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The Puppy Issue

A discussion of puppy development and the trainer's role in

ensuring behaviorally sound adult dogs.

The Old Fears of Puppy Socialization:
Let it Go!

By Pia Silvani, CPDT

' ' S hall we get a puppy?”’ I
asked my husband. The
empty crates are in the base-

ment, carefree days with no concerns
about open doors and missing dogs,
uninterrupted restful nights, and active
canine vacations, with hiking, swim-
ming, and no leashes!
Were we ready to take the
plunge?

In June a little bundle
of cuteness danced into
our lives. She’s every-
thing we could have
hoped for—fearless,
joyous, curious, and
confident. Will this last?
How many times have
we lectured to our clients
about the importance of
socialization? We certainly want ever-
lasting good spirit and "glee" for her.

Between the ages of three to 16
weeks, the average puppy will learn
more than in her entire lifetime. What
occurs during this critical period has
an everlasting emotional and cognitive
effect on the dog. What frightens me is

the fact that we only had control over a
certain portion of this critical socializa-
tion time. Guinn came home at seven
weeks (49 days). We only had the
back-end of the period to work with.
We, the professionals, are the ultimate
consumers: we select a good breeder,
put faith in their knowl-
edge about the proper
raising of the litter, and we
are careful in selecting the
right pup. But what about
average pet owners? Are
they still picking the quiet
one in the corner?

Development

Puppies are pretty
helpless for the first 12
days of their life during the
neonatal period. Their eyes and ears are
not yet open and their motor capabili-
ties are limited. The majority of their
time is spent nursing and sleeping, and
behavior is mostly reflexive. If puppies
are handled and exposed to mild envi-
ronmental stressors during this period,

it can have a positive impact on them
continued on page 5
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in later years. Pups left undisturbed
can be emotionally reactive when
they reach adulthood.

Pups begin to develop their motor
skills during the transitional period
(12-21 days). They begin to walk
unsteadily, can eat soft meals once
their first teeth come in and emerge
into the world with an amplified
amount of social and environmental
stimulation.

From 21-84 days, a puppy’s
socialization period begins. It is a
sensitive period in the dog’s devel-
opmental stages. This is the optimal
time for them to experience and
learn without being fearful.

Between three to five weeks
pups go through the primary
socialization stage where a great
deal of learning occurs. Much of
this learning establishes a founda-
tion for behavior patterns (good
and bad!) later in life. Insufficient
socialization during this time can
lead to hyperactivity, over-reactiv-
ity, emotional rigidity, anxiety and
more. They may have problems
with separation and exhibit fear or
aggression toward strangers. When
separated from the litter during this
period, many pups are intolerant of
other dogs later in life.

The secondary socialization peri-
od (six to 12 weeks) is the “process
of bonding and social conditioning
within the context of the human do-
mestic environment ...” (Lindsay,
2000)

As we’ve learned from the
experts over the years, it is critical
that puppies are provided with ad-
equate social contact and as much
exposure to as many things in the
environment as possible during the
socialization period. Having this

APDI

knowledge can assist us in educat-
ing not only pet owners, but also
other animal professionals, about
the importance of developing good
social contacts with pups. A pup
will develop abnormally if the envi-
ronment does not provide her with
sufficient or adequate experience.
When you see a potential problem,
don’t ignore it because you don’t
want to hurt the client’s feelings.

The Issue of Poor Socialization
When asked to write this article,
timing could not have been more
perfect, with the new addition to
our family. Furthermore, I had just
received the July 2004 issue of The
Whole Dog Journal where Nancy

"When you see a
potential problem,
don't ignore it
because you don't
want to hurt the
client's feelings.

Kerns interviewed Dr. Ian Dun-
bar on this topic. Seeing puppies
entering classes at 16 weeks with
problems has bothered me for some
time now. | wholeheartedly concur
with what Dr. Dunbar expressed.
For the past years, I’ve been ob-
serving pups that have experienced
what [ perceive as poor social-
ization. The pups were probably
deprived of early environmental
exposures since they appeared to
have unusual deficits and/or dys-
functional behaviors. If a puppy is
isolated from the world early on,
she will have difficulty enjoying
companionships; she may exhibit
distrust or even extreme fear of any

social contact and appear to have
behavioral disabilities. These dogs
typically will exhibit poor learn-
ing and problem-solving abilities
and are unable to cope since fear or
avoidance overrides all.

Research has shown us that with
concentrated remedial socialization,
some pups can regain some tran-
quility, yet they may never reach
their full potential had things been
handled correctly from the onset.
Many of these pups are entering the
households of novice pet owners
who are inexperienced technicians
and not educated in canine social
behavior.

Solutions
I asked myself three questions:

(1) What should breeders
be doing to make our jobs easier
and give pet owners what they
are looking for—a well-balanced
puppy!

(2) Why are we, the pet
professionals, not on the same
page about socialization and how
can we get there? Pet owners are
receiving conflicting advice from
breeders, veterinarians, and train-
ers. Instead of helping them,
we’re making their heads spin!

(3) What information
should breeders and veterinarians
give out in every puppy packet so
clients are better informed about
what socialization means and
signs to look for that may cause
potential future problems? As we
know, without taking a pro-active
approach, the behaviors will "not
go away with time" and are not
simply "puppy behaviors."

continued on next page
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What Breeders Can Do

Breeders are with puppies from

birth giving them an opportunity to
take advantage of early learning.

By following some of the sugges-
tions I’ve listed below, breeders can

have an enormous impact on the
future of the pups.

At about three weeks of age,
expose the pups to other friendly,
healthy dogs and by five weeks,
people.

Take car trips, especially to the
veterinarian’s office. The pup’s
first experience with the veteri-
narian should not be a cold,
motorized table and needle in
the rump. Acclimate the pup to
the motion of cars to avoid car
sickness.

Gradually expose them to differ-
ent sounds starting at low levels
(doorbells, vacuums, hair dryers,
vehicles, horns, barking dogs,
kids playing, etc.)

Separate pups from their litter
for short periods of time to help
accustom them to being alone.
What a shock to them after sleep-
ing with seven siblings to then
be put alone in a crate in a dark
kitchen!

Acclimate the pups to various
substrates.

Between five to eight weeks, fa-
miliarize the pup to grooming
tools, ear cleaning, drinking and
eating from a bowl, training with
treats, wearing collars, leash
walking, and much more.
Acclimate pups to crates and ex-
pens, leaving the pup with a
"puppy pal" (soft toy to cuddle
with) and proper chew toys.
Allow pups to investigate in the
yard, teaching them to walk up

and down a stair or two as op-
posed to carrying them in and
out.

 Take the pups out in the rain
(they’re dogs for goodness
sake!) How many pups have ac-
cidents during inclement weath-
er?

» Work on housetraining to help

get the new owner off to the right

start.

Socialization Pros and Cons
Many veterinarians and breeders
are recommending early socializa-
tion and including this learning
program as part of their total well-

ness plan for pet owners. Yet many

are not. How can we all be on the

same page to help us reach a uni-

fied approach to socialization?

* Both research and findings from
various guide dog organizations
show that fewer than a halfa
dozen, out of hundreds of thou-
sands of puppies, became ill be-
fore their final set of vaccina-
tions. All other pups that were
taken into public places became
successful guide dogs.

* Dr. R.K. Anderson states: “The
risk of a dog dying because of

infection with distemper or parvo

disease is far less than the much

higher risk of a dog dying (eutha-

nasia) because of behavior prob-
lems. Are there risks? Yes. But

ten years of good experience and

data, with few exceptions, offers
veterinarians the opportunity to
generally recommend early

socialization and training classes,
beginning when puppies are eight

to nine weeks of age.”
* Isolating these puppies until

they are 16+ weeks is detrimental

to their behavioral health. Puppy
classes have turned into behavior
modification classes as a result.
Purdue University Animal Be-
havior Clinic stresses the im-
portance of early socialization by
defining their recommendations
for puppy class protocols. In their
letter dated December 4, 2002,
Drs. Andrew Luescher and Steve
Thompson eloquently stated,
"Let's welcome new puppies

into our society by showing
them what we expect, not dis-
pose of them because we failed to
communicate our expectations

at a time when the puppies are
most impressionable." A copy

of this letter can be found on
their Web site, www.vet.purdue.
edu/animalbehavior.

Information for Puppy
Packets

Veterinarians, breeders, train-

ers, shelters, and other animal
professionals should join forces

by educating pet owners about

the importance of early socializa-
tion and understanding the critical
development stages. Pet owners are
unaware of early warning signs for
potential future problems. Some
suggestions might be:

Socialization is about positive
experiences.

Define what normal vs. abnor-
mal canine behavior is and what
to expect as the puppy matures.
Puppies that spend a lot of time
"hiding" under furniture are not
confident in their household.
From what and whom are they
hiding?

Puppies that hide with their

continued on next page
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bones and toys—red flag! Is the
family constantly taking things
from the pup’s mouth? Has she
now reached a threshold? Can the
owner remove items from
puppy’s mouth without being
threatened?

The puppy rarely responds to her
name or other cues. Why?

The puppy is not housetrained
by five months. Are the owners
not watching? What else is the
puppy doing?

The puppy does not tolerate
grooming. The owner thinks the
pup "fools around." Is it fooling
around or becoming agitated?
Neither the veterinarian nor
groomer can handle the pup.

The puppy is not enjoying social-
ization class (hiding, running
away, quivering). Not all puppies

belong in a puppy class and may
not get over it.

The puppy is threatening while
eating. To whom or what are the
threats directed? Let's not wait
until a bite occurs!

* The pup has no interest in people

or dogs, or avoids one more than
the other.

* The pup has curled her lip,
growled, snarled, or snapped
at other dogs, children or adults.
When and in what context?

* The pup is extremely timid when

introduced to new people.
Avoid dog parks and other areas
where pups may become fright-
ened by unsocialized adult dogs.
If we can join forces with our
colleagues now, perhaps we can
hope to see fewer problems in the
coming years.
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