
Dog Tips

The Party Your Puppy Can’t Afford
to Miss
Research demystifies the power of early social experiences, revealing how properly structured socialization events can lead to astonishing
benefits for your furry friend.

STORY AT-A-GLANCE
Proper socialization is a critical part of puppy development, but the most important socialization window is
relatively short — between the ages of 3 to 14 weeks

“Puppy parties” are one way to expose your pup to a variety of people, animals and experiences in one fell
swoop

Puppy parties can help reduce fear responses toward strangers and prevent problem behaviors as an adult

While puppy parties have the potential to offer socialization benefits, the outcome may vary widely, so they
are best used as a part of a thoughtful, well-planned socialization protocol

During the socialization window, and continuing for the first year of life, expose your pet to safe, new, positive
experiences, sights, sounds and experiences daily

Proper socialization is a critical part of puppy development, but the socialization window is relatively short — between
the ages of 3 to 14 weeks. “Puppy parties” are one way to expose your pup to a variety of people, animals and
experiences in one fell swoop during this impressionable period.

“During this short but complex period of learning, puppies discover their environment and begin to interact with
humans and other animals,” researchers explained in the Journal of Veterinary Behavior. “Failure to receive adequate
exposure to social stimuli during this period is predictive of compromised adult behavioral wellness.”

What Are Puppy Parties?
Puppy parties are events designed to socialize puppies by exposing them to new experiences in a safe environment. By
giving your young dog a chance to interact with strangers and other animals, in a new setting, it will help him build
confidence, learn social behaviors and reduce the likelihood of fear and aggression when exposed to similar
experiences in the future.

The parties, which puppies commonly begin attending around 8 or 9 weeks of age, generally occur weekly for four or
more weeks. Research has shown that people who take their dogs to puppy socialization classes have higher
household retention rates, meaning they’re less likely to give their dog up to a shelter in the future. Other benefits
have also been revealed, including:

Reduced risk of aggression
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Reduced fear responses toward strangers

Increased trainability

Prevention of problem behaviors as an adult

Owners are better at managing signs of fear in their dogs

Owners are less likely to use aversive training methods

However, there is some controversy over whether or not puppy parties are the best route of socialization. Some
studies have found no significant differences in the adult behaviors of dogs socialized at home and those socialized via
puppy parties. Further, if the parties aren’t properly supervised, it’s possible that inappropriate behaviors could be
learned.

Are Puppy Parties Beneficial?
Some veterinary practices offer puppy parties in a clinic setting, which can provide a structured environment for pups
to learn and play. To find out whether these events are beneficial or not, researchers surveyed a number of veterinary
practices known for hosting puppy parties. They analyzed 81 responses, finding differences in puppy age
requirements, class sizes and session lengths.

While some sessions restricted puppy-to-puppy interactions, others encouraged it through supervised play. The length
of the programs varied, with some being a single session and others extending over four or more weeks. The minimum
entry requirement for most was having the first set of vaccinations; deworming was not commonly required.

Behavioral topics were frequently discussed, but veterinary staff often lacked specific training related to canine
behavior.  In short, the study revealed that while puppy parties have the potential to offer socialization benefits, the
outcome may vary widely depending on the format of the event:

Proper Early Socialization Is Essential
Puppy parties are just one option for canine socialization. There are also puppy classes and programs like Puppy
Culture and Avidog. No matter what socialization program you choose, the key is to provide your dog (or cat) with a
multitude of daily, positive and diverse experiences in the early weeks of life that continue most diligently through 4
months of age.

While you’ll want to avoid overstimulation — which can occur if you always let your animal’s responses set the pace —
depriving your pet of exposure to new people, animals, objects and experiences can dramatically increase their risk of
developing into an adult who is fearful, anxiety-prone, has maladjustment issues or is fear aggressive.

In fact, there is a wealth of research showing just how important proper socialization is for puppies and kittens to
avoid the development of problem behaviors. According to the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA):
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“A well-managed, structured, and supervised puppy party has proven to benefit the pet, the owner, and the
veterinary practice by providing a secure foundation for behavioral wellness. However, the benefits obtained from
attending a puppy class may be enhanced or hindered by differences in applied methodology and program
management.”
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During the earliest weeks of life, from 3 to 5 weeks, puppies and kittens should be able to interact with other members
of their own species (ideally littermates), as well as different types of people (adult males and females, kids, etc.).
During this time, most of these animals are still nursing from their mum, so socialization begins at the breeder or
rescue facility. I highly recommend asking your breeder or rescue facility what early socialization program they’re using
prior to puppy coming home with you.

Simple Options to Socialize Your Pup
As your puppy gets older, from 8 to 14 weeks, make a point to engage all your pet’s senses by offering a variety of
new experiences. Even if you attend puppy parties or classes, socialization still continues at home, on a daily basis.
Think about all the sights and sounds that occur around you — fireworks, vacuum cleaners, hair dryers, alarms, toilets
flushing, blenders, garden hoses — these are the types of things you want your dog to get used to at a pace that
sparks curiosity, not fear.

Your pet should get used to encountering different surfaces, such as grass, sand, concrete and carpet, and can venture
out into the neighborhood for walks on a leash or harness (for puppies), travel by car and trips in a carrier.

Remember, you want new experiences to be 100% safe and positive, which is why dog parks aren’t a good idea for
puppy socialization. There are too many variables at play, and a negative interaction with another dog could instill
lifelong fear in your pup. A good guideline to follow is that in her first two months with you, your pup should:

Be introduced in a non-threatening way to as many healthy and safe people, animals, places, situations, sights
and sounds as possible — I suggest meeting at least three new living beings a day

Be encouraged to explore and investigate her environment, including outside, daily, with supervision

Be exposed to lots of toys, games, surfaces, and other stimuli

Take daily car rides with you to new, unfamiliar environments

Puppy parties can also be a good way to socialize your puppy, provided they are conducted safely, under professional
guidance and with a focus on positive experiences. However, keep in mind that socialization doesn’t end when you
leave the event — or even once your puppy “graduates” from the socialization window. It’s important to continue
socialization opportunities daily for the first year of life, and continue reinforcing them beyond that.
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“[P]uppies and kittens who lacked early non-fearful exposure to a range of environments, people, and animals
may become afraid and avoid these situations. In general, animals reared in barren environments (both socially
and physically) are unable to deal effectively with the environment and activities a normal companion animal
will experience.”5
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