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breeds and individuals. Eyes open around Day 
13, even though the retinas are still undeveloped, 
and the ability to see emerges gradually over 
the next few weeks. Puppies start to hear and, 
by Day 20, show a clear startle response to loud 
sounds. Teeth begin to come in and puppies try 
out licking and chewing food. They are increas-
ingly able to maintain their own body tempera-
ture. They develop the ability to eliminate on 
their own and, by the end of this period, are 
leaving the nest to do their business. They crawl 
more, then stand and sit upright, and finally take 
their first steps.

Simple social and play behaviour begin to 
appear-puppies wag their tails, approach objects, 
and two week old puppies have been observed 
to growl over a bone. By three weeks of age, the 
pups are pawing and mouthing each other.

 The ability to learn an association between 
an event - such as a buzzer, light, or odour - and 
a mild shock to the puppy’s leg, appears around 
fourteen days. However, a consistent learned 
reaction does not emerge until the pups are 
three weeks old. Interestingly, the stimuli that 
preceded unpleasant shock did not cause an 
increase in heart rate, leading Scott and Fuller 
to suggest that at this age, puppies may be pro-
tected from the psychological after-effects of a 
traumatic experience.

 The socialization period
The next nine weeks of the puppy’s life lead 

to further refinement of sensory and motor abili-
ties but are primarily a time for social develop-
ment. Each day brings new discoveries because 
now all the sensory organs are functional. Pup-
pies begin to run and show more coordinated 
movements, and they make a greater variety 
of sounds. Natural weaning begins around five 
weeks and is usually complete by ten weeks. 
House training is best conducted at this age 
because, by eight to nine weeks, puppies are 
reluctant to soil their sleeping place.

EEG recordings of brain waves become adult-
like by seven to eight weeks and puppies at this 
stage are sponges for learning. They are now 

capable of detecting more complex associations. 
At this age, puppies readily learn that a sound, 
such as “pup, pup” or a click, predicts food or 
attention. Learning is limited primarily by their 
clumsy motor skills.

Puppies become strongly attached to the 
nesting place at this age and are intensely dis-
turbed if removed, this process, called localiza-
tion, peaks at around six to seven weeks, after 
which the puppies are more comfortable with 
new surroundings.

Aspects of pack behaviour start to appear, in-
cluding social play and following, the litter may 
go through a temporary period of ganging up on 
one puppy. Usually this leads to the formation 
of an unstable dominance hierarchy amongst 
the pups around week seven. While sex organs 
are still undeveloped, puppies will often try out 
mounting and clasping during play.

Social experiences during this period have a 
profound and lasting impact on later behaviour. 
Between three to twelve weeks of age, pup-
pies form strong attachments to both dogs and 
people. At first, they will approach any person 
or animal with a wagging tail.

Between five to nine weeks, some puppies be-
come increasingly fearful of unfamiliar people or 
situations. This wariness, called neophobia, may 
be overpowered by a social puppy’s strong mo-
tivation to make contact with people. However, 
a lack of continued exposure to new experiences 
can lead to persistent shyness.

These observations led Scott and Fuller to 
conclude that seven to eight weeks of age is the 
optimal time to place a puppy in its permanent 
home. The puppy has received sufficient ex-
perience with the dam and littermates to have 
learned to ‘be a dog,’ yet it is highly motivated to 
form lasting relationships with people. A puppy 
removed from the litter too early may be unable 
to relate well to other dogs; a puppy removed 
from the litter too late may be unable to bond 
well with people.

Some puppies also go through a ‘fear period’ 


