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Socialising your puppy is one of the most important things you will do together, and it is 
almost always explained the wrong way round. It is not about how many people and dogs 
your puppy meets. It is about your puppy learning, gently and at their own pace, that the 
world is a safe and predictable place.

Socialisation and being sociable are not the same thing

If you have been told to get your puppy out meeting as many people and dogs as possible, you 
have been told exactly what nearly everyone is told. It is well meant, and it comes from the right 
instinct — that these early weeks matter. But it asks the wrong thing of your puppy.
Socialisation is your puppy learning that the world is safe. Being sociable is wanting to go and 
interact with it. They are two different things, and only one of them is the job.
A well-socialised puppy is not necessarily one who says hello to everybody. It is one who can see 
a stranger, a bicycle, a barking dog or a bin lorry, and think: I have seen that before, and 
nothing bad happened. Some dogs grow up to love meeting everyone. Others grow up polite, 
comfortable and uninterested in strangers — and that is not a failure of socialisation. That is a 
dog who feels safe.

Socialisation can happen at a distance
This is the part that takes the pressure off. Your puppy does not have to meet anything at 
all. Watching is learning.

• Sit on a bench together at the edge of a car park, a park or a quiet high street, and let 
the world go by.

• Let your puppy watch from a distance they are happy with — far enough away that 
they can look, sniff, shake off and look again.

• Be together while things happen. You are not training. You are simply two of you, sitting 
and noticing.

• Take treats, always. Food helps a puppy feel relaxed and positive about something 
new. Feed while they watch — the treat is not a reward for being brave, it is what 
makes the new thing feel good.

A puppy who watches a lorry go past from across the street, eats a piece of chicken and 
then goes back to sniffing the grass has just had a better experience of lorries than a puppy 
who was carried up to one.

Quality over quantity
Each new thing your puppy meets should feel safe, predictable, calm, short and positive. 
One well-managed, gentle introduction teaches more than ten stressful ones — and a 
stressful one can teach the opposite of what you intended.

 Being there is not the same as coping. ⭐ Taking a puppy somewhere busy only counts as 
socialisation if the puppy was comfortable while they were there. What matters is not where you 
went — it is what your puppy’s body was saying while you were there.
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Going at your puppy’s pace
Every puppy is different. Some are bold, some are naturally cautious, and both are normal. 
Your puppy tells you which kind of day they are having, and that is what decides how 
close you go.

Coping well — carry on
• Shows interest and looks towards the new 

thing
• Approaches willingly, in their own time
• Loose, wiggly body
• Takes food happily
• Can look away, sniff, and look back

Not coping — make it easier
• Lip licking, yawning, turning the head 

away
• Tucked tail, freezing, a lifted paw
• Whale eye — the whites showing
• Backing away, or hiding behind you
• Not taking food they would normally love

If you see the right-hand column, nothing has gone wrong. Your puppy has told you 
something useful. Add distance, let them watch instead of meet, feed them, and leave 
while it is still going well.
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Sensitive periods
Puppies go through periods when they take in the world especially quickly. The main one 
runs from around three to twelve weeks, and it is why the early weeks matter so much — 
but it does not slam shut on your puppy’s twelfth week. Dogs go on learning all their lives.

Within that window there are also phases where puppies are more easily frightened, and a 
first one falls at around eight to ten weeks. You may notice your puppy suddenly wary of 
something they were perfectly happy with last week. This is normal, it passes, and it is not 
your puppy going backwards.

What to do during a wary patch
• Less, not more. Give more distance and fewer new things for a week or two.
• Never make your puppy approach something they are unsure about, however kindly it is 

meant.
• Let them watch from where they are comfortable, with food, and go home while they are 

still happy.
• Go back to the things they already know and like. Confidence is rebuilt on the easy stuff.

High-value rewards
Food helps your puppy form good associations, and it works best when it is something 
genuinely special — saved for the new and the unfamiliar.

• Soft chicken · cheese · soft training treats · sardine or tuna paste · cooked turkey or 
ham

Keeping interactions short and positive
• Keep puppy-to-puppy and puppy-to-dog interactions very short.
• Allow sniffing and gentle approaching — and allow leaving, too.
• Avoid off-lead greetings unless everyone is calm and you know the other dog.
• End play before it gets rough, not after.
• Don’t let people overwhelm your puppy. “He’s a bit shy today, we’re just watching” is 

a complete sentence.
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Your socialisation checklist
Tick things off as your puppy meets them — from whatever distance suits your puppy on the 
day. Watching counts. Write the date beside anything worth remembering, good or 
difficult.

What Things to meet, hear and see — at a distance your puppy is happy 
with

Date

Sights  Bicycles    Prams and pushchairs    Wheelchairs    Cyclists   ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐
 Cars, lorries, buses    Balloons    Umbrellas☐ ☐ ☐

Sounds
 Doorbell    Vacuum cleaner    Fireworks recording    ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐

Children playing    TV and radio    Microwave    Bath or ☐ ☐ ☐
shower running

Smells  Vet smells    Farm smells    Woodland    Café smells    ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐
Other dogs’ scent

People  Adults    Teenagers    Children, from a distance    Elderly ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐
people    People with dogs    People without dogs☐ ☐

Clothing  High-vis jacket    Helmet    Backpack    Uniforms    Hats   ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐
 Glasses    Different fabrics    Bright colours☐ ☐ ☐

Surfaces  Grass    Gravel    Metal grid    Wet ground    Shiny floors   ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐
 Steps☐

Animals  Calm adult dog    Cats    Livestock, at a distance    Horses☐ ☐ ☐ ☐  
 Birds☐

Places  Car journeys    The vet car park    A quiet high street    A ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐
café garden    Somewhere busy, watched from far away☐

 If you only remember one thing: ⭐ your puppy does not have to meet it. They only have to feel 
safe near it. Watching the world go by, with you and with something lovely to eat, is socialisation 
— and it is the version that lasts.

Questions about any of this? Bring them to class, or email angie@truenaturedogs.com.
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