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TIPS FOR NEW PET OWNERS
 

The following is an excerpt from Lorraine Houston’s book “Nobody’s Best Friend”.  There is some valuable information to help you successfully integrate your new friend into your family, which we would like you to read.  If you wish to order a copy of the book, which includes twelve touching stories about dogs that Lorraine has fostered and found homes for over the years, as well as more advice on how to live happily ever after with your new friend, send a cheque or money order for $18.00 (includes shipping) to:Lorraine Houston




     
58 Dukinfield Cres.




     
Don Mills, Ontario




     
M3A 2S1

 

The Learning Curve
 

This section should be titled “We’re Home! What Not To Expect” because so many new owners expect the dog to be a mind reader, to understand the English language and to comply with house rules within days after adoption.  Learning all these skills takes time.  The dog has so many new things to learn and take in.  What may have been permitted, or even encouraged, in his previous home, may be strictly forbidden in yours.

 

New owners often scream and yell at a new dog for a crime he has no idea he committed.  This is not very good for the bonding, trusting process.  Dogs do not understand what you need or want for some time after you adopt them.  They first need to learn how to read you, and then they can do your bidding.  You must allow this time on the learning curve.

 

Some shelter dogs have never seen the inside of a house.  They may have been chained to a doghouse all their lives and not possess a sweet clue as to how to behave in a home.  I once had a lady call me to tell me she was making dinner and her newly adopted dog had jumped on the counter and had leaned over the frying pan and was in the midst of eating the family supper when the woman turned around.  As she screamed in surprise, the dog jumped down.  This is only one of many incidents I have heard over the years.

 

The Language Barrier
 

If you were in a foreign country, not speaking the native language, trying desperately to ask directions to the nearest restroom, you would probably become frustrated, and even a little frantic.  The local people might wonder if you are crazy, as your anxiety increases.  Feel the frustration.  Understand your anxiety.  This is exactly what a new dog feels when you bring him home.  You need to keep this in mind as you begin a relationship with your new dog.  It illuminates a very important issue.
 

When I foster, I always find the first two to three days the hardest.  Schedule adjustments have to be made, the dog is always full of the ying-yangs from being caged and anxious, and I need to insert the third eye that fits in the back of my head!  The situation settles down after a week or two as the routine starts to become familiar, but realistically, transition time is anywhere from four to eight weeks (longer for some dogs and owners).  Patience, proper direction, exercise and a good sense of humour are my ingredients for sanity.

 

The first thing I teach all my foster dogs to do is “sit”.  A sitting dog is a dog that is not jumping up, checking out the menu on the counter top, or knocking Aunt Edith down the stairs.  There is no need to be pushing the dog’s hind end, or even using any physical coercion.  I like the “Hands Off” approach to training.  It is quite amazing what you can teach with a tiny piece of cheese, a happy voice, and a good attitude.
How to Prevent Destructive Behaviour When Alone
 

Many owners make the mistake of going to work and letting the new dog have the run of the house.  They then return to a bomb site and punish the dog.  I could write forever just about the stories I have heard on this subject.  It has been proven that most destructive behaviour occurs 10-20 minutes after the owner walks out the door and 10-20 minutes before they are due to return (if on a regular schedule).  This tells us that it is the act of leaving and the stress of return (anticipating an angry, upset owner who hollers and punishes) that is causing the dog to react.

 

You must gradually build up the dog’s feeling of security about being left alone.  This is done in very small increments of time, even seconds.  One trainer I know and highly respect starts with stepping out of the door, taking a breath of air, and returning.  The initial goal is to be able to take the garbage out without stress to the dog.  All dogs are different.

This method was designed for extreme cases and if implemented properly works wonders.  The message you are trying to get across to the dog is, “Yes, I am leaving, but I always come back”.  I realize that people of the nineties lead a busy life and that these methods may appear time consuming and slow moving; however, they can easily be incorporated into everyday life.

 

Do not expect your dog to feel confident about being left alone.  The last person the dog trusted and gave his heart to is no longer a part of the dog’s life.  Sitting in a kennel with little or no social contact appears to make some dogs almost “primed” for attachment.  Dogs are social creatures, not programmed to live a life of solitude.  We may not even be able to tell whether a dog makes any connection to prior experiences of abandonment, but experience tells us that many of them do.  Many shelter dogs, therefore, may follow you like a shadow (even into the washroom) and whine or cry if separated from you, their new friend.  Many wiggle out of their skin when the “special person” returns.  This may flatter some people because the dog is so devoted and dependent.  There is a fine line, however, between loyalty and insecurity.

 

Start confidence building when you ARE home.  Try not to reinforce the “Cling On” syndrome.  You can certainly accomplish this in a kind way.  For example, praise the dog when he is friendly and confident with other family members and friends who come to visit.  Teach the dog “stay” and practice leaving the room, very briefly, and returning.  Teach “go to” another family member, that person holding a treat to offer the dog.  Then you may move on to frequent visitors.  These types of exercises help wean the dog of his over-dependence on one or two people, and broaden his trust in both the owners and other people.  Never set up a situation that will scare or “blow” the dog away.  This may result in him not trusting YOUR judgment.  Go VERY slowly, building on success.  Don’t force new situations or people on the dog if he’s not ready.

 

Chewing Behaviour
 

Chewing is a natural behaviour for dogs and they will chew whatever is provided.  Rugs, blinds, couches, bedspreads and shoes are not suitable chewies.  Therefore, it is up to us to show and teach the dog what is appropriate for munching and giving them the proper items.  Kongs, nylabones, gummabones and knotted dental ropes are all good choices.

The “Kong” Trick
 

The best trick I know for combating inappropriate chewing is one I learned at an Ian Dunbar seminar, using a stuffed kong.  A kong is a chew toy which resembles a beehive and is made of hard durable rubber, usually black or red in colour, with a hole at the bottom for hiding goodies.  Stuff the kong with kibble, cheese, dried liver or peanut butter.  This is your “I’m going out, and you are not” saviour.  You can stuff the kong the night before and put it away.

 

The next morning as you are preparing for departure, show the dog this yummy new invention.  Let them smell it and pique their interest.  Put it away again and continue your morning rituals.  Let a few moments pass and get it out again.  Show the dog again adding some dramatics, smelling it yourself and pretending you might even pack it in your own lunch box, it looks so good.  This may be a bit of a tease, but you really want the dog to say “Please, may I have it, I really NEED that thing!”  After you have played out the part and are getting ready to go out, finally give in and let the dog have it.  In essence what you want the dog thinking is, “Man, I wish she would just leave so that I can have that chewie toy and some peace!”  All of a sudden your leaving is not so bad; in fact, it’s good!

 

When you return, put the kong away.  This act says to your pooch, “Sorry, this extra fun, exciting toy is only for dogs that are alone.”  Get the connection?  Separation made easy!

 

I would still not recommend letting the dog initially have the run of the house.  Time frames for training are different for every dog.  Either crate train or confine the dog with the use of safety gates.  You can safely block off areas that are restricted at this point.  Eventually, you can start opening up rooms one at a time as the dog becomes more accustomed to being alone.  If you are crating the dog, the kong can be placed in the crate upon your departure.  If you prefer to crate train your dog, insure you have introduced the crate in the appropriate fashion.  Again, slowly and positively is the way to go.  Leaving the crate door open and tossing treats in will hopefully get the dog used to going in and out with ease.

 

If the dog was crated for very long periods of time in a previous home, or shoved in it for misbehaving, the association to the crate may not be pleasing; in fact, the sight of the crate may cause distress.  Try just setting it up and leaving it as a piece of “furniture” for a while.  Later, you may try leaving a treat just outside the open door and eventually throwing them right in.  If the dog thinks this crate is a treat dispenser, a more positive view of this “box” may be taken.

 

I have heard stories of dogs that actually cause physical damage to themselves fighting to get out of a crate.  If this is the case, an alternative method should be sought.  Often the dogs that do this are so anxiety-ridden they do not even feel the injuries as they are being inflicted.  I do not find this the norm, but there have been a few cases and I believe that if the dog is causing bodily harm, it is inhumane to continue crate training.

 

Exercise is Crucial!
 

Adequate exercise is vital for releasing excess energies.  Find a fenced-in tennis court that is not occupied and throw a ball or a Frisbee, run around and play tag, or just be silly with your dog.  Ask a neighbour if your dog can play with their dog in a fenced area, if the two dogs get along.  Let them run and chase one another and play as only dogs can.  Most dogs enjoy and benefit from the company of their own kind.  Join an obedience class that employs kind and humane methods.

 

Dogs, like people, should exercise the brain more often.  Flyball and agility classes are great fun and provide exercise as well as enhancing training skills.  I knew a whole team of dogs that played flyball that were all adopted from the shelter.  They used to travel around the country for tournaments.  If you are a jogger, build the dog up slowly, as you did for yourself, and the two of you can be jogging partners.

 

Remember, it can be dangerous and cruel to over-exercise a dog – especially an old dog – and be sensitive to temperature and weather conditions.  He is, after all, a short-legged creature trying to keep up with a long-legged one.  Dogs do not perspire through their skin pores as we do, but rather through their tongues and the pads of their feet.  Excessive panting may mean heat stress, a precursor to heat stroke.

 

A game of hide and seek, even in the house, is exciting, as is hiding some favorite toys and having a scavenger hunt.  If you have adopted a dog that is a social butterfly and appears to ENJOY everyone and everything about life in general, inquire about enrolling in a pet therapy class.  Nursing homes and retirement facilities are begging for dogs to come and bring smiles and good cheer to the patients.  Many therapy dogs have worked miracles in this capacity.  Patients who have not spoken a word to anyone in three months will suddenly open up to the visiting dog.  There are many good books out now on Canine Good Citizen tests and Therapy dogs.

 

The neat thing about exercising/stimulating your dog is that it also creates a sense of camaraderie and kinship, like baking cookies or playing road hockey with your kids.  Something magical happens.  And don’t forget, a good, quiet relaxing massage or behind the ear scratch goes a long way in the magic department too!  I meant for the dog, but you may need one too after all this fresh air and newly acquired exercise program.

 

A tired dog is a sleeping dog.  A sleeping dog is NOT a destructive dog.  Some dogs need more exercise than others.  Adjust and increase if needed.  Hire a mid-day dog walker if you must.  It’s cheaper than buying new furniture!

 

House Training
 

In my fostering experience, I have found that MOST adult shelter dogs are already housebroken.  A new environment will cause confusion initially, but once the toileting area has been established, the dogs have caught on very quickly.  I find that my own dogs have been able to clearly “teach” or “show” many of the new kids on the block the elimination area.  Even if you do not have a resident “expert” on site, this does not mean that housetraining has to be a big ordeal. 

 

Taking the dog to the desired toilet area and praising for results are the beginnings of proper housebreaking.  Go with the dog and stand like a tree.  This is not playtime.  Save that kind of activity for after the dog has gone to the bathroom.  If you have no results after about 10 minutes, take the dog back in the house and either crate him, attach him to your beltloop, or watch him like a hawk!  Take the dog out again in 10-15 minutes, repeating the same procedure.

 

Just before a dog needs to relieve himself you may witness a circling motion or sniffing.  These are clues to watch for.  If you see behaviour like these inside the house, get the attention of the dog sharply with your voice to stop the action from continuing.  Whatever word you have used, follow it with the word “OUT” and either scoop the dog, or gently move the dog outside.  I say gently because there is no need for dogs being dragged roughly by the scruff of their necks, or hauled out in anger.  Remember, having bowel and bladder movements are part of life.  

All creatures have them!  What we need to do is to teach the proper location, not punish the act.

 

The biggest mistake that people make is they take their dog for a walk in an effort to get the dog to evacuate.  I have known some owners who have walked miles for a bowel movement.  Unfortunately, what happens is as soon as the dog “performs” the walk is over.  It doesn’t take the dog long to figure out that going to the toilet ends the walk, and that is the last thing they want to happen, generally speaking, so they hold out as long as possible.  What should be happening is that the payoff for a quick elimination in the designated area is the walk.  Now you are walking a dog that has an empty bowel and bladder and can actually enjoy your walk, and hey, not too much chance of having to scoop poop in the pitch dark!  Carry bags though, just in case.

 

If an accident indoors is discovered, simply clean it up, and vow to watch the dog more closely.  I have heard that a solution of ½ water and ½ vinegar can be effective, or there are many excellent neutralizers/carpet cleaners that are on the market.

 
Read Good Training Books
 

While I have given some advice and guidelines on the most common adjustment problems, many books on the shelves today are full of good information about training and behaviour.  Read as many books as you can BEFORE you bring your new companion home.  There are, however, as many different training methods out there as there are authors!  If you read something you would clearly not be comfortable implementing, then scrap it.  Some methods are cruel and outdated.

 

With the knowledge we have today about canine development and behaviour there is no reason why owners have to resort to harsh physical methods.  What works for you and your dog may not work for the neighbours’ dog.  Like people, dogs are individuals, each with a different genetic make-up and emotional baggage.

 

Bringing a dog into your life requires adjustments and changes for both parties.  Just remember, the reward of sharing your life with a dog is more than worth the time and effort invested.

 

 

