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Maturity Period (1-4 years)

The maturity period signals the transition between puppyhood and
adulthood. It is characterized by continual growth, both physical and men-
tal, for up to 1 to 1 1/2years of age in smaller breeds and 2 to 3 years or more
in large or giant breeds of dogs, especially intact males. As a rule, the small-
er the breed, the earlier the puppy will reach sexual and structural maturity.
The puppy will go from an Ugly Duckling at 1 year—leggy, thin, out of pro-
portion, immature coat and adolescent behavior—to a Beautiful Swan, with
adult coat and color, correct proportions, mature body and more stable
behavior and temperament. But regular socialization must continue
throughout these years. Females come into season and the male's sexual
interest continues to increase. Genetically shy or submissive dogs will
become even more so at this time and genetically dominant dogs can
become major problems. Aggression and testing for leadership may also
increase, especially in those dogs less socialized and trained in earlier
months. Protectiveness increases dramatically and it’s imperative that the
dog is taught to discriminate fears and threats. Owners should seek help
from an experienced breeder or other qualified trainer at the first sign of
unusual or threatening behavior. With a genetically sound puppy and con-
tinual training and socialization through these first 3 or 4 years of life, the
dog will now be “mature” in mind and body and ready to meet the owner’s
expectations for many years to come.
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In summary, the development of a great dog is the joint responsi-
bility of the breeder and the new owner. A mature dog's personality, physi-
cal appearance and working ability are a combination of breed characteris-
tics, individual genetic makeup and the socialization and training it receives.
Whether a puppy ever reaches its potential is in the hands of the breeder and
each new owner. Understanding the social and behavioral development of a
canine can help both breeders and owners prevent problems and “create” the
best dog possible, whether a performance star, a beautiful show dog, a won-
derful companion, a working shepherd/hunter/courser or a great parent for
the next generation.
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An environment with lots of dis-
tractions helps build self-confidence, as
does exposure to agility and other
play/training equipment. An experienced
instructor can help identify and prevent
potential problems. The right age to start
Puppy Classes 1s controversial. Some vets
want puppies to finish their vaccination
series to prevent the risk of disease (espe-
cially parvovirus), but the experienced
breeder/owner knows that the potential ,
risks from late or inadequate socialization Figure 1-36: Play equipment.
is just as bad as that of risk of disease. A Courtesy of Maureen Deer.
compromise between these two concerns
can be made by limiting exposure to only
well-vaccinated healthy dogs, being careful
where the puppy is walked, etc. Be sure to
observe potential Puppy Classes before
enrolling to check out the cleanliness of
the facilities, health requirements and
training methods. Choose the training
methods you (and the breeder) are com-
fortable with and be sure the instructors
are experienced with a wide variety of

breeds, the class includes well supervised
puppy play and the puppies in the class
are having fun as well as being guided into
appropriate behaviors. Most behaviorists/trainers believe that the end of this
period (14-16 weeks) is also the closing of the “window” of effective social-
ization, so waiting until the puppy is 6 months old for class may be too late.

Figure 1-37: Play equipment.
Courtesy of Maureen Deer.

Flight Instinct Period (4-8 months)

This period can occur sometime between 4 and 8 months of age and
can last for a few days or several weeks. The puppy will “test its wings,” wan-
der further away than ever before and its first response may be to flee. A
puppy that previously came every time you called will now “turn a deaf ear”
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excitability. And conversely, dogs without proper dog-dog relationships
(including plenty of play fighting) loose their ability to play with unfamiliar
dogs and become serious about defending themselves by the age of 11-17
weeks.

Seniority Classification Period (13-16 weeks)

This time is sometimes labeled the “Age of Cutting”—cutting teeth
and cutting apron strings—or the Age of Independence. The puppy begins to
test dominance and leadership and “temper tantrums” are common. Puppies
that have been previously very compliant will begin to have an opinion of
their own and may be willing to “fight” to defend that opinion. Many pup-
pies will bite for the first time in an attempt to do what it wants or to resist
restraint. Now is the time when the various “schools” of dog training will
really differ in how to handle the puppy. Traditionalists and believers of
“pack behavior” will do alpha rollers and other dominance exercises to
impress on the puppy its place in the “pack.” Clicker trainers and others will
use operant and classical conditioning to “shape” appropriate behaviors.
Without contrasting the pros and cons of these different training approach-
es, most will agree that this is a critical period of learning for the puppy. If
allowed to bite, dominate children or other pets, or resist unwanted human
actions (nail cutting, lying on side to be groomed, leash training, vet exams,
ear care, removing possessions or food, etc), the prospects for having a well-
behaved dog in the upcoming months will be poor.

This is the time when -
attending Puppy Classes is
essential. Even if the owner
is an experienced dog train-
er, the puppy needs expo-
sure to other puppies of
other breeds, sizes and tem-
perament; needs to learn
the difference between play
and work; and needs to be
handled, trained and disci-

plined by a variety of other Figure 1-35: Assorted pups at class.
people Courtesy of Rob and Karen Perry.
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at this time. Some breeders will keep a litter of puppies through this fear
imprint stage to ensure that the puppy has the right experiences at this
important time. This decision may also allow the breeder more time to make
decisions about which puppy belongs in which home, based on behavioral
development and/or conformational changes during this time. All puppies
can, and many different breeds do, begin and end this stage at different ages.
Unlike most other stages, the onset of this period can be very sudden. Some
puppies pass through this stage very quickly and others take longer, based on
a combination of genetics, socialization and the experience of the owner or
breeder in handling the puppy.

Environmental Awareness Period (9-12 weeks)

Puppies still have short attention spans at this age but start to learn
right behaviors for the right time, have big improvements in motor skills,
pay more attention to their humans and are very busy learning about their
new world. If left with their littermates at this age, they will bond with them
instead of with their owner. Depending on what the owner expects from the
puppy, behavior can be shaped very differently during this time. If kept
almost totally separated from other dogs, the human bond becomes very
strong (desirable with many performance owners) but there is a risk of the
dog not acquiring good doggie social skills. If primarily kept with its litter-
mates or other dogs in the household, the puppy will learn better doggie
social skills but may have less interest in spending time with its humans. A
careful compromise is proba-
bly the best answer for most
puppies. Research by Konrad
Lorenz and others show that
attempts to change social
behavior learned during this
critical period are rarely suc-
cessful. Puppies left with lit-
termates through this time
often have problems with
excessive barking, separation

anxiety ~ and/or hyper- Figure 1-34: Doberman Pinschers.
Courtesy of Marj Brooks.
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Puppies go through many, many changes during this time, bonding
with their owners and learning to survive. New owners and inexperienced
breeders with puppies at this age must realize how important this time is to
teach puppies boundaries and the rules of their new life. Since a puppy must
be taught to learn, it’s imperative that the puppy learn the right things and
form good habits, rather than learning bad habits that must then be modi-
fied. Emphasizing the importance of socialization and the special nutrition-
al and health-care needs of a young puppy is crucial, as this is a period in
puppies’ lives when they are more likely to avoid new things and fear unfa-
miliar places and people. The final decision of whex to place a puppy in the
new home should probably be based on who is the best equipped (knowl-
edge, time, facilities) to provide a stable learning environment for each indi-
vidual puppy.

Fear Imprint/Impact Period (8-11 weeks)

Puppies have no fear until about the 5th week of life with fear
increasing gradually through the 6th week and escalating toward the end of
the 7th week. Between 8 and 9 weeks, overlapping the Behavioral
Refinement and Environmental Awareness Period, the puppy will begin a
time of much more caution. It may be fearful of loud noises, sudden move-
ments, strangers, discipline from other dogs or humans, etc.

If frightened during this fear period, it may take weeks to return to
normal. In a nonsocialized puppy, anything associated with fear at this age

will always be a fearful stimu- d
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lus throughout its entire life
without extensive desensiti-
zation. Most agree that this is
the wrong time for ear crop-
ping, traumatic visits to the
vet, shipping, harsh disci-
pline, and maybe even trans-
fers to new homes, especially
if the new family is inexperi-
enced with puppies. The
Puppies should be exposed Figure 1-33: Lab cross vs{ith Tollgr pups.
to lots OprSitiVC experiences Courtesy of Linda Fitzmaurice.
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