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The Breeder's Legacy; Laying the Foundation
If you are a puppy farmer, the following will not interest you.  You will not be interested in how to rise above your peers as a breeder known and respected for producing puppies with such excellent behavioural confirmation that they are never returned or found in rescue for behavioural problems.  You will not be interested in gaining a solid reputation for producing puppies that are known for their lack of aggression and 'bombproof' personalities.  You won't be interested in the pride of being able to advertise your pups as behaviourally sound, making ideal pets or well-behaved show dogs in the ring.

If you are a puppy farmer, don't bother to read the rest of this article.

However, if you are conscientious, caring breeder who genuinely believes in the continued advancement of your breed, want to be a part of its growth in popularity as well as becoming a leading breeder whose puppies do not end up in rescue, this will be of interest - take a few minutes to read on...

Puppies are bred for a variety of reasons including development of the breed, the production of working dogs, producing good quality pets, earning a living, etc.

Equally as varied are the facilities in which pups are reared; in kennel blocks, in the home, in a small shed or outbuilding.

However, no matter what your reasons for breeding and no matter what available facilities you have, if you want to produce behaviourally sound pups then there are certain rearing processes which can almost guarantee sound behavioural confirmation.  They do not involve additional cost; they do not involve employing additional people, or even unreasonable logistical problems.

They only involve time and involvement, and not even yours!  In fact, it's preferable if it ISN'T your time that is solely devoted to laying a sound behavioural foundation.  It will involve inviting people over to play with the pups (see any problems with that?  You'll have to set up a queuing system around the block...) It will involve bringing the pups - in rotation if there is a large litter - into the house to play with.  It will involve playing sounds and even video images  of trains, planes and automobiles to pups while feeding them, or if you live under a flight path, just trains and automobiles.  If you live in a city, just open the window....

It will involve allowing pups to experience as much as possible in the 6-8 weeks that they are with you, in fact creating a 'mini-lifetime' in those 2 short months where they experience 'minibites' of EVERYTHING they are likely to experience once they leave you; car rides, vacuum cleaners, stereo systems, thunderstorms, fireworks, kids screaming and shouting, Dad's subsequent shouting at kids etc.

You may ask why it is essential for you to do this when the owners will undoubtedly have more time and be more motivated to undertake this behavioural foundation-laying...

The reason is because as your pup's breeder, you and you alone can create positive associations in a few minutes that can take many months to make later on in their development.
Between the ages of 3 and 5 weeks, your pup's brains are virtual sponges, crying out to soak up new experiences and associations.  Exposing your pups to the minutiae of normal life now can make the difference between them being labelled as 'fantastic' dogs or 'problem' dogs.  The average dog owner will call their dog 'fantastic' for being a well-behaved, emotionally stable dog, not because its head is proportionally correct according to the breed standard.  The average dog owner will be more likely to call a dog a 'problem' dog if it displays aggression while feeding or fear during thunderstorms than because it is slightly cowhocked.

Okay, so your reason for breeding may not be to appeal to the average dog owner, but are you going to find enough show homes / working homes for your pups that you don't have to take the average dog owner into account?

Do you like the idea that your affix / prefix is universally synonymous with the term 'fantastic', even if it is for behavioural conformation?  That kind of word of mouth marketing is worth its weight in blue ribbons or fifty pound notes whether you're breeding as a hobby or a profession.

In fact, no matter what your reasons for breeding, isn't there an ethical motivation to release the best pups you possibly can into the dog population?

So, how to create the behaviourally perfect puppy?

It's not rocket science, and if done with care and sensitivity, will not only create pups with fantastic temperament but will help to influence the genes of your bloodline in a physiologically positive way.  The reason for this is that research shows that the role of the mother has been found to be critical in the early behavioural and physiological development of puppies.  Bitches with good maternal behaviour produce offspring with better digestion, better resistance to disease and better weight gain, developing into healthier pups born to bitches with strong maternal instincts. 

In addition to good physiological conformation, it is no longer enough for pups to have parents with good temperaments - we need to build on this genealogical advantage to create the best possible opportunities for puppies to have stable, loving homes and not find themselves in a rescue kennel or even worse, the council pound with a 7-day death sentence on their heads. 

The best time to do this is between 3 - 5 weeks.

There's no getting away from it; this is down to you - the breeder - and you can either accept this responsibility with pride and make the necessary changes to your rearing processes, or choose to ignore it, knowing that when your puppy leaves your possession, you are exposing it to a frightening, overpowering world with no prior experience.  You are throwing it out to sea without a lifeline.  

However, if your pups have prospective buyers, there is no reason why they cannot take on some of the behavioural work and subsequent responsibility with you.  No, they probably aren't professional handlers, but neither are 99.9% of the rest of the people that your pups are likely to encounter in their lifetime.  They are going to be picked up awkwardly, they are going to have to accept odd behaviour, alien smells, different tones of voice etc and if a pup's first experience of this is after the age of 8 weeks, it's going to find it a lot harder to process the information without attaching a negative emotion to it than if it was exposed to the stimulus when it was so young that it had no real concept of danger or fear. 

This period is critical for socialising your puppy to humans.  Whatever happens now sets a general pattern that will affect almost everything in later life because, by the end of this period, the puppy has already formed patterns of response to the major human influences in any sort of future existence.

Steps for Optimum Social Development of Puppies
· Only choose breeding stock that already exhibits desirable social behaviour.

· Provide social interaction with other dogs / pups.

· Provide regular and positive early human handling (3-5 weeks).

· Provide opportunities for socialisation to humans and other species (cats, birds, rabbits, horses etc) prior to the end of the 7th week.

· According to recent research the optimum age for canine adoption is 6-7 weeks.  At this point puppies are less inhibited and not yet at a major fear developmental stage.

· Habituate to as many stimuli and environments as practical during the early months of life.

· Consider any and all people, animals, stimuli and locations that the puppy may be exposed to at a later age but are not presently in the household and actively seek exposure.  Be particularly diligent about exposure to children, the elderly or people who have other physical or behavioural differences from the family.

· Avoid excessively fearful situations and exposures - keep all meetings and greetings positive and happy (keep tails wagging!) and use toys or treats to ensure a positive association.

· Insist that new owners and their pups attend puppy socialisation classes as soon as they are covered by vaccinations but advise that in the meantime, there is no reason why pups should not be taken out of the home (carried off the floor) as much as is physically possible to habituate them to the outside world. Leaving it to 12 weeks of age will be too late!

Socialisation Checklist
Animate Stimuli

Puppies should be exposed to sights, sounds, smell and contact with the following:

As many as possible of the following types of people:

· Babies

· Children

· Teenagers

· Men

· Women

· Elderly people

· Disabled people

· Men with beards

· People with differing complexions / hair colour / ethnic backgrounds

· People with uniforms, backpacks, hats, headgear or glasses (especially sunglasses).

· People with physical disabilities - wheelchairs, Zimmer-frames, canes, crutches, altered mobility etc

· People and associated activity & noise - football matches, skateboarding, rollerblades, bicycles etc

· Vets & clinics

Other animals of own and other species:

o Cats

o Other dogs

o Birds

o Rabbits

o Horses

o Sheep

o Cattle

Inanimate Stimuli
Puppies should be exposed to sights, sounds, smells and contact with the following:

· The average home and garden

· Unfamiliar locations - veterinary clinics, visits to friends and neighbours

· Cars, trucks, motorbikes & general traffic

· Streets and pavements

· Parks & fields

· Lifts

· Crate / kennel

· Vacuum cleaners, stereo, television, fish tanks etc

· Stimuli that are novel / unique to the new environment such as planes, trains, hot air balloons etc

Just imagine the marketing aspect of being able to produce such an extensive schedule of habituation and socialisation?  It tells the world that you work hard to create the perfect puppy.  
It is a ‘Buyers Market’ out there; PROVE that you are the ONLY breeder that people should be buying their puppies from.
in addition, if you, as your pups' breeder, can provide them with this rock-solid foundation, you will have the satisfaction of knowing that you have played a positive part in the evolution of the dog as a species and will concurrently gain the respect of your peers in the canine showing & breeding industry as well as each and every single owner of one of your pups.

Conclusion

Breeders beware...  Prospective puppy owners are being bombarded with information about what to look for in a breeder; thorough socialisation of their puppies being top of the list.

Therefore, if you don’t begin to change the way you rear your puppies, you may find that your phone stops ringing...
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