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A lthough animals generally do 
not make good gifts, every 

year, veterinary clinics gain new 
patients and clients as families bring 
new pets home for the holidays. 
While the addition of a puppy to 
the family is always exciting and 
sometimes overwhelming, obtaining 
a puppy during the hectic holiday 
season can make it even more difficult 
for owners to provide a consistent and 
predictable routine to help start their 
pet out on the right paw. Because early 
removal from the litter can predispose 
puppies to behavior challenges such 
as fear, anxiety, and aggression, pet 
owners should be cautioned against 
obtaining a puppy that is younger 
than 8 weeks of age if they really 
want to make the puppy a holiday 
gift. It is generally recommended 
that puppies remain with their litter 
until 8 to 10 weeks of age.

Puppies are little sponges of joy and 
are constantly learning desirable and 
undesirable behaviors, even when not 
actively being taught. Early experiences 
and learning have a profound effect 
on a puppy’s future responses. The 
veterinary team can play a vital role 
in helping their clients teach puppies 
that new experiences, even mildly 
unpleasant ones, are positive. Visiting 
the veterinary hospital can be as much 
fun as taking a walk or a trip to the 
park or pet store! This article offers 4 
tips for creating a strong Fear Freesm

foundation for new puppies. 

1. MAKE PLEASANT 

ASSOCIATIONS FROM  

THE START

Be proactive with food. Rather than 
waiting to see if a puppy will be “ok” 
with something, aim to make all 
experiences pleasant from the start. 
Dogs make associations quickly. For 
example, a puppy being placed on  
a cold, slick stainless steel table is 
frightened because it is unable to 
get good footing. Then someone 
lifts its tail and places a thermometer 
in its anus. Yikes! Being on this table 
is not pleasant (FIGURE 1).

In contrast, a positive association 
with the entire process can be made 
by providing the puppy with things 
it really likes, such as tasty but small 
treats, throughout the process. This 
is known as classical conditioning,  
a behavioral phenomenon that 
involves many factors. (BOX 1

contains a list of resources that 
interested readers can consult for 
fuller definitions of many behavioral 
terms and concepts mentioned 
in this article.) For example, the 
following steps can be used to help 
making the process of obtaining a 
temperature reading pleasant for  
the puppy:
Æ Offer a food treat when the 

puppy is picked up.
Æ Place the puppy on the table 

with a nonslip mat, where there is 
a little bit of canned puppy food 
to lick.
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Æ Have the owner distract the puppy with frequent treats 
or licks of canned food while you gently place your 
hands on the puppy.

Æ Gently touch the puppy’s sides; then slide your hands 
down the dorsal midline, displacing the tail, and finally 
insert the thermometer.

This same process can be used to associate equipment 
and procedures like nail trimmers and nail trimming with 
pleasant stimuli. Any veterinary technician who has known a 
dog that runs in the other direction when it sees the nail 
trimmers or ear cleaner bottle has seen an example of a pet 
that associates these objects with unpleasant experiences. 

With the use of small, high-value food treats, most dogs can 
learn from the start that nail trimmers or ear cleaner bottles 
predict good things and will come running toward them.

Timing is important to create a predictive association 
with stimuli. Many dogs can be distracted with food treats 
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Early removal from the 

litter can predispose 

puppies to behavior 

challenges such as fear, 

anxiety, and aggression. 

Pet owners should be 

cautioned against 

obtaining a puppy younger 

than 8 weeks of age.

American Veterinary Society on Animal Behavior Position Statement on Puppy Socialization   
Available from: avsab.org/resources/position-statements/

Books
Æ Martin KM, Martin DA. Puppy Start Right: Foundation Training for the Companion Dog. 2nd ed. Waltham, MA: 

Sunshine Books; 2011.

Æ Shaw J, Martin D, eds. Canine and Feline Behavior for Veterinary Technicians and Nurses. Ames, IA; Wiley; 2015.

Æ Zulch H, Mills DS. Life Skills For Puppies. Dorchester, MA: Hubble & Hattie; 2012.

Course information and curriculum on teaching puppy classes: Puppy Start Right Instructors course 
through Karen Pryor Academy. karenpryoracademy.com/puppy-start-right

Course information regarding Fear Freesm Foundation for Kittens and Puppies:  
vetfolio.com/fear-free/kittens-and-puppies

Fear Freesm Information: fearfreepets.com

Information on clicker training: clickertraining.com

Video on dogs and car travel: Make car rides fun for Fido. veterinaryteam.dvm360.com/make-car-rides-fun-fido

BOX 1 Behavior Resources for Veterinary Staff

FIGURE 1. Puppy showing signs of fear on the 
examination table. Signs of fear include the puppy 
leaning away, the whites of the eyes showing, and the 
puppy refusing the treats.

http://www.todaysveterinarytechnician.com
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before, during, and after a procedure (FIGURE 2). 
However, the most efficient method to create a strong 
positive emotional response to stimuli is to not only 
condition the response with the first experience, but also 
to have the novel stimulus (e.g., nail trimmers) precede the 
pleasant one (treat), as in the following steps:
ÆNail trimmers are presented Æ puppy notices them Æ

person gives the puppy a treat.
ÆPerson touches the puppy’s foot Æ person gives the 

puppy a treat (FIGURES 3 and 4).
ÆPerson touches the nail trimmer to a nail Æ person gives 

the puppy a treat.

In this learning paradigm, the nail trimmers predict 
the treats. Thus, over time, the dog sees the nail 
trimmers and anticipates getting a treat. The same 
behavioral response to receiving a treat will be displayed 
at the sight of the nail trimmers.

When the staff starts forming positive and pleasant 
associations with every interaction in the veterinary hospital, 
the puppy will be on its way to being a Fear Freesm patient 
for life. Continuous pleasant experiences with veterinary 
procedures throughout the dog’s life are necessary to 
maintain this conditioned positive emotional response.

2. CREATE “JUST FOR FUN” VISITS TO THE 

VETERINARY HOSPITAL

Let’s face it, going to the doctor’s office is not always 

pleasant for humans or dogs. Both species have to 
be touched in sensitive areas, and sometimes mildly 
uncomfortable procedures (e.g., injections, venipuncture) 
ensue. New puppy owners should be encouraged to 
schedule fun visits at least monthly during the first year  
of the dog’s life.1 A “fun visit” is a 10- to 15-minute 
appointment with a veterinary technician that does not 

Peer-Reviewed  

FIGURE 2. Relaxed puppy on a nonslip surface while the 
technician approaches from the side and the owner 
distracts with treats.

FIGURE 3. Person briefly 
touches the puppy’s foot.

FIGURE 4. The touch of 
the foot is immediately 
followed with a treat.

http://www.todaysveterinarytechnician.com
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entail any medical procedures but instead focuses on 
having fun and allowing the dog to acclimate to the 
veterinary setting and have a good time. Depending  
on the puppy’s comfort level, some training focused on 
desensitizing and classically conditioning the puppy to 
routine veterinary procedures and care can also be 
incorporated into select sessions. Building pleasant 
foundation memories through fun visits, coupled with the 
use of gentle control and low-stress handling techniques, 
creates Fear Freesm associations with the veterinary 
hospital. Those early foundation fun visits will remain with 
the dog throughout its life. Each fun visit can be thought 
of as being a deposit in the bank. Ideally, the clinic staff 
and owners will build up a substantial bank account, so 
when some slightly uncomfortable procedures are 
performed, they result in only small withdrawals.2

Using fun visits to increase the number of hospital visits 
for the client and the dog is a win–win for everyone. 
Familiarity helps to minimize fear, anxiety, and/or stress for 
both patients and clients. Repeated visits also allow 
veterinary team members to build a rapport with clients 
and patients, thus enhancing the hospital–client/patient 
bond. Increased visits are also likely to result in increased 
sales of retail items or services.

For active clients, the clinic should consider providing 
these fun visits as a complimentary service. The increase in 
sales and client and patient allegiance will yield increased 
revenue in both the short and the long run. As an 
incentive, clients can be offered the chance to enter a 
monthly or quarterly raffle for each fun visit. Product 
distributors can be approached about possible donations 
they might be willing to provide for the raffle.

For dogs that will need routine professional grooming, “just 
for fun” visits to the groomer should also be encouraged 
to acclimate the puppy to the grooming environment and 
being handled in a pleasant and positive manner.

3. TEACH FEAR FREEsm POSITIVE SOLUTIONS 

AND TRAINING FOR TYPICAL PUPPY 

BEHAVIORS

Fear Freesm does not just refer to what happens while 
at the veterinary hospital. After all, dogs spend a small 
percentage of their time in such settings. Ideally, all 
aspects of a dog’s life should be as Fear Freesm as possible, 
including time spent in the home and interactions with 
owners. Veterinary professionals need to be knowledgeable 
about how to counsel owners to address typical dog 
behavior in a nonthreatening and positive manner. Some 
normal puppy behaviors that owners may find problematic 
include play biting/mouthing, chewing, jumping, counter 
surfing, barking, housesoiling, and digging.

Training and behavior solutions should be based  
on positive reinforcement and funneling typical canine 
behaviors to an appropriate outlet. Through environmental 
management, reinforcement of desired behaviors, and 
redirection from undesired behaviors to desired ones, 
puppies can be set up for success and helped to learn 
human-preferred behaviors.

Positive reinforcement training should use strong 
motivators such as food and play to teach and maintain 
behavior. Fear Freesm solutions and training avoid the use 
of coercion or correction-based training, which uses such 
elements as verbal corrections/reprimands, pinching, 
choking, or electric collars. The result of correction-based 
training is a dog that performs behaviors to avoid unpleasant 
consequences. This is not a Fear Freesm environment. The fear 
of making the wrong choice inhibits the dog’s behavior.  
To create a Fear Freesm learning environment, it is necessary 
to create an atmosphere that facilitates a pleasant learning 
experience without the fear of making the “wrong” choice.

For example, it would be inappropriate to advise 
owners to address puppy play biting and mouthing by 
grabbing the puppy’s muzzle, pinching its lips, or verbally 
reprimanding the puppy. These techniques do not funnel 
this innate puppy behavior to an appropriate outlet or 
teach the puppy how to interact with people. They only 
teach the puppy that people can be unpredictable and 
something to fear. A positive reinforcement solution would 
include making sure the physical, mental, and social needs 
of the puppy are being met, redirecting the puppy to an 
appropriate chew toy, and reinforcing the desired behavior 
(FIGURES 5 and 6).

  TECHPOINT 
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Along with teaching basic manners and positive behavior 
solutions, puppies should be conditioned to travel in the 
car. Because trips to the veterinary hospital begin at home 
and often involve travel to the hospital via an automobile, 
acclimating and training the puppy to be relaxed in the car 
helps to ensure that a calm and relaxed patient reaches 
the veterinary hospital, thus making our job easier! For 
tips on making car travel stress free, watch the video at 
veterinaryteam.dvm360.com/make-car-rides-fun-fido.

4. ENCOURAGE PUPPY CLASSES

Puppy socialization classes are a controlled and safe way to 
expose puppies to novel people, dogs, and environmental 
stimuli. Dogs that have not attended puppy socialization 
classes are more likely to display behavior problems involving 
fear or aggression toward strangers, unfamiliar dogs, or 
environmental stimuli.3–5 All puppies 12 weeks or younger 
should be enrolled in a good puppy socialization class. 
The socialization period is a great time to start foundation 
training. The brain and learning ability of puppies is adult-
like, based on electroencephalogram studies, at 8 weeks of 
age.6 Attending a good puppy socialization class can help 
puppies reach their full potential and start them on a path to 
preventing fear, anxiety, and stress. Proper socialization and 
exposure during the sensitive socialization developmental 
stage is critical to creating resilient and at-ease adult dogs.

Not all puppy classes are created equal. Improper 
socialization and exposure can create fear and anxiety. 
Things to look for in a good class include the following: 
ÆPuppy age is limited to the socialization period 

(<16 weeks of age). 
ÆProof of starting a vaccination series with a veterinary 

examination at least 10 days before class is required for 
attendance. 

ÆClasses are taught by individuals who are specially 
trained in animal behavior, learning theory, and canine 
development, as well as medical conditions. 

ÆClasses focus on a proactive and positive exposure  
to novelty and routine veterinary procedures 
(FIGURES 7 and 8).

Short, controlled off-leash play sessions with small groups 
of same-aged puppies allows for the development of canine 
communication skills with a variety of breeds of dogs. 
Although puppy classes should not be primarily focused 
on obedience training, introducing positive reinforcement 
training and puppy behavior solution strategies provides for a 
foundation based on trust and understanding. To see a video 
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FIGURE 6. The owner redirects the puppy to a more 
appropriate outlet for chewing.

FIGURE 5. A puppy has decided that the owner’s shorts 
would make a great chew toy.

FIGURE 7. A puppy attending puppy class learning that 
people in surgery attire are the bearers of good treats.

http://www.todaysveterinarytechnician.com
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example of handling exercises in a puppy class, visit 
todaysveterinarytechnician.com.

Offering puppy socialization classes within the 
veterinary hospital is an invaluable service for clients. Not 
only does the clinic provide fun visits for puppies, the staff 
will develop a relationship with the clients and dogs, 
thereby creating a new profit center for the hospital while 
having a lot of fun! On a personal note, in-hospital puppy 
socialization classes are where I got started in behavior 
and training, and I encourage veterinary technicians 
interested in behavior to investigate these classes.

CONCLUSION

Puppies are constantly learning. Taking proactive measures 
can help teach dogs that the veterinary hospital is a 
fun—not scary—place. Clinics can provide pleasant 
associations, schedule fun visits, and offer a good puppy 
socialization class. Staff can provide pet owners with 
appropriate resources and information about creating 
positive solutions and training for their puppy.

After all, preventing fear is much better than treating it! 
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FIGURE 8. Practicing gentle control and handling in puppy 
class. Owners learn how to provide distractions and use 
reinforcement to make the experiences pleasant and fun.
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Why Is Puppy Training 

Important?

Like children, puppies need to learn 

the appropriate behavior for living in a 

household and interacting with others. 

Puppies also seek positive reinforcement 

and are willing and able to learn. Learning 

is adult-like by just 8 weeks of age.

Unfortunately, many puppies grow 

into dogs that are eventually surrendered 

to shelters because of behavior 

problems. In most cases, it’s not the dog’s 

fault. It’s simply because of a lack of early 

appropriate training and socialization. 

Proper puppy training early on will 

help you avoid bumps in the road and 

lead to a better relationship with your 

dog in the years ahead. Training can not 

only prevent some undesirable behaviors 

but also give you appropriate ways to 

address problematic behaviors. Training 

can provide for clear communication 

between you and your dog. 

What Should I Know About 

Puppy Training?

Several basic rules of puppy training will 
lead to a more rewarding experience for 
everyone involved:
 Reward good behavior.

Puppies respond best to positive 
reinforcement. Reward good behavior 
with a special treat, piece of kibble, 
petting, or praise.

 Be consistent. When you are training 
the puppy, make sure a consistent 
cue (verbal or hand signal) is used by 
everyone in the family. If, for example, 
one family member says “here” and 
another says “come,” the inconsistency 
may confuse the puppy. Consistency 
will make it easier for the puppy to 
understand what you are asking for.

 Be predictable. Have predictable 
interactions with your puppy. 
Predictable interactions foster trust and 
teach good manners. Before feeding, 
or giving a toy, ask your puppy to 
respond to a known cue, such as “sit.” 

 Puppy training is an important step toward a lifetime of good behavior.

 Learning is adult-like in puppies by 8 weeks of age.

 Puppies respond better to positive reinforcement than punishment.

 Puppies should always be supervised or should be confined when you are away.

 Training should be consistent, involve positive reinforcement, and include everyone in the family.

 It’s important for your puppy to be socialized around other people and other pets before he or 
she is fully vaccinated, but consult your veterinarian about disease risks before exposing your 
puppy to other dogs or areas where unfamiliar dogs have been.

 Group puppy preschool socialization classes are a good way to socialize your puppy while 
minimizing disease risks.

 Group puppy kindergarten classes are excellent for teaching puppies basic manners with 
exposure to other puppies and a training expert on-hand for guidance.
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Puppy Training continued

Once you receive an appropriate 
response, give the puppy the food or 
toy and praise for good behavior. 

 Avoid punishment. You should never 
spank or yell at a puppy, yank on a 
puppy’s collar, or rub a puppy’s nose 
in urine or feces. Punishment not only 
can weaken a puppy’s trust in people, 
but also can lead to fear, anxiety, and 
aggression. For example, with house 
training, punishment just teaches the 
puppy not to eliminate in the presence 
of people rather than where it’s 
appropriate to eliminate. If the puppy 
has an accident, simply clean the 
soiled area without scolding. Take the 
puppy outside and reward elimination 
in the appropriate area. Consult your 
veterinarian if you are having problems 
house training your puppy.

 Puppies should always be 

supervised. Until your puppy is 
trained, he or she should be supervised 
at all times or confined safely in a crate, 
kennel, or exercise pen when you are 
away. This will reduce accidents in 
the house and keep your puppy from 
chewing on or swallowing items that 
could be dangerous.

 Keep training sessions short. Like 
children, puppies have short attention 
spans. Initially, training sessions at 
home should only last for about 1 to 5 
minutes. Sessions may be lengthened 
as the puppy matures. Exposure at 
group classes should be careful not to 
overwhelm the puppy.

 Teach your puppy to be comfortable 

being handled. Whenever possible, 
offer food treats when handling your 
puppy’s paws, ears, mouth, and body. 
Fostering positive associations with 
being handled will make it easier for 
you to trim nails, brush teeth, clean 
ears, and give medications. It will also 
make for less stressful trips to the 
groomer and veterinary clinic.

 Expose your puppy to other people 

and pets. The earlier your puppy is 
introduced to other people, the more 
comfortable he or she will feel around 
them, and the less likely he or she will 
be to exhibit shy behavior. Puppies 
should be allowed to interact at their 
own pace rather than being forced into 
an interaction. Treats should be used 
to create pleasant memories. Exposure 
to other pets is important, too, but be 
careful of disease risks at dog parks or 
from interactions with unknown dogs 
with a questionable vaccine history. 
Consult your veterinarian regarding the 
benefits of early enrollment in a puppy 
socialization class. Your veterinarian can 
help you manage disease risks while 
still allowing for smart socialization 
experiences with environments and 
other dogs.

 Provide your puppy with appropriate 

chew toys. Puppies explore the world 
with their mouths and enjoy chewing. 
Consequently, your puppy may want 
to chew on furniture, clothing, hands, 
and other inappropriate items. Simply 
interrupt the undesirable behavior 
by getting the puppy’s attention in a 
nonconfrontational way and redirect 
the puppy to something more 
appropriate to chew on. Avoid giving 
your puppy a sock or other article of 
clothing to chew. These items may 
be inadvertently swallowed, and may 
also give the puppy the message that 
it’s okay to chew on clothing. Consult 
your veterinarian about which chew 
toys are safest.

Why Should I Consider Attending 

Group Puppy Preschool 

Socialization Classes or Puppy 

Kindergarten Training Classes?

Puppy preschool socialization classes 
are designed for young puppies in their 
socialization period (under 3 to 4 months 

TODAY’SVETERINARYTECHNICIAN

s
h

u
tt

e
rs

to
c
k
.c

o
m

/R
u

n
a

 K
a

z
a

k
o

v
a

TODAY’SVETERINARYTECHNICIAN  |  An Official Journal of the NAVC  |  January/February 2017  |  www.todaysveterinarytechnician.com  |  45

http://shutterstock.com/Runa
http://www.todaysveterinarytechnician.com


Puppy Training continued

of age). The focus is on education 
regarding normal behavior, providing 
positive socialization experiences, 
and teaching problem prevention 
techniques. Puppy kindergarten training 
classes are for puppies outside of their 
socialization period (older than 3 to 4 
months of age). Generally, there is a 
greater focus on teaching basic manners 
in older puppies and building on 
previous experiences. 

Attending a group puppy class led by 

a training specialist has several 

advantages, including: 
 Empathy and understanding regarding 

normal behaviors
 Expert guidance and answers to 

questions or concerns regarding 
undesirable behaviors

 Introduction to positive reinforcement 
training 

 Knowledge of how to implement 
problem-solving techniques

 Prevention of behavioral problems 
related to fear, anxiety, and aggression

 A controlled and safe environment 
for puppy play, socialization, and 
exploration during sensitive periods of 
development

Group puppy classes are offered by 

many veterinary clinics, dog training 

facilities, and pet supply stores. It’s 

important to find a course that 

emphasizes pet parent education and 

positive, controlled socialization 

experiences. Classes should highlight 

positive reinforcement training rather  

than punishment. 

Ask your veterinarian for 

recommendations regarding group 

socialization classes and puppy training 

classes. Several positive puppy training 

resources are available. Among  

other things, good puppy classes  

should cover:
 Proper socialization and 

environmental exposure
 Play biting and mouthing
 Destructive chewing
 Prevention of food and resource 

guarding
 Crate training and exercises  

fostering independence
 Handling and restraint exercises
 Housetraining tips and techniques
 Basic training for good manners and 

loose leash walking

Reputable facilities will require proof 

of vaccination and good physical health 

for all puppies attending the course. This 

minimizes disease risk, especially while 

young puppies’ (younger than 4 months) 

immune systems are still developing. 

Some vaccinations need to be given at 

least 7 to 10 days before the class begins 

to protect your puppy. Consult your 

veterinarian about when your puppy will 

be ready to attend classes. 
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