Properly Socializing Your Puppy

(and the people who greet him!)
Beth Bradley

Socializing your puppy is extremely important. However, socializing your puppy in the
wrong way can do more harm than good. To properly socialize your puppy, you must
provide the experiences and training that will build a foundation for him to function
successfully in the world he shares with you. In other words, you must teach your puppy to
greet and interact with others appropriately and to remain calm and behave well in a
variety of situations. Along the way, you may also need to teach some people the
appropriate way to greet a puppy!

How Exciting

People tend to get excited when they see a puppy. They may squeal, giggle, jump, and
rush toward your pup with arms outstretched. They want to hold, squeeze, and cuddle
your pup. They may hold him up to look into those big adorable eyes. If the person has
a dog, they may encourage the dog to approach your puppy to “make friends.” The
trouble is, all that noise, movement, physical interaction, and eye contact can be
overwhelming to your puppy. A shy puppy will be startled and intimidated and will try to
retreat or hide. An outgoing puppy will become overexcited and will jump and bark.
Neither response is appropriate or desirable. To be fair, however, your pup is
responding to a greeting that was also inappropriate. From a canine perspective, a loud,
direct approach is not “face-to-face,” it is “in-your-face.”

As your puppy’s leader, you are also his teacher and protector. You are responsible for
ensuring that his early experiences are appropriate, manageable, and help him learn
the social skills he needs.

Lessons Learned
Your puppy learns about the world from his early experiences. What does your puppy
learn when you allow people to overwhelm him?

1) He learns to anticipate that the approach of a new person or dog is followed by

an aggressive greeting.

2) He learns that you, his leader, will not prevent these overwhelming experiences.

3) He learns that he must deal with these situations in his own way.
These are not lessons you want your pup to learn!
A shy puppy will initially retreat when overwhelmed. Over time, he will escalate his
efforts to communicate to others that he does not want to interact. He will growl, bark,
and eventually bite. If you, as his leader, fail to prevent early overwhelming experiences,
your puppy will learn to take matters into his own hands (or teeth, as the case may be.)
An outgoing puppy will jump, wiggle, and bark when overwhelmed and overexcited by a
boisterous greeting. This behavior will be reinforced by the attention he gets for acting
this way. If you, as his leader, do not intervene, he will eventually jump, bark, and pull
on his leash whenever he sees another person or dog because his early experiences
taught him that this is appropriate greeting behavior. As your puppy ages, he will
develop frustration when he cannot reach and greet every passing dog and person. His
frustration will intensify his reactions and he may begin to bark, stand on his back legs,
and bite the leash.



Baby Steps for Baby Dogs

Providing your puppy with opportunities to observe and experience a variety of people,
places, and activities is key to developing a happy, properly socialized adult dog.
However, you must remember not to overwhelm your puppy or allow him to be
overwhelmed by others. Take your puppy to as many places as you can, but don’t force
him to interact with people or other dogs. He is a baby, so let him take baby steps.

e Begin with walks on quiet streets in your neighborhood. Work up gradually to
more stimulating events and experiences. Whenever it is practical, bring his crate
so he has a safe spot where he can get away from the action.

e Do not hesitate to explain to people the proper way to greet your pup. A puppy
should be greeted on his own level, not from above. Tell the person to get down
on one knee or sit on the ground. Allow your puppy time to smell and look at a
new person before the person greets him or tries to touch him. Touching, petting
and talking should be calm and gentle. Direct eye contact is seen as a challenge
and should be avoided. The pup should not be permitted to jump on the person
or bite or mouth the person.

Managing your puppy’s early experiences allows him to develop confidence and control.
He will greet unfamiliar people, dogs, and situations calmly and confidently, because he
has learned that you, as his leader, do not let things get out of control.

Conclusion

Your puppy’s early experiences will shape how he views and responds to the world as
an adult dog. Remember, these early interactions will shape your dog’s behavior later in
life. If he becomes overwhelmed, he will grow to believe he must handle things in his
own way—and puppies are not known for their good judgment.

Do not be embarrassed to explain to people what is and is not permitted. If you feel a
person’s energy is too high, ask them not to reach for, stare at, or bend over your
puppy. Even a short interaction has a lasting effect. You will be sharing your life with
your dog for many years—you have the right and the responsibility to ensure that each
experience and interaction helps mold your puppy into the confident, well-mannered
adult dog you want him to be.
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