking are when an 
owner walks two or more dogs on leash at one 
time, or when multiple dogs in a home (or in 
the yard) are aroused by some stimulus, such as 
someone at the door, someone walking past on 
the sidewalk, a squirrel or cat running across the 
yard or up a tree, a car going by . . .

I see the pained expression on my clients’ faces 
when I suggest to them that they need to walk 
their dogs individually, or at least with separate 

handlers. In many households, one person is in 
the habit of taking both (or all) dogs for a walk 
at the same time. I can see them doing the math 
in their heads; a 30-minute walk per day with 
three dogs has suddenly compounded into three 
30-minute walks, or 90 minutes per day. That 
equals 10.5 hours per week instead of 3.5 hours. 
Wow. Who has that much extra time to devote to 
dog walking? 

Still, it’s important. When dogs-on-leash are 
barking at an outside stimulus, such as another 
dog or a passing car, my favorite approach to 
modification is counter-conditioning. The instant 
your dog sees another dog (or the approaching 
vehicle), feed bits of chicken (or another very high-
value treat), preferably before your dog begins 
barking. Pause, let him look at the approaching 
dog (car), and quickly feed more chicken, again 
before he barks. Continue with your pause/look/
treat procedure until the dog (or car) has passed. 
Then resume your walk until the next dog (car) 
comes along.

Over time, your dog will learn that the appearance 
of another dog/car makes you feed him chicken, 
and instead of barking, he’ll look to you for 
chicken. This works whether the stimulus causing 
him to bark is a dog, a car, a kid on a bicycle, or 
anything else. Over time, as his “stimulus/chicken” 
association becomes very strong, you’ll be able to 
gradually – and significantly – reduce the amount 
of chicken you have to feed. In time, you’ll be able 
to leave the chicken home and just use his regular 
everyday treats to reinforce his looks at you when a 
target passes.

As simple as this process is, it’s virtually 
impossible to do it with two dogs at the same 
time. The timing of your treat delivery is critical; it 
must happen the instant after your dog sees the 
stimulus but before your dog starts to bark. You 
simply can’t manage two potential barkers and 
get the timing right for both. Hence the mandate 
to walk one dog at a time – or at least one dog 
per handler – if you’re serious about getting the 
barking under control. 

When you have solidly established the 
conditioned emotional response (CER) – the 
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“where’s my chicken look” – for each dog 
separately, you can begin to walk them together.

MULTI-DOG TRAINING: POSITIVE INTERRUPT
You can modify multi-dog “someone’s at the 
door” barking in a similar fashion – but it’s harder 
because all the dogs are usually in the home. You 
could do a lot of one-at-a-time set-ups with the 
other dogs out of earshot. (See related article 
on page 10). Still, chances are when someone 
comes a-knockin’, at least one of your multiple 
dogs may bark, which just might set everyone off. 
The same is true with outside/backyard stimuli. 
Despite your best efforts to counter-condition, 
the arousal behavior of multiple dogs is likely to 
cause mutual escalation or arousal, and barking 
will happen. 

For those times, a positive interrupt is a powerful 
tool. I use a voice cue (“Over here!”) as a positive 
interrupt for an individual dog, but in the chaos 
of multi-dog barking, a louder signal is called 
for. If you are blessed, as I am, with the ability 
to give a shrill mouth-whistle, that can work. If 
not, there are wonderful whistles for sale that 
are so loud you’ll need to cover your ears when 
you blow them, or risk damage to your hearing. 
My favorite is the Storm Whistle (stormwhistles.
com/storm.html; 314-436-3332). You might want 
to buy several, so you can stash them in strategic 
locations around your house and yard.

You’ll want to “charge” your whistle in the same 
way you charge a clicker, to give your dog a very 
positive association between the sound of the 
whistle and something wonderful. I tend to 
fall back on chicken as my favorite “something 
wonderful” – dogs usually love it, and it’s 
relatively low-fat, low-calorie, so you can use it 
generously without adding too many pounds to 
your dog, and with a low risk of tummy upsets.

Charge the whistle one dog at a time. With one 
dog close to you and the others put away out 
of earshot, blow the whistle (not too loudly) 
and feed a treat. Blow the whistle, feed a treat. 
Repeat many times. When your dog makes the 
connection between whistle and chicken, you’ll 
see his eyes light up at the sound, and he’ll be 
looking for the treat. Next, go out in the yard 

where he can be farther away from you, and 
repeat your whistle/treat routine, until the sound 
of the whistle brings him running for a treat 
even when he’s some distance away, sniffing the 
ground. Now put him away and try it with the 
next dog. When all dogs are “charged,” try it with 
two dogs at a time, gradually adding dogs to the 
group until your entire pack will interrupt what 
they’re doing and come running to you at the 
sound of the whistle. (By the way, this doubles as 
a great recall tool as well!)

Now you’re ready to try it for real. If you’re 
confident your dogs will respond, give it a try with 
the whole pack. If you think that’s too much for 
your canine pals, start your real life trials one, or 
maybe two dogs at a time, just like you did with 
charging the whistle. Arrange a set-up that you 
know will trigger your dog(s) to bark. Have your 
whistle handy. When the barking starts, blow the 
whistle, and reward your dogs generously when 
they stop barking and come running to you. Then 
pat yourself on the back.

Continue practicing with set-ups for as many 
different stimuli as you can think of. The more 
you practice, the better your dogs will respond 
when real-life stimuli trigger a bout of barking. If 
you’re really good, your dogs may start running 
to you in anticipation of the whistle/treat game 
when they see or hear stimuli that used to cause 
barking. When that happens, you deserve to 
reinforce yourself with dinner and a movie. 

WHAT YOU CAN DO ....

Don't punish! It may (or may not) suppress 
barking for the moment, but it's not likely to 
modify the behavior in the long run. It may 
actually make the barking worse or cause new 
behavioral problems.

Teach your dogs a positive interrupt so you 
can minimize their barking behavior.

Have reasonable expections: Accept that some 
barking is normal and appropriate for dogs. Iden-
tify times when your dogs are allowed to vocalize.
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If a neighbor comes knocking at your door with a 
complaint about your dog, resist the possibility of 
getting defensive. Instead, listen carefully to the 
problem and try to work on a solution.

What to Do If 
Your Neighbors 
Complain

Here are the practical and 
legal remedies to quiet 
nonstop barking in your 
neighborhood.
“My dog? Causing a problem? How dare you?!” 
Try hard not to go there if a neighbor ever 
approaches you with a complaint about your 
dog. Defensiveness exacerbates hostilities, 
escalates tension, and encourages your neighbor 
to make a mountain out of what you perceive 
to be a molehill. Remember, it’s all about 
perception, and your neighbor’s perception is 
his reality. Instead of being defensive, try these 
things:

Listen: Unless one of you plans to move, defusing 
the situation beats all-out war. Set defensiveness 
aside, and listen to what your neighbor says. 
Assume there’s some nugget of truth to his 
complaint. You need to find it, so you can figure 
out what to do with it. He says your dog barks 
all the time, underneath his bedroom window, 
and wakes him up. That may be an exaggeration, 
but chances are your dog is barking some of the 
time, especially if you leave her out in the yard, 
or if she has free backyard access through a 
doggie-door. 

Empathize and apologize: Without admitting 
guilt, empathize with your complainer. “It must 
be frustrating to have to listen to barking dogs 
when you’re trying to sleep.” Be sincere. Tell him 
you’re sorry he’s being disturbed by barking. 
Reassure him that you don’t want your dog to be 
a nuisance, and you want to help find a solution 

to his concerns. Ask him to bear with you while 
you work on the problem. Bake him chocolate 
chip cookies.

Investigate: Ask questions that won’t make 
your neighbor defensive. “Is there a time when 
it’s most annoying?” “Are there other dogs that 
are barking too?” “Other than giving up my 
dog, what would make you happy?” Set up a 
video camera or voice-activated tape recorder to 
document your dog’s activities when you aren’t 
home. Alternatively, take a day off and watch 
your own house from a distance, to see what 
goes on that might make your dog bark. Check 
the neighborhood to see if there are other dogs 
whose barking might be blamed on your dog. 
Ask other neighbors if they hear your dog, and if 
so, when and how much.

Be legal, be considerate: Make sure your 
dog is currently licensed, and obey all local 
animal control laws. Maybe your neighbor is 
complaining because your dog runs loose and 
he feels threatened (even though you know 
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your dog is a pussycat), or because you don’t 
clean up when you take her for walks. Those 
are legitimate grounds for complaint (as is 
excessive nuisance barking) even if your dog is a 
pussycat. You don’t want animal control to find 
you in violation of anything. Obey leash laws 
and scoop laws, and respect your neighbor’s 
discomfort with your dog – don’t let her off-
leash even if you’re just walking out to your car. 
If she runs over to happily greet him, you’ll fuel 
the fires.

Take action: Make changes to accommodate 
your neighbor and protect your dog. If his 
complaint is early-morning noise and she’s 
barking when you let her out at 6:00 am while 
you shower, alter your routine. Get up earlier 
and go out with her. Let her eliminate, then play 
with her. Keep her quietly occupied rather than 
leaving her to find her own entertainment. If it’s 
random throughout-the-day backyard barking 
while you’re away, bring her in and close the dog 
door. She doesn’t have to be outside all day. 

If things get ugly, leaving her out unattended 
exposes her to great risk from an irate neighbor. 
If necessary, pay someone to let her out for a 
noon potty break. If the complaint is about 

barking even when you are home, behavior 
modification is in order. If it’s something other 
than barking, determine how you can modify 
the situation to mitigate the problem. Some 
examples:

 Your dog charges the fence. Your neigh-
bor fears for his children’s safety. Make 
the fence solid, or put up an inner fence so 
there’s an “airlock” between dog and kids.

 Your dog came over and attacked his dog. 
You think your dog was just playing, but 
whatever. Vow that your dog is never off 
her leash in your neighborhood, even just 
walking to your car.

Keep your neighbor informed of your efforts to 
address his concerns. Document your actions 
in a journal in case you do have to face animal 
control. Ask your neighbor to let you know if he 
sees improvement – and document that. Save 
receipts for anything you buy to modify your 
dog’s environment. If you see your neighbor 
deliberately antagonizing your dog, document 
that with a video camera. Keep your dog safe. 
Be considerate. And keep baking chocolate chip 
cookies!  

t s pretty o vious 
how this can get 
frustrating in a hurry 
for neigh ors. Don t 
get defensive, ut D  
ma e a plan   
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Teaching the 
"Positive Interrupt"

Here's an incredibly useful 
training tool to help redirect 
undesirable behaviors.
The positive interrupt is a well-programmed, 
highly reinforced behavior that allows you to 
redirect your dog’s attention back to you when 
she’s doing something inappropriate, like 
barking. Ideally, you want your dog’s response 
to the “Over here!” cue to be so automatic — 
classically conditioned — that he doesn’t stop 
to wonder whether what he’s doing is more 
rewarding or interesting than turning his 
attention toward you and running for a treat. 

He doesn’t think — he just does it, the way your 
foot automatically hits the brake of your car 
when you see taillights flash in front of you on 
the highway. Here’s how to program it in your 
dog. 

INSTALL AND PRACTICE THE CUE IN A LOW-
DISTRACTION ENVIRONMENT
Use a phrase such as “Over here!” or “Quiet 
please!” as your interrupt cue. Say the phrase in 
a cheerful tone of voice when your dog is paying 
attention to you, then immediately feed him a 
morsel of a very high-value treat, such as a small 
shred of canned chicken or sardines. Repeat until 
you see his eyes light up and his ears perk when 
you say the phrase.

Wait until your dog is engaged in a low-value 
activity, such as wandering around the room, 
sniffing something mildly interesting. Then say 
your interrupt phrase in the same cheerful tone 
of voice. You should see an immediate interrupt 
in his low-value activity, and he should dash to 
you for his treat. If he doesn’t, return to Step I, 
perhaps with an even higher-value treat.

PRACTICE THE CUE WITH MINOR 
DISTRACTIONS
Still in the low-distraction environment so you 
can control the distraction level, add moderate 
distractions — one at a time — and practice the 
interrupt. For example, sit in your kitchen (low-
distraction environment) with a helper such 
as one of your friends or family members. Give 
your helper a bag of chips. At your cue, ask your 
helper to help themselves to a chip or two; this 
should be a fairly minor distraction. 

Gradually increase the intensity of the 
distraction. Your helper can noisily crunch 
the chips, or get up and walk around — and 
eventually hop around while crunching chips.

Gradually move up to major distractions in your 
low-distraction environment while practicing 
the positive interrupt. If you lose your dog’s 
automatic response at any step, return to the 
previous step.

MOVE YOUR LESSONS TO AN ENVIRONMENT 
WITH MORE DISTRACTIONS
Go for a walk around the block with your dog 
on leash. Use the interrupt when he becomes 
preoccupied with a mild to moderate real-
life distraction, such as an interesting bush 
he would like to sniff or a fast-food bag on 
the sidewalk he’d like to check out. If a major 
distraction presents itself, including a stimulus 
that causes him to bark, give the interrupt a try! 

Don’t get discouraged if it fails to work in a 
challenging situation; just keep practicing in 
less-difficult surroundings. And make sure the 
treat you use is irresistibly delicious.

USE THE POSITIVE CUE TO INTERRUPT YOUR 
DOG'S BARKING
When your dog automatically turns his 
attention to you in response to your cue when 
confronted with major real-life distractions, you 
have a valuable tool for interrupting his barking. 
Be sure you practice occasionally with mild 
distractions as well, to keep the cue “tuned up,” 
and remember to thank him and tell him what 
a wonderful dog he is when he stops barking on 
your request.  
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How to Address 
Nuisance Barking  

Here are the practical and 
legal remedies to quiet 
non-stop barking in your 
neighborhood. 
Besides leaving a copy of this Ebook on the 
dog-owner’s front porch (maybe they’ll take 
the hint and train their dog not to bark), you 
might consider the practical and legal remedies 
offered by attorney Mary Randolph, author of 
Dog Law. This outstanding book covers all legal 
aspects of owning dogs.

The following is an excerpt from the chapter 
in Dog Law that deals with barking dogs. The 

tips contained in the excerpt will be enough 
to guide most people with nuisance barkers in 
their neighborhood through an amicable and 
effective resolution to their problem. However, 
if you are embroiled in a serious conflict with 
the balky owner of a problem barker, WDJ 
strongly encourages you to consider buying Dog 
Law and reading the entire chapter.

Probably the most common complaint about 
dogs is the noise they make. The good news 
for neighbors is that usually problems can be 
resolved without resorting to legal means, 
through informal negotiation or mediation. 
And if that fails, there is almost always a law 
against noisy nuisance dogs.

If you can’t get these laws enforced to your 
satisfaction, you can sue the dog owner to get 
the nuisance stopped and to recover money 
damages. But substituting a major hassle 
with expensive lawyers for a small one with 
a bad-mannered spaniel isn’t much progress. 
Lawsuits are especially undesirable when the 
other party is a neighbor – after all, you’ll still 
be next door to each other no matter who wins.

Below, we discuss the most promising ways to 
resolve neighborhood dog disputes out of court 
and stay on relatively good terms with the 
neighbors.

APPROACH YOUR NEIGHBOR 
The obvious first step – asking the dog’s owner 
to stop the noise – is either ignored or botched 
by a surprising number of people. Perhaps it’s 
not all that surprising approaching someone 
with a complaint can be unpleasant and in 
some cases intimidating.

However, talking to your neighbor calmly and 
reasonably is an essential first step. Even if you 
do eventually end up in court, a judge isn’t 
likely to be too sympathetic if you didn’t make 
at least some effort to work things out first. So 
it’s a no-lose situation, and if you approach it 
with a modicum of tact, you may be pleasantly 
surprised by the neighbor’s willingness to work 
toward a solution.

He may be a perfectly nice dog when his family 
is around! But he's making your work-from-home 
days fairly miserable. 
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Sometimes owners are blissfully unaware 
that there’s a problem. If a dog barks for hours 
every day – but only when he is left alone – the 
owner may not know that a neighbor is being 
driven crazy by a dog the owner thinks is quiet 
and well-mannered. Even if you’re sure the 
neighbor does know about the dog’s antisocial 
behavior, it may be better to proceed as though 
she doesn’t.

Here are some suggestions on how to get the 
most from your negotiations:

 Write a friendly note or call to arrange a 
convenient time to talk. Don’t blunder up some 
rainy evening when the neighbor is trying to 
drag groceries and kids in the house after work.

 If you think it’s appropriate, take a little 
something to the meeting to break the ice – 
some vegetables from your garden, perhaps.

 Don’t threaten legal action (or illegal action!). 
There will be time to discuss legal remedies if 
relations deteriorate.

 Offer positive suggestions. Once you have 
established some rapport, you may want to 
suggest, tactfully, that the owner get help with 
the dog. Try saying something like, “You know, 
my friend Tom had the same problem with 
his dog, and since he’s been taking the dog 
to ABC Obedience School classes, he and his 
neighbors are much happier.” Of course, if you 
make suggestions too early in the process, the 
neighbor may resent your “interference.”

 Try to agree on specific actions to alleviate 
the problem. For example, that the dog is kept 
inside between 10 p.m. and 8 a.m.

 After you agree on a plan, set a date to talk 
again in a couple of weeks. If your next meeting 
is already arranged, it will be easier for you to 
talk again. It won’t look like you’re badgering 
your neighbor, but will show that you’re serious 
about getting the problem solved.

If the situation improves, make a point to say 
thanks. Not only is it the nice thing to do, it will 
also encourage more progress.

MEDIATION: GETTING SOME HELP
If talking to your neighbor directly doesn’t 
work, or you’re convinced it’s hopeless, consider 
getting some help from a mediator. A mediator 
won’t make a decision for you, but will help you 
and your neighbor agree on a resolution of the 
problem.

Mediators, both professional and volunteers, are 
trained to listen to both sides, identify problems, 
keep everyone focused on the real problems and 
suggest compromises. Going through the process 
helps both people feel they’ve been heard (a more 
constructive version of the satisfaction of “having 
your day in court”) and often puts people on 
better terms.

Mediation provides a safe, structured way for 
neighbors to talk. They meet informally with one 
or more mediators, and first agree on ground 
rules – basic guidelines, such as no name-
calling or interrupting. Then, each person briefly 
states a view of the problem. The mediator may 

The rst thing you should do is initiate a 
conversation with the dog's owner. He or she may 
simply not realize there's a problem when the dog 
is home alone. 
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Your complete guide to natural dog care and training

summarize the problem and its history before 
moving on to discuss possible solutions.

Unlike a lawsuit, mediation is not an adversarial 
process. You do not go to mediation to argue your 
side. No judge-like person makes a decision for 
you. So there is nothing to gain from the lying 
and manipulation common to the courtroom. 
People can become amazingly cooperative when 
they realize it’s in their power – and no one else’s 
– to resolve their problem.

When two people do agree on how to alleviate 
the problem, it’s best to put the agreement 
in writing, which helps clarify everyone’s 
expectations. And it’s invaluable if later memories 
grow fuzzy, as they almost always do, about who 
agreed to do what.

The best place to look for a free mediator for this 
kind of dispute is a community mediation group. 
Many cities have such groups, which usually 
train volunteers to mediate disputes in their 
neighborhoods.

Other places that may be able to refer you to 
a mediation service include the small claims 
court clerk’s office, the local district attorney’s 
office, radio or television stations that offer help 
with consumer problems, or state or local bar 
associations.

STATE AND LOCAL LAWS ON NUISANCE DOGS
If the situation doesn’t improve after your efforts 

to work something out, it’s time to check your 
local laws and see what your legal options are. 
Armed with this knowledge, you’ll be better 
prepared to approach your neighbor again or go 
to animal control authorities, the police or a small 
claims court.

In some places, barking dogs are covered by a 
specific state or local ordinance. If there’s no law 
aimed specifically at dogs, a general nuisance or 
noise ordinance will make the owner responsible. 
Local law may forbid loud noise after 10 p.m., for 
example, or prohibit any “unreasonable” noise. 
And someone who allows a dog to bark, after 
numerous warnings from police, may be arrested 
for disturbing the peace.

To find out what the law is where you live, go to a 
law library and check the state statutes and city 
or county ordinances yourself. Look in the index 
under “noise,” “dogs,” “animals” or “nuisance.” 
If you don’t have access to a law library, you can 
probably find out about local laws by calling the 
local animal control agency or city attorney.

ANIMAL CONTROL AUTHORITIES AND 
NUISANCE DOGS
If your efforts at working something out with 
your neighbor haven’t succeeded, talk to the 
animal control department in your city or county. 
The people there are likely to be more receptive 
than the police or other municipal officials.

When you call, don’t just make your complaint 
and hang up. If it’s really a persistent problem, 
you need to be persistent, too. Ask the person you 
talk to – and write down his name, so you won’t 
have to explain your problem every time you call – 
about the department’s procedures. Find out what 
the department will do, and when. For example, 
the department may need to receive a certain 
number of complaints about a barking dog 
within a certain time before it will act.

Some cities have set up special programs to 
handle dog complaints. The animal control 
department establishes a simple procedure for 
making a complaint, and follows up promptly 
– and repeatedly, if necessary. This is a great 
idea, for two main reasons. First, it gives a 
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specific city official or department – usually 
the health, police or public safety department 
– responsibility for the problem. If it’s not 
clear who’s primarily responsible, someone 
with a complaint is likely to get shuffled from 
department to department.

CALLING THE POLICE ON A BARKING DOG
The police aren’t very interested in barking dog 
problems, and you can’t much blame them. 
Unless you live in an exceptionally quiet and 
peaceful place, police have lots more serious 
problems on their hands. Another reason to 
avoid the police, except as a last resort, is that 
summoning a police cruiser to a neighbor’s house 
obviously will not improve your already strained 
relations. 

But if none of the options already discussed 
works, and the relationship with your neighbor is 
shot anyway, you might as well give the police a 
try. The police may be your only choice, too, if you 
don’t know who owns the offending dog, as can 
happen on crowded city blocks where you just 
can’t tell whose dog is making the noise.

The police have the power to enforce local noise 
laws and laws that prohibit disturbing the peace. 
As when you’re dealing with animal control 
people, don’t be afraid to ask the police exactly 
what you and other neighbors must do to get 
them to take action. You may well have to make 
more than one call or written complaint.

SMALL CLAIMS COURT FOR NUISANCE DOGS
If nothing you’ve tried helps, you can sue the 
owner of a barking dog, on the ground that the 
dog is a nuisance that interferes with your use 
and enjoyment of your home. The least painful 
route is through small claims court. Small claims 
court procedures are simple and designed to be 
used without a lawyer. In some states, including 
California, lawyers are barred from small claims 
court. Even if they aren’t banned, you will rarely 
see one there because most people find it too 
expensive to hire them. 

Fees in small claims court are also low, and the 
process is relatively fast – which means you’ll get 
to court in a few weeks or months, not years.

Winning a lawsuit in small claims court can 
get you money (and satisfaction), but probably 
nothing else. In most states, small claims court 
judges only have the power to order someone to 
pay money. They can’t give you what you really 
want – a court order telling your neighbor to 
make the problematic pooch be quiet.

Still, making your neighbor fork over some money 
may be even more effective than a simple court 
order in convincing your neighbor to clean up his 
(or his dog’s) act. And you can keep going back to 
court and asking for more as long as the nuisance 
continues.

If you absolutely must have a court order telling 
the neighbor to stop (the technical term for this 
kind of order is an injunction), you may have to 
go to “regular” court (often called circuit, superior 
or district court) instead of small claims court. 
For that, you’ll probably need a lawyer, though 
you can bring a straightforward nuisance suit 
yourself, if you’re willing to spend some hours in 
the law library finding out how to draw up the 
papers and submit them to the court.  

If your efforts at working something out with 
your neighbor haven't succeeded, you should talk 
to the animal control department in your city or 
county. 
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