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To you, no doubt a dog owner (if not now, you will be soon), this is for you.


Someone open to learn, eager to get the foundations right, to inspire a relationship that will change your life.


There is nothing like the love of a dog, nothing like the adventures on the horizon, with them at your side.


It is our absolute honour and privilege to be part of this journey with you.
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INTRODUCTION


Hello, Gamechanger!


Congratulations on your new puppy! You’ve invited adventure, fun and the best friend a person could ask for into your life.


So, before we get into the training and talk about the potential struggles and challenges that you might encounter along the way, let’s celebrate the amazing and wonderful fact that you have chosen to welcome this unique bundle of love into your home.


We’d also like to thank you for being the best owner for your dog. Over the next 24 chapters, we’re going to cover everything you need to know in those first six months of living with your new puppy.


We’re going to arm you with the knowledge, the skills and the information you’ll need so that you and your dog can enjoy the best life possible together. At times, especially during the first few days, you might be asking yourself ‘what on earth have I done?’, but it’s important to remember that all behaviour is changeable. Your puppy isn’t always going to be excitable or nervous or pee on your favourite rug. It may feel like a rollercoaster from time to time, but we’re here to support you. As we are going to show you, there’s always a game you can play or something you can do to turn your puppy’s struggles into strengths.


Above all, we want to make sure your training journey is fun for you and your puppy, so that you develop a truly beautiful relationship that will last a lifetime.


The Absolute Dogs Approach


Every puppy is born with a unique personality. Some puppies might be born naturally optimistic and take everything in their stride. Others may start out a little more pessimistic, wary of the world and need a bit more support to navigate life with confidence. Some puppies might be full of energy, always on the go and find life amazingly exciting. Others may be more chilled in nature.


There are three key concepts you want your puppy to have that we believe will equip them to make appropriate choices and enable them to be a calm, confident companion. They are calmness, optimism and proximity. If your puppy has the ability to be calm, sees new experiences and situations as nothing to be worried about and wants to stay close to you, it will give them a solid foundation to build upon.


But how do you teach these concepts to your puppy? We do this by playing games!


Train concepts, not behaviours


Absolute Dogs is all about a games-based approach to training, where we play games to build and strengthen those concepts that are going to set your puppy up for success. We call this concept training.


In the typical world of puppy training, you turn up for a puppy class and the first thing on the agenda is often teaching your dog a sit, a down and a stay. You might spend some time learning to walk on a lead around a church hall with minimal other distractions. The problem with this is that training your puppy a series of behaviours in a class environment doesn’t prepare them for real life.


Your puppy might sit beautifully in class and even at home, but then you ask them to sit on a walk, or when a visitor comes to your door, and it’s like they have never even heard the word ‘sit’ before! That behaviour doesn’t translate to a real-life situation full of distractions and other options. It doesn’t prepare them for the dog that’s going to run up to them unexpectedly on a walk. It’s not going to prepare them to listen to you when there’s a really exciting squirrel close by. It just doesn’t prepare them for life!


So what does?


There’s a game for that!


What we’ve found is that to prepare our dogs for real life, we have to teach them the key concepts so they are ready for all those real-life situations.


Perhaps your puppy is very easily distracted at the moment and everything seems to grab their attention? You know what, Gamechanger? There’s a game for that! You can play games that are designed to improve your puppy’s focus so they become more focused on you and more able to deal with the distractions of day-to-day life.


Or maybe your puppy is a little pessimistic right now. Guess what? There’s a game for that! Optimism games help make your puppy’s outlook more positive so that in day-to-day life they’re totally cool about everything, from loud noises that suddenly happen, to the dog that freezes in the distance and gives them ambiguous signals, to the bearded stranger they’re not sure about at the shops.


The Absolute Dogs approach is all about having fun with your new puppy. We’ll show you how to play games that will teach them the skills they need to navigate life with confidence and to make great choices, both at home and when out and about. And the best thing is, they’re learning those skills through fun games in their own day-to-day environment in your own time. Your puppy is constantly learning, whether that’s at home, in the garden or out on walks. As an amazing owner, you need to be sure your puppy is learning the right things that will set them up for success as they grow. That may feel a little daunting, and yet with our games-based approach it is both accessible and achievable. All the games in this book can be played with your puppy in the time it takes to boil a kettle. We want you to play games with your puppy without pressure. We focus on a fun time, not a long time. Puppies have short attention spans, so keep your sessions short. We believe no game should be any longer than 3 minutes and even if you only have time for one game a day, that’s enough to help set your puppy up for success. You’ll get results and have fun with your dog. So come on, Gamechanger, what are you waiting for?


The power of concept training


Concept training goes way beyond training a puppy to sit, down or stay. These things don’t transfer to success in day-to-day life. Instead, if you focus on games that train concepts and enhance and shape your puppy’s personality, you will achieve real-life results. Your puppy will possess the skills to make awesome life choices without you having to provide constant input.


Rather than you needing to be one step ahead and to take all the responsibility for your puppy making the right decisions, they will have the skills and foundations to make those great choices without you constantly having to guide or nag them.


Imagine how much more you’ll enjoy life with your dog if you’re not constantly looking out for inappropriate things they might pick up and having to tell them to ‘leave it!’, or scanning the horizon on walks for things they might get distracted by or need to be called away from. The freedom to know that your dog will make those great choices comes from shaping their brain to value proximity and calmness, to be able to think in more sophisticated levels of excitement and to see value in disengaging from distractions.


That’s the power of concept training.


Play games, train concepts, shape their personality and you’re on to a winner!


Train FOR the situation, not IN the situation


This is another vital aspect of the way we train. Conventional training says you have to take your dog into real-life situations, and then teach them how to act. However, what commonly happens is the situation becomes too much for them and without the skills to cope, negative behaviours result. They’re certainly not in a space where they can learn new skills. So instead of training them in the situation, we believe in training them for the situation.


Would you teach your child maths by forcing them to do a maths test? No, you’d teach them the maths that they needed beforehand, in order to take the test. Real-life situations are like the test for the puppy, and trying to teach our puppies skills while they’re physically in that situation is rarely going to be successful. More often it leads to a frustrated owner who’s working against their dog.


Not only that, rehearsal is powerful. The more your puppy practises not having the skills for a particular situation, the more they are going to rehearse inappropriate choices. It will make it more likely that they will do the same the next time they get put into that situation. The result is that you and your puppy end up trapped in a vicious cycle. First you go to the real-life situation, then it goes wrong and the puppy, without the skills to cope, rehearses a behaviour you don’t want. Conventional training would encourage you to go back to the situation and try again, but all that happens is that the behaviour repeats, and may even get worse. Now you’re stuck.


Perhaps you resort to puppy training classes, but as we’re going to show you in this book, you don’t need to go to these – and we’re saying that as people who run them! Dog training classes are noisy and can often be overwhelming for a young puppy. When you take your puppy to a traditional puppy class, you’re exposing them to a completely alien environment, forcing them to mix with other dogs and expecting all the puppies in that class – with their unique personalities – to get along and learn something. Why risk giving your puppy a bad experience when you can teach them yourself at home? We can guarantee that you’ll see better results when you train your puppy away from situations that they might find challenging or overwhelming, so that when they do head out into the world, they already have the skills to succeed. We will give you everything you need to raise a calm, confident, optimistic puppy who has all the skills required to go out into the world making awesome choices.


With the Absolute Dogs approach, you get to teach your puppy the essential skills that will set them up for life, in your living room, your kitchen and your garden. This way, your puppy learns these skills before they ever even need them.


With each of the games in this book, you will play them at home first. Then when you take your puppy out, you’re going to be revisiting games your puppy already knows. Because they have played the games and already developed the skills at home, they will be able to tackle any situation with ease, make the best choices and feel like a winner.


So, Gamechanger, let’s get started!


The lingo


We use a lot of crazy lingo here at Absolute Dogs. Here are some of the terms and catchphrases we’re going to use throughout this book.


A fun time, not a long time – This is our mantra when it comes to playing games with your puppy. Puppies have short attention spans so it’s better to keep games short and fun. As a rule of thumb, no game should be longer than 3 minutes.


Arousal – We describe this as being like a volume dial on your puppy’s brain. It adds intensity to emotions, whether they are positive or negative. For example, it could turn calmness into excitement or worry into fear.


Disco pants – Your puppy is constantly deciding what is an appropriate energy level for a situation. Sometimes your puppy might turn up expecting a disco (something high energy and fun to be happening) but actually it’s not disco time and you want them to be calm. So in these sorts of situations, we talk about your puppy taking off their disco pants and swapping them for their pyjamas!


Duration – Once your puppy has mastered a game, we might ask you to add duration. This simply means asking your dog to carry out a task for longer before rewarding them. In the beginning, you reward your puppy pretty quickly. But as they progress, you can start to add duration. It can even be just a couple of seconds more. Your puppy will get so consistent you will find they do things for longer anyway because they are happy and want to.


Enrichment – This is how we refer to calming food activities such as bones, long-lasting chews and lick mats. They help to calm and relax your puppy by using their natural instincts to lick and chew.


Gamechanger – That’s you! We refer to anyone who reads this book, plays games and follows the Absolute Dogs approach as a Gamechanger.


Gated community – This is creating a small, safe area for your puppy using baby gates, puppy pens and crates. You can use your gated community to manage where your puppy has access to as well as giving them a quiet, contained area to rest and sleep. We’ll even discuss having multiple barriers or safe spaces around your home to give even more learning opportunities.


Management – Our approach is always about setting your puppy up for success by arranging their environment in a way that limits their opportunities to make inappropriate choices – we call this management.


Rehearsal is power – Dogs will become more of what they practise. So that’s about making sure your puppy practises really great skills like confidence but also preventing them rehearsing negative behaviours such as barking or biting.


Rehearse the room – If your puppy practises a certain energy level in a particular room of the house then they will always have that energy level in that room. So if you are consistently playing high-energy, exciting games with your puppy in your living room, that room is never going to be a calm space until you rehearse calmness instead, and implement the strategies we’ll show you.


There’s a game for that – Whatever struggle your puppy is facing, there will be a game that can help you transform it into a strength.


Zoomies – Random bursts of energy that your puppy might have in which they run frenetically around, usually in circles.










CHAPTER 1


Before You Get Your Puppy


You might be reading this before you choose your puppy or perhaps in a few weeks you’re due to collect your dog from the breeder or rescue centre. Either way, you’re probably bursting with excitement and can’t wait to welcome this little bundle of love into your life. In fact, this is an ideal time to start preparing for your new arrival.


This waiting period is a great opportunity for you to skill yourself up, make some key decisions and really try and get an understanding of puppies and how they react and behave before your new family member arrives and turns your life upside down.


How to choose your puppy


If you haven’t chosen your puppy yet, then it’s worth doing your research to make sure you select a breed that most suits you and your lifestyle. There are no right or wrong choices but each breed has certain traits and characteristics that might make them a better match for you.


• Think about your lifestyle


How much exercise and training input do certain breeds that you like require and can you realistically make time for that?


• Where do you live?


Do you live in a flat or a house with a garden? Are you in the city or in the countryside? Do you have lots of space or is your home on the smaller side? These things should all affect your decisions when you’re considering what breed to choose, as some dogs will need a larger area.




TIP: The bigger the dog, the bigger the cost


One thing that a lot of people don’t consider when they get a large breed is that the costs are going to be significantly higher – both with food and vet’s bills. Everything is done on body weight, so caring for and keeping a larger dog is naturally more expensive.





Getting your puppy from a rescue centre


Most rescue centres will want to know about your lifestyle – if you are out at work all day, the time you have available to walk a dog. They will also consider the size of your home and any outside space when they are working on matching you with the right dog. Some rescue centres might even want to do a home visit.


• Be honest


The best thing you can do when getting in touch with a rescue centre is to have an honest conversation about your life and situation so you can be appropriately matched. They can only go by what you tell them. Sometimes, potential owners feel like they have to sell themselves, and end up painting a picture that’s very different from the reality. Be brutally honest about how much time and space you have and how many times a day you’d be able to walk a dog. It’s OK to say you want a breed that may have fewer requirements, but equally, you need to be aware that every puppy has needs and the centre will be sure to tell you all about them. The more honest you can be, the better. There will be a dog out there for you. You need to make sure it’s the best dog matched to your situation, not the first dog you see. Don’t be tempted to pick a puppy just because they look cute. Be honest with yourself too. Training is a lifelong commitment and no matter how old your dog is, they’re always going to need your love, help and input. Always be curious, and ask many questions.


• Be open


Meet lots of dogs. Talk to the staff about the character traits that you like rather than being fixed on one particular breed.


Getting your puppy from a breeder


A good breeder, like a rescue centre, will want to know about your lifestyle and what you can offer a dog. Some might have a 20-page application form, others will just chat to you over the phone. Neither is right or wrong; different breeders have different approaches.


• Talk to the breeder


Good breeders will be honest with you. Tell them what kind of personality you’re after and by 5 weeks old, they should be able to tell you more about each of their puppies. Often, it’s the breeder who is best placed to match a puppy to the right home and family set-up. After all, having spent the last 5 weeks with your puppy, they know them best. When you go and visit a breeder to see a litter of puppies, remember that you are only seeing a snapshot. A puppy who seems really calm and chilled might only be that way because it has spent most of the day playing and it’s exhausted. It’s really hard to judge on that small snapshot in time so try and visit a couple of times if you can, and ask the breeder for regular updates.


• Observe the mum


Know the facts. Ideally, puppies should be with their mum for approximately the first 8 weeks, and you want the mum to be confident and happy. A good breeder should also be able to tell you about the puppy’s dad and why he was selected as a sire, and show you any relevant health history, DNA and certificates for the lineage of both parents. Again, do ask the questions.


• Get the paperwork


Ensure you get what you need. It’s a legal requirement for a breeder to give you microchip documentation for your puppy. If your puppy is a pedigree, you may be able to view or get a certificate from the breeder that details their ancestry. These days, sometimes these are digital. A breeder will treat their puppies for worms before they leave for their new home so they should be able to give you information about this too. (There are some great ongoing anti-parasite treatments, such as BUG-K9 from A-OK9, which can safely go in with your puppy’s food long-term). Most breeders will also have a puppy contract that explains both your and their responsibility for the puppy. Again, this is a good thing and the sign of a good breeder ensuring that all eventualities are covered.


• Ask questions


A good breeder should always be open to answering your questions. Useful things to ask might be ‘What do you work on before the puppies go to their new homes?’ or ‘What’s a typical day in the life of the puppies at this age?’ They should also be able to tell you what type of food your puppy is eating. Raw food is increasingly used by many breeders, so don’t be at all put off if this is the case; it has many benefits and is very much worth doing your research on.


Our top ten puppy essentials


While you’re waiting for your puppy to arrive, there’s a temptation to go on a mad spending spree, but you don’t need to go over the top. There are only a few things that we would say truly are essentials.


1. A soft collar with ID


It’s a legal requirement that a dog has an ID tag with their owner’s phone number on it, which must be worn on their collar. We prefer either tags that fit flush on your puppy’s collar, usually with a flexible band, or a collar with the phone number embroidered into it (there are many companies offering this online). A hanging tag that jingles when your puppy moves can leave your puppy more vulnerable to other dogs you come across if they have learned to associate the jingling of an ID tag with another dog approaching, so we don’t use these.


2. A crate


We’d always recommend having a crate and it’s going to be useful throughout your dog’s life. It is your puppy’s safe space and a place for them to have downtime. The best and safest way to get your puppy home from a breeder or rescue centre is to pop them in a crate that you can secure on the back seat of a car, and have someone sit next to them on the journey home to check that they’re comfortable. As you’ll see in future chapters, you’ll use your crate to teach your puppy all sorts of things, from how to be calm and how to be happy spending time home alone to how to sleep through the night.


Puppies are young and excitable and, like children, they don’t always know when they need a nap or when they need some calm time. A crate makes that choice for them. In their crate, they have no option other than to chill out. You can think of this a little bit like when you go to a spa and you’re not allowed to have your mobile phone with you. When distractions are removed, you can truly relax. For more information about different types of crates and how to choose one, see chapter 9.


3. A dog bed


This doesn’t have to be anything fancy or costly. A soft bed can be a great option for sleep time and can be used in the corner of a puppy pen or gated area. Some puppies will chew soft bedding though, especially during that painful teething stage (see page 210 for more on this), so a more indestructible plastic bed with a soft pad inside it might be a better option. Raised cots or beds with legs are also great for teaching boundary games (more on this in chapter 9) because they provide a very clear, defined area.


You might choose to have more than one bed in different areas of the house, or move the bed around depending on where you want your puppy to settle.




Safety first


Never leave any age of dog with anything inside their crate (whether that’s bedding, food or toys) that they could accidentally ingest or get tangled up in. Always remove your puppy’s collar or harness before putting them inside the crate. There should be nothing in there that your pup can accidentally get caught in. You can put some washable bedding inside to make it cosy for your puppy (see information below).





4. Easily washable bedding


Your puppy will need some bedding to make their crate or puppy pen comfortable. Accidents will happen while your puppy is toilet training so choose something that is easily washable. Vet bedding is a popular option as it’s washable and isn’t easy for your puppy to chew or shred, but old towels or blankets are a great alternative.


5. Baby gates/puppy pens aka your ‘gated community’


These can be used to manage where your puppy has access to in your house and to create their own defined area, particularly in the first few weeks. As you will see as you progress through this book, they are extremely useful when you’re training your puppy and we will refer to them as your ‘gated community’. Preventing free access to stairs is really important in those early months to avoid accidents and protect those growing puppy joints. A puppy’s joints aren’t fully developed until they’re mature. It depends on the breed, but it can take up to 2 years for some dogs. Until then, you want to try and avoid repetitive movements like running up and down stairs.


Limiting your puppy to certain parts of your home also means they won’t get overwhelmed by too many options or have opportunities to make less appropriate choices when you’re not able to keep your eyes on them all the time. The majority of owners tend to choose the kitchen at first, as the floor is easily cleanable. This will also keep your puppy safe if there are areas of your house that have things they could get into mischief exploring or hurt themselves with if they chew.


It’s also important for your puppy to learn to spend time away from you, which we’ll explore in chapter 13. Gates and puppy pens are also brilliant for helping to teach your puppy that it’s OK to be able to spend parts of the day separated from you and that this isn’t scary.


6. Water bowl


Your puppy should always have access to fresh, clean water. Choose a ceramic bowl that is heavy enough to stop your puppy tipping it over. These are also easier to keep clean and hygienic than plastic or metal. A silicone collapsible bowl can be useful when you are travelling.


7. Calming food activities


Puppies love to mouth and chew so things like chews, bones and long-lasting treat dispensers such as lick mats and Kongs are essential. Kongs are snowman-shaped rubber food toys with a hollow centre that you fill with food for your puppy to chew and lick out. Lick mats are textured mats that challenge your dog to lick up every last bit of food (see the A-OK9 website for some options). They help to keep your puppy calm and they can also help soothe painful teething. We’ll be talking more about them in chapter 4. We like to refer to these calming food activities as enrichment.


8. A puppy long line


This is a lightweight, thin nylon line that you attach to your puppy’s collar when they’re inside the house and leave trailing on the floor the majority of the time. As you’re about to find out, puppies are into everything, so a long line is very useful for those first few weeks. Grabbing their collar can be scary for them so if they’re heading for trouble or about to eat something they shouldn’t, then you can pick up the line to gently lead them away instead. Long lines can also be useful as extra security when you’re taking your puppy off lead for the first time. Use them as and when you feel is useful throughout your dog’s life. We sell long lines on our website, www.absolute-dogs.com.


9. A harness


When you do head out for walks, it’s better for a puppy to wear a harness rather than a collar. Puppies have their thyroid gland and a lot of important nerves in their neck that could be damaged by pulling or straining on a collar. A well-fitted Y-shaped harness allows their shoulders to move so it doesn’t impinge on their neck. You’ll need more harnesses as your dog grows so ask fellow dog owners if they’ve got any hand-me-downs or buy second-hand.


10. A double-ended lead


A double-ended lead with clips at both ends gives you two points of connection. One end normally attaches to the back of your puppy’s harness, while the other end attaches to a clip on the chest of the harness or to your puppy’s collar. This allows you to walk in a more balanced way and helps to gently steer your puppy. We’re also going to introduce you to some games where a double-ended lead comes in handy. We sell double-ended leads on our website, www.absolute-dogs.com.


Other useful items


• Coats and jumpers


Depending on where you live and what time of the year it is, some puppies will need an extra layer when they go outside. For tiny breeds such as Chihuahuas, this is particularly important.


• Toys


As you’re going to find out, one of your main aims is to build calmness in your puppy. If you fill their space full of toys, then switching off and relaxing is going to be more challenging for them.


In chapter 5, we look at how you can use toys in your training to build engagement and your puppy’s relationship with you, and allowing free access to them will undermine this.


On a more practical note, toys are expensive and you really don’t want your puppy to be destroying them. Leaving a dog unattended with toys could also mean a trip to the vet when parts of them suddenly end up stuck in your pup’s tummy.


• Interactive puzzle feeders


These are plastic disks or trays that your dog has to flip, push or roll around to unlock food. They are a great option for engaging your puppy’s brain, building their problem-solving skills, letting them use that powerful nose and varying the way you deliver your puppy’s meals (more on this in chapter 4).




Form your team


Your choice of puppy will shape the team you need. You’ll need to find a vet and possibly a groomer before your puppy arrives. You’re paying these people for their knowledge and advice, so you want your team to consist of those you trust, respect and get along with. Get recommendations from other dog owners. It’s a good idea to meet a few vets, chat to them, ask questions and look at their facilities rather than waiting until your puppy has a tummy upset or is due their first inoculations, and then suddenly having to find someone at the last minute. Not all breeds will need a groomer – for example, a smooth-coated dog may only need you to become skilled at doing their nails. If you do need a groomer, bear in mind that being groomed can be a stressful experience for dogs, and as a result good groomers get booked up.






Preparing your home


This isn’t about rearranging your whole house but about having realistic expectations, particularly in the first few weeks after you bring your puppy home. Puppies navigate the world with their bodies and their teeth. They don’t know that certain things are off limits or understand that they shouldn’t chew things in your home, so you do need to move things out of their way. If you’re going to leave your puppy in a particular room, check first what you’re leaving in there with them.


It’s important to set yourself and your puppy up for success and help them to make great decisions. If you don’t want your puppy to have access to certain rooms or areas of the house, put a baby gate up. If you don’t want them to chew socks or shoes, then make sure there are none on the floor in your puppy’s pathway. Always be vigilant. If you can’t supervise your dog, create physical boundaries so that they can’t roam the house freely.


It is also important to think about setting aside some areas of your home that are just used as calm spaces for your puppy where they can chill out and rest. As you’re going to be teaching your puppy how to be calm, it makes sense to have some areas in your home that are just calm spaces. Think about having some rooms where you train your puppy and play games, and others where you just chill out – we call this rehearsing the room. We’ll delve into this in more detail in chapter 8.





Basic puppy-proofing


Here are some things you might want to put out of reach in those first few weeks when you’re starting to train your puppy:


• Shoes


• Charger cords


• Children’s toys


• Chemical/cleaning products


• Medications.





KEY QUESTIONS


Before you get your puppy, there are some key questions you and your family should ask yourselves:


• Do you want your puppy to sleep in your bed?


• Is your puppy going to be allowed to go upstairs?


• Do you want your puppy to go on your furniture?


There are no rights or wrongs. Work out what suits you as an individual or household and check everyone’s on the same page. It can be really confusing for your puppy if different members of your household have different rules. Nothing is set in stone, but making sure everyone is clear on what the rules are is going to avoid any conflict or uncertainty further down the road.


We don’t allow our dogs on the furniture without being invited and that’s something we taught our puppies from day one.



Pupternity leave


Realistically, you can’t expect to bring home a puppy on a Sunday and then go back into the office for a full day on the Monday. You’re not going to know until you get your puppy how easy it’s going to be to transition them to being left home alone. Even though we’d encourage you to get back to whatever the norm is as soon as you can, there is inevitably going to be a lifestyle shift when you get a dog.


To begin with, your puppy is going to need very regular toilet breaks (see chapter 7). As you progress with toilet training and your puppy begins to have a little more control over where and how often they go to the toilet, 3–4 hours is still the longest a puppy can wait, so you’re going to need to factor that into your plans while your puppy is young. Even as an adult, it’s not healthy for your dog not to be able to go to the toilet for hours on end if you’re out of the house all day.


Every puppy is different and it’s a case of getting to know them and working out what they can and can’t handle, but you can probably anticipate there’s going to be at least 2 weeks of adjustment.


Many of us have flexible working lives these days and working from home if you can is an ideal solution with a new puppy. You’re going to need to be around a lot those first few days as your puppy adjusts and you’ll probably want to be around too, to get to know them.



A winning mindset


Finally, we’d like to cover some ways to adjust your mindset when you welcome your puppy.


Reframe your thinking


Sometimes we’ll talk to owners about their new puppy and they’ll list all the things that they don’t want: they don’t want their puppy to wee on the floor, chew the furniture or sleep on the beds. We always try and get them to reframe their thinking and consider what they DO want instead. Don’t say ‘I don’t want my puppy to wee on the floor,’ do say ‘I want my puppy to wee on the grass outside’. Or don’t say ‘I don’t want them to sleep on my bed,’ instead do say ‘I want my puppy to sleep downstairs and enjoy doing so.’


Decide what you do want and frame it that way, then set up a scenario in which your puppy learns the required skills. Then you can focus on how to achieve those skills, and reward your puppy when they do.


This switches the mentality from one of problems to one of solutions. If you only focus on what you don’t want, then your only approach is to try and stop these things from happening. Instead, if you know what you do want, this allows you to have a positive mindset and see all the opportunities to reward your puppy.


New owners often become very frustrated and overwhelmed when they get trapped in a world of what they don’t want rather than focusing on what they do want. Rather than getting stuck on a problem – he’s barking, he’s weeing, he’s chewing my sofa – think about what you do want and come up with a solution for that.



The relationship bank account


Your relationship with your puppy is a bit like a bank account with deposits and withdrawals coming in and out of it as you interact with your puppy throughout the day. Deposits are any positive interactions that you have with your puppy, such as playing a game or stroking them. Withdrawals are anything they might see as negative or might not enjoy, such as a visit to the vet or giving them a bath or clipping their nails.
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When you reward your puppy for something they’ve done correctly, you’re depositing good things into your relationship bank account. Your puppy is starting to understand that you’re incredibly valuable to them and that being with you and interacting with you is fun. If you get frustrated with your puppy and scold them, you’re withdrawing from the bank account. Puppies don’t realise they’ve made a mistake. They don’t understand the difference between right and wrong so it’s important to try and avoid those interactions so the positives always outweigh the negatives.




Praising your puppy


When you first get your puppy, observe your dog and get a feel for what lights them up. Use what they like as a reward – that might be food, or it could be praise or stroking. These are all positive interactions that pay into the relationship bank account.


We love to praise our puppies and we believe you should verbally praise your dog from day one. Some dogs love to be stroked and cuddled while others are less keen. Be aware that different kinds of stroking have different effects on your puppy. Long, slow strokes are more calming, whereas more rapid pats would get your puppy more excited.





Certain withdrawals from your relationship bank account are inevitable, such as vet visits, for example. Withdrawals can happen without you meaning for them to happen too. We are all human, and even the best-intentioned human can fall short on occasion. Don’t feel bad. Things will go wrong with your puppy at times but how you deal with it and how you move on from it is what matters. Always be aware of your relationship bank account and the importance of depositing wonderful interactions and value into your relationship with your puppy. That way, when you do make a withdrawal (trimming their nails or giving them a bath, for example), the balance is still tipped in the right direction because there’s such an amazing history of support and of you being the bringer of awesomeness and joy.










CHAPTER 2


Your Puppy’s Bucket


In this chapter, we’re going to look at what is possibly the most important concept that you can understand about your puppy. It’s the one thing we think every dog owner should know and this ground-breaking, exciting idea will completely transform the relationship you have with your dog for the rest of their life.


Every puppy has an imaginary bucket. Throughout the day, lots of different things will fill up that bucket and once it reaches capacity and overflows, it will lead to less desirable behaviour from your puppy. Your aim as an owner is to help keep your puppy’s bucket at a manageable level.


What fills the bucket?


• Excitement – events or interactions that get your puppy excited will contribute to how full their bucket gets. This might be playing with a toy, going for a walk, or experiencing something new for the first time.


• Fear – depending on your puppy’s personality, what they find scary could be anything from another dog barking at them or a visitor at your house to a trip to the vet. What one puppy finds exciting, another may find worrying, and this adds to their bucket.


• Physical or medical issues – if your puppy is itching because they’ve got fleas or allergies then their bucket is going to be more full than usual. If they’re sore or in pain, this will fill their bucket too. Often a puppy’s tummy will get a little upset by all the changes that happen when they first move from the familiarity of the breeder to their new home with you, so it’s worth knowing that this can fill their bucket too.


Imagine this: You take your puppy for a walk. Your puppy gets excited when they see you picking up the lead because this predicts the exciting walk that is coming, so their bucket is already a little bit full, even before you leave the house. Then you walk to the park and spend 10 minutes throwing a tennis ball. Your puppy finds this really exciting and their bucket fills a bit more. On the walk back, another dog barks at your puppy. Because your dog finds this a bit worrying, their bucket fills even more. At this point, you see a postal worker coming round the corner, which surprises your puppy. All of these experiences have been pouring into your puppy’s bucket and at this point, it’s close to overflowing. Then you walk a little further and just before you get to your house, you approach someone pushing a crying baby in a pram. This adds the final measure to that bucket, the bucket overflows and your puppy barks or lunges at this person. As owners, we sometimes find ourselves saying ‘I’m sorry, they’ve never done that before!’ Then we might start thinking ‘I need to keep my puppy away from crying babies as they’re obviously a trigger for them’. But your puppy isn’t reacting to that specific event or situation, but to everything that’s led up to that moment. Too many experiences have filled your puppy’s bucket and it has overflowed.


We can all relate to this. You know when you’ve had ‘one of those days’? Perhaps you overslept, then you had a long and busy day at work where things went wrong and a lot was thrown at you, then you got stuck in traffic on the way home. Then you finally get home and your partner says something to you and you just lose it. That’s your bucket overflowing. It’s not really about what your partner said, it’s just an accumulation of things that have happened throughout the day and your partner’s comment was the final straw. We describe that as a bucket overflow moment. It’s not because of anything happening in that specific moment, it’s the lead-up to it – either that day or even the day before.




Bucket basics


• Every puppy has a bucket, which fills from a variety of different causes.


• Positive stress and excitement pay into it.


• Negative stress and fear pay into it.


• Pain, itching and tummy troubles pay into it.


• Depending on your puppy, different events will pay different amounts into the bucket.


• How a puppy reacts might not necessarily be about the situation that they’re in. Instead, it could be the result of what has happened that day or even that week.


• Any out-of-the-ordinary change in your puppy’s behaviour could be a sign that they have a full bucket.






Full-bucket behaviour is NOT a training issue


If your puppy usually knows how to behave, the problem isn’t that they haven’t been taught a certain skill. The problem is that their bucket is full. Any attempt to resolve the problem through training is going to be doomed to failure because the underlying issue (a full bucket) persists.




What does a full bucket look like?


• Barking/more vocal.


• Lunging towards things that are scary or exciting.


• Struggling to settle in the house.


• Pulling on the lead.


• Jumping up.


• Distracted or struggling to focus on you.


• Humping.


• Irritability with you, your children, other pets.


• Hiding away and avoidance.





Emptying and filling


Every dog has a different sized bucket. The physical size of a dog doesn’t determine the size of their bucket. A Chihuahua can have a huge bucket whereas a Great Dane can have a tiny one. Your puppy’s bucket is in part due to their genetic make-up and their personality and in part a result of the events and experiences they are exposed to on a daily basis. Some puppies have very small buckets, but we can grow them over time. Other puppies have huge buckets and that means they can endure difficult encounters and yet rarely experience those bucket-overflow moments (of course, this is uncommon!).


The other thing to bear in mind is that every puppy’s bucket takes a different length of time to empty and they can only do that when their brain isn’t being stimulated or exposed to things and everything is nice and calm.


Some puppies can get overstimulated, their bucket overflows, at which point perhaps they bark or react to another dog, but half an hour later their bucket has emptied again and they have recovered from that event. For other dogs, it can take much longer for the bucket to empty back to a level where they are more able to respond appropriately to events and less likely to be ‘reactive’.


Observe your puppy


As you get to know your puppy, you’ll begin to get a sense of when their bucket is starting to fill. Notice how their behaviour changes at certain times. As their bucket fills, you’ll often find their choices deteriorate. Let’s say you’ve been struggling with your puppy nipping. It’s likely that as their bucket fills, that nipping will get worse. If you’ve got a puppy who barks, they’ll potentially bark more as their bucket fills, or they might find it harder to settle. If you think their bucket has overflowed, consider what has happened in the lead-up to that moment so you can do everything possible to avoid that happening again in the future.


There are three important factors to consider when it comes to your puppy’s bucket:


• Lifestyle choices


• Emptying the bucket


• Growing and inspiring calmness.


1. Lifestyle choices


Life and the general busyness of your household can naturally be bucket filling, so think about what else you are exposing your puppy to on a daily basis. It’s really important not to overwhelm your puppy, so if you think their bucket is nearing full, be mindful of what you’re doing. Perhaps it’s not a good idea to take them to the school gates this afternoon or on an exciting walk this evening.


Be aware of your puppy’s bucket and work with it rather than against it. Be smart about what situations you put your puppy in. It’s important to match the situation to the size of their bucket. If there’s a mismatch between their bucket size and the environments you put them in, then it will lead to an overflow. You might be desperate to take your new puppy to the pub, but it’s important to ask yourself whether this is in their best interests. Do they have a bucket that will accommodate all the stimuli of that environment? Make sure you’re not putting your puppy in a situation that is beyond their capacity.


It’s OK to say ‘no’


Your aim as an owner is to adapt your puppy’s lifestyle to suit the capacity of their bucket. Much of the time a puppy’s owner is a major contributor to the bucket, often without even realising. We want to do so much with our puppies – play with them, take them out and meet lots of people – and sometimes this can mean we’re not giving them enough of a break. Think about the situations you’re putting your puppy in and adapt plans if you think they’ve had enough.


Try and think ahead about what’s coming up in your puppy’s life.


If you know you’ve got to take them to the groomer or friends are coming to visit, limit other activities that are likely to pay into their bucket in the lead-up to that event so that they’re more likely to have the capacity to deal with it.


Puppies are a magnet for people. They’re small and super cute and everyone is going to want to hold them or stroke them. When you get a new puppy, all your dog-owning friends are going to be ringing you asking you to meet them for a walk.


But now you know about their bucket, take a step back and consider whether a particular situation is right for your puppy. Are they (and their bucket) going to be able to cope with it? Going for a walk with a friend and their dog might not be appropriate, because you’ve identified that your puppy needs to be a little calmer or a little more confident before they are put in that situation.


You know your dog best. Being your puppy’s advocate is about knowing when to say no and being brave about it. It’s about feeling confident in saying to people: ‘my puppy won’t enjoy that experience’.


2. Emptying the bucket


Left alone, we have found that a typical puppy’s bucket can take 72 hours or longer to empty – and that’s without other things happening in the meantime. So the big question is, how do we speed up that process?


If you need to relax, do you head to the disco or the spa? You go to the spa, of course, and that’s what we need for our dogs. To help that bucket to empty, you need your puppy to chill out. There are lots of things that you can do to help:


• Take a bucket holiday. Aim for 3 days of calm, where you try and minimise your puppy’s exposure to anything that’s going to fill the bucket or prevent it from emptying. Remember that both exciting and scary things will pay into your puppy’s bucket. If there are unavoidable commitments for your puppy in those 3 days that you can’t cancel or change, think about how you can limit their exposure to sounds, sights and interactions that are going to pay more into their bucket. That might be as simple as finding somewhere for your puppy to settle quietly in a covered crate and a long-lasting chew to help them tune out what’s going on around them.


• The key is to become your dog’s expert observer. Know what works for your puppy and what their positive and negative stressors are. Notice what has an impact on them and recognise and identify any changes in the norm, then give them a few days of rest and relaxation.


• Engage them in activities that are naturally calming, such as enjoying a Kong or a long-lasting chew. See the ‘Ditch the Bowl’ section in chapter 4 and chapter 8 on calmness for more ideas.


• Replace any exciting games and activities with calmness games, which we’ll talk about more in chapter 8.


3. Growing and inspiring calmness


The third factor to consider when it comes to your puppy’s bucket is the importance of calmness. In fact, calmness is so important to your puppy’s emotional well-being and to their ability to make great choices that we’ve dedicated a whole chapter to it. You’ll find this on page 106.


The human bucket


We humans have our own buckets and as a new dog owner, we want you to be mindful to empty your bucket as well as your puppy’s.


Typically when people get a dog, it becomes all-consuming. Their entire day is filled with doing things for or with the dog or worrying about them and that can be stressful. Make sure you have moments each day where you do something that isn’t dog-related. Even something as simple as running yourself a bath or going for a walk without your puppy can help you to empty your own bucket.


You will overcome this


Things won’t always go right with your puppy but try to stay calm and keep a positive mindset. Remind yourself that one negative event is not a predictor of everything in the future. Just because you have one walk with your puppy where they barked at another dog doesn’t mean that from now on they are going to bark at every dog they see.


If you’re feeling a little stretched by the demands of your puppy, make a conscious decision to have a solution-focused mindset. Think 5 per cent problem, 95 per cent solution. If your puppy barked at another dog, think about what skills your puppy would need that would stop them from reacting that way next time. That way, you immediately focus on the solution – which is that they need to be calmer and more optimistic. There are lots of games you can play with your puppy to teach them those skills. Remember, everything is changeable and there is always a game for that!


Don’t be too hard on yourself


New owners often feel a great sense of guilt around their dog. We encourage you to get rid of those emotions and focus on the fact that it doesn’t have to be perfect. Your puppy is really lucky to have you as an owner. The fact that you are reading this book means you are a brilliant owner who wants the best for your puppy.


Knowledge is power


As an owner, you can adapt your puppy’s lifestyle to suit their bucket.


You can also play games with your puppy that will help increase the capacity of their bucket and enable them to cope with a variety of situations without an overflow. Throughout the book, we’re going to show you so many games to play with your puppy to build calmness, grow their optimism and help them think better when they’re excited – all of which will help prevent their bucket getting too full.


Having an awareness of your puppy’s bucket and keeping it as empty as possible means you’re going to have a fun, enjoyable and more harmonious life with your dog. Your puppy will be happier, more relaxed and better able to enjoy daily life. That in turn keeps their bucket empty and allows them to go about their business happily. You can’t get better than that!










CHAPTER 3


Puppies, Babies and Children


Welcoming a new puppy into your family is exciting, and this can be especially true if you have young children. At Absolute Dogs, we believe that children and dogs should have fun together and that little ones can be willing participants in helping to train their new furry friend. Introducing a dog to your family can be an incredible opportunity for children to learn about responsibility, communication and respect for boundaries. However, that relationship will take time to grow and develop, and if it is going to flourish it needs to be built on the right foundations.


When people decide to add a puppy to their household, they often have an idyllic picture of a dog completing their family and being a best friend to their children, and yet in many cases the reality is very different to begin with. We see so many families who have brought home a puppy and found their behaviour challenging. If you take a step back, you can easily see why. What you tend to get when you introduce a new puppy to a family is overexcited children, running around and making noise. That creates an excited puppy who does the same. The puppy starts to become overstimulated and tired and might jump up at the children, nip them or grab their clothes. Understandably, the children scream and run away and the puppy, thinking this is an awesome game, gives chase. This continues and everyone gets stuck in a vicious, chaotic cycle. Alternatively, your puppy might find the advances of the children in a household quite worrying, resulting in a very full bucket and a pessimistic little puppy who hasn’t learned the skills they need.


It’s worth remembering that the puppy teething phase can be one of the most challenging times, especially for young children who don’t understand why puppies bite, and who can quickly flip from excitement about their new friend to fear of those sharp puppy teeth. See chapter 14 for more on mouthing, nipping and biting.


Preparing children for the awesomeness of a new puppy


When a puppy is joining your family and children are already part of the household, preparation is key to success for all involved. Consider your new puppy’s age and size, as well as the age and maturity level of your children, and factor this into the first introduction and all subsequent interactions between them. Whether your puppy is coming from a breeder or a rescue centre, it’s vital that you don’t pressure them to be part of your family life at first. Everything will be new and strange and possibly a little scary. They are very likely to have a full bucket and must have an opportunity to decompress.


You could have the friendliest of puppies, and they may still not be happy with children getting in their space right from the moment they come home. So it’s really important to set up that first introduction in a way that ensures everyone is comfortable and to manage the expectations of very excited (or possibly wary) children.


Before a certain age, children cannot understand why they should act in a certain way around a dog. No matter how much you try to explain to your toddler why they shouldn’t crowd your puppy, get into its space when it is eating, or ride it like a horse, these things are all too tempting to a child. They just don’t get that your puppy will not appreciate this type of play. You should always carefully manage any interactions between them and your children.


Set expectations


Before your puppy comes home, explain to your children that your dog has just left their mummy and brothers and sisters and they might be feeling anxious and worried. Depending on the age of your children, relate it to something they might have been through, such as their first day at nursery or school, so they understand how nervous their puppy might be coming somewhere new with people they don’t know.


Involve them in the conversations


In chapter 1, we talked about all the things you might need to consider before bringing a puppy into your home. If your children are old enough to understand, it’s great to involve them in these discussions. Talk about things such as:


• Where your puppy will sleep.


• Which rooms they’re going to be allowed to go in.


• Which areas of the house you’re going to play games and train in and which are for rest and quiet time.


Set ground rules and explain why you’re putting them in place. Write a list together of things your children need to remember and stick it on the fridge. Using your puppy’s name makes it personal and can help everyone start to feel a bond with their new family member before they even come home. Let’s call him ‘Fido’.


The list might include:


• I can sit calmly on the sofa and watch Fido play.


• I will walk calmly and quietly past Fido so that he doesn’t get scared.


• I can stroke Fido if Mum/Dad/a grown-up says it’s OK.


• I should wait for Fido to come to me and remember that he might feel worried if I get too close.


• I can help with Fido’s training when a grown-up is there to supervise.


• I can play calm games with Fido that don’t make him too excited or make him want to jump up at me.


• I will remember to give Fido lots of space when he’s eating or sleeping.


• I can learn what Fido’s body language is telling me about how he’s feeling. (See the box later on in this chapter for more information.)


• I can have lots of fun doing things that don’t involve Fido so that he gets time to relax.



Explain the bucket


Right from the start, it’s a good idea to get your children involved in the bucket analogy. In simple terms, explain that your puppy will be very tired and overwhelmed and that each day he or she will need lots of rest time and calmness. Again, it will help to relate it back to something your children understand. That might be reminding them that babies and toddlers need nap times, or that older children need time to chill out and watch TV or read a book.


Have strategies in place


Before your puppy arrives, it’s worth explaining to your children things that your new puppy might do and how you’re going to respond to them. Talk about how your puppy might mouth or jump up and explain how that is normal behaviour for an excited or teething pup. Come up with solutions beforehand. If your puppy mouths or nips, suggest how it would be a good idea to direct them to something else, like a toy or a chew. If your puppy jumps up, explain that you’re not going to scream or run away. Instead, you’re going to pop some food on their bed and lead them over to it calmly, or scatter a few pieces of their food on the floor.


Think about your puppy as an adult dog


Before your puppy comes into your family, it can be helpful to think about how you want your puppy to behave as an adult dog and all the things that you DO want. Perhaps you want your dog to walk calmly on a lead when you take them out and not jump up at people when they’re fully grown because they will be too big. This gives you something to reference later if your children are encouraging the puppy to jump up: ‘Remember we talked about when puppy’s a big dog we don’t want them to jump up.’ Explain how confusing it will be if you encourage them to do that now, and the rules change when they’re bigger.


Make sure you include fun things too. You might want your dog to be able to retrieve a ball or play tug.


Gentle introductions


When you first bring your puppy home, keep your first introduction to young children short and calm. Remember, your puppy might never have seen children before. It’s really important to allow your puppy time and space to choose to engage with you. Some puppies might not want to interact with children, just as some children might want to keep their distance from dogs, so don’t force it.


There are lots of things you can do to make this introduction go well.


Supervise every greeting stage and be ready to intervene at any point if either your puppy or children look uncomfortable.


We love boundary games for dogs (see page 130), but they can also be super helpful for children! Ask your children to stay within appropriate boundaries (the sofa, a chair, a rug on the floor) when introducing your puppy to them for the first time. This will keep everyone calm and prevent sudden movements that might startle your puppy. It can be helpful to have them sitting on the floor so they’re at the same level as the puppy. We discuss boundary games in more detail in chapter 9.


Remind your children to let your puppy come and say hello in its own time and not to grab the puppy or try and pick it up. If the puppy does come over to them, then gentle stroking is OK.
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