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Proper Puppy Socialization

Definition of Socialization: The act of teaching a dog not to react by desensitizing them to situations and environments they will encounter in daily life.
Key Canine Developmental Stages:


Fear Imprinting Stage (6-10 weeks)

In this stage it is best to avoid forcing overwhelming and stressful situations on a puppy. Stay away from any harsh corrections and punishments. Guide the puppy in very positive experiences with treats and love. Also, it is important to stay calm and not make a “big deal” out of any unforeseen stressful situations the puppy may encounter.
Optimum Bonding Period (8 weeks)

At this stage it is best to focus on bonding and acclimating the puppy to its immediate family. Encourage the puppy to meet each new person at his/her own pace using plenty of positive reinforcement. At this stage the family should still be avoiding overwhelming the puppy. 

General Socialization Period (7-16 weeks)

Throughout this stage the puppy will absorb the most information about their environment.  This is a crucial time to introduce the puppy to his/her surroundings after being separated from the comfort of their mother and siblings.  By introducing the puppy to new people, dogs, environments, and situations in a safe and positive way, families will be contributing in the development of a stable and well adjusted adult.  Socialization should ideally be an ongoing experience from a puppy all the way up through adulthood. 
Key Tools to Aid in Socialization:

Treats- Food is a key motivator for a dog. It is helpful when training to know what treat your dog really enjoys.  Avoid having a fully fed dog right before training.  An empty stomach will help enhance the effectiveness of the treats as motivation.  Training treats should be a very small size so your puppy can eat it rapidly and continue with training, so not to be chewing and chewing while you are trying to move on to the next task.
Toys- Some dogs prefer toys and balls as a motivator. However, it needs to be made clear that it is not playtime but training time and only let the dog have the toy reward after they have “worked” for it and only for a short period. This means after the puppy has preformed a desired behavior you can toss the ball but when the puppy returns the ball or after a few seconds of holding/playing with the ball it should be traded for a treat and the training should continue.
Friends and Family- One of the most important aspects of socialization is to have everyone involved using consistent cues and commands.  Family friends can help by meeting the new puppy and giving the commands as well.  This will help the puppy adapt and become comfortable taking direction from more than one person. A great training technique would be to sit in your front yard, holding the puppy in your lap and have strangers give your puppy treats as they walk by.
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Positive Reinforcement- involves giving reinforcement at the moment the dog performs a desirable behavior to increase the likelihood that the dog will perform that behavior again. 
~ To be successful in socialization, use positive reinforcement when your puppy is calm and relaxed in a new situation.  In addition, positive reinforcement should be used to coax a puppy into a new situation or environment.  This will show your puppy that you reward him/her when they are calm and will encourage them to experience new people and places. 
~A major key to socialization is to go slow and move at your puppy’s pace.  Be patient and keep the situation positive so the puppy is comfortable and able to utilize their normal puppy curiosity. 
Over Exposure- when a dog becomes overwhelmed and stressed due to being exposed to a situation improperly or too quickly.
Signs of an overwhelmed puppy are: freezing/stiff, backing up, shaking, cringing, hackles up, and unwilling/unable to take treats.

Improper exposure is forcing a puppy into a situation where he/she is showing signs of being overwhelmed or fearful. This creates a negative association to that situation that can be detrimental to his socialization.

Correct Responses to an Overwhelmed Puppy-

~With an overwhelmed puppy the first thing to do is stop and back up or remove them from the situation. This could be backing up 2 feet to 10 feet where ever your puppy returns to the calms state and has seemed to have forgotten about the “scary thing/place”
~Return to a place where the puppy IS comfortable and start the process over.  Once the puppy is calm take the steps to introduce them to the overwhelming situation slower. You can use the “bread crumb” method- laying out treats like bread crumbs to encourage the puppy to take steps toward an object/place they may be wary about. Any step in the right direction toward the “scary place” should be rewarded and with the “bread crumbs” they can may their advances on their own terms.
~Puppies will commonly look to the owner for appropriate responses to their environment.  Avoid anticipating and over-reacting to situations that you might think the puppy will be afraid of, they can sense your tension and become agitated themselves.  For example: a there is a big piece of loud machinery that is near the path of where you both are walking one morning. Avoid making a gasp or tightening the leash or getting tense yourself waiting to think how the puppy will react. Instead, walk head up and at a normal pace thinking about the weather if you have to, to stay calm, to show your puppy there is nothing scary about this machine it is just loud.  If your puppy remains calm try walking by again to help desensitize him or her to the loud noise.
~Always have a calm, positive attitude when introducing your puppy into new situations and keep a calm attitude if the puppy does become stressed. This will tell the puppy that this situation is not a big concern or something to fear. While this sounds similar to the previous rule, this includes your reaction after an event, person, or place has scared your puppy. It is important to not scoop the puppy up and ask the puppy over and over “are you alright” or “its ok”. Your puppy does not know what you are saying they are just reading your reaction to the situation and understanding that you lost your cool and that this situation was a big deal. 
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