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An urgent need to reduce the number of dogs that are relinquished or abandoned is now widely 

recognised by the scientific community, including ethologists, veterinarians expert in animal 

behaviour, dog trainers and breeders.  

The occurrence of problematic behaviours is the most common reason why dogs are relinquished to 

shelters, abandoned or, in Countries where it is allowed, even euthanised.1 This is mainly due to the 

fact that, besides being associated with a dog’s distress, behaviour problems can be a huge source of 

discomfort for owners,2, 3 possibly determining the failure of the human-dog relationship. 

 

Early separation of a puppy from the dam and littermates is a problematic husbandry strategy that 

may increase the animal’s chances of showing potentially problematic behaviours as an adult.4 The 

reason for this connection is rooted into a puppy’s ontogenetic dynamics. Briefly, dogs go through a 

socialisation period which ranges between the end of the neonatal period, at two-and-a-half to three 

weeks, to between 12 and 14 weeks,5, 6 but the effective period can be significantly shorter.7 During 

this early stage, social experiences and stimuli have a greater effect on the development of social and 

environmental behaviour patterns, including those associated with learning, which will define a dog’s 

temperament and behaviour in later life.8, 9 Much of this learning, in fact, translates into long-lasting 

behavioural changes, potentially providing a foundation for many adult behaviour patterns.6, 10 When 

exposure to these experiences and stimuli is traumatic or absent, an alteration of normal social 

behavioural patterns may occur. Conversely, as stated by Howell et al., 11 dogs that are appropriately 

socialised as puppies are less likely to exhibit behavioural problems as adults, including aggression. 

That is in line with what we found in a study 12 in which we evaluated whether the origin/source of 

puppies (pet shop vs. breeder) was associated with later potential problematic behaviours. The dogs 

that had been purchased from a pet shop as puppies were almost twice as likely to display owner-

directed aggression than those purchased from a breeder. Most puppies sold by pet shops come from 

high-volume substandard breeding facilities, the so-called puppy mills or puppy factories, located in 

Eastern Europe,13, 14 where little care is taken about health and welfare. In general, after being abruptly 

and prematurely separated from their litter, these puppies arrive in shops, where they are sold at an 

earlier age than permitted under present laws. As a consequence, pet shop dogs have limited access to 

positive social interactions with the mother and siblings than have other dogs, right when they would 

need it the most. They miss the opportunity to be with their littermates for the entire primary 

socialisation period (approximately 3 to 6 weeks of age), which is when puppies learn to interact 

properly with conspecifics and to read canine body language. And they also miss the opportunity to be 

exposed to novel environmental stimuli under the guidance and reassuring presence of their dam, who 

provides the ‘secure base’ 15 from which the puppies normally explore their world and acquire 

confidence in it. Not surprisingly, from about three weeks of age, puppies become extremely 

distressed if they are placed in a novel situation without their dam, littermates and nest sites.16  

Overall, a lack of a known, secure social group has been shown to predispose dogs that had been 

separated when they were 30 to 40 days to develop fear and anxiety-related behaviours as adults, 

including fearfulness on walks, attention-seeking, reactivity to noises and excessive barking, 

compared to dogs that remained with their litters until 60 days.4 On the other hand, some authors 

reported increased aggression to unfamiliar people outside the home 17 and a higher prevalence of 

avoidance and aggressive behaviour towards unfamiliar people in dogs that were obtained after 56 

days of age.18 The cause of these results could be the delayed opportunity for these puppies to adjust 
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to the benign stimuli and experiences they encounter out of the domestic environment provided by the 

breeder.  

In general, we can deduce from what has been said so far that ownership dynamics are worth 

investigating, particularly when they shed light on potential risk factors for the development of 

problematic behavioural characteristics in pet dogs. The derived knowledge is essential to meeting the 

high need for valuable information regarding the best pet dog acquisition and husbandry practices.   

A study by Kinsman and co-authors 19,
 
published on this issue of Vet Record, adds important 

knowledge to existing literature.  

The authors explored risk factors for puppy acquisition age within a cohort of dog owners in UK and 

the Republic of Ireland who participated in the so-called “Generation Pup”, a longitudinal project of 

canine health, behaviour and welfare. Participants had to fill in three surveys eliciting information 

about them, their dogs and whether they intended for the puppy to be a family pet and a working dog.  

In a total sample of 1844 dog owners included in the analyses, the vast majority had purchased their 

puppies after 8 weeks of age, with the median acquisition age being 8.3 weeks. The remaining 25% of 

participants reported that they had bought their dog before she was 8 weeks old. This means that a 

considerable higher percentage of owners in the ‘Generation Pup’ had not followed advice regarding 

minimum acquisition age compared to what was reported by other studies. 20, 21 Owners who were 

more likely to exhibit this acquisition behaviour were those who had obtained a puppy of unknown 

breed composition, so probably not from a licensed breeder, and kept her for a specific working 

function in a multi-dog household. It is conceivable that these puppies have been passed onto owners 

with poor knowledge or advice 22 regarding dog socialisation practices and behaviour.  

The same could be said of the 8.1% of owners included in the study by Kinsman et al.12 who obtained 

their puppies without viewing the mother, a fifth of which (n=30) were also obtained under 8 weeks. 

These puppies did not come from licensed breeders and, perhaps as a consequence, were never visited 

by their owners prior to acquisition, which suggests, once again, poor owner knowledge of how 

puppies should be acquired and why it is important to follow specific recommendations. Official 

breeders, in fact, are more likely to conform to guidelines/legislation, and to provide to all new buyers 

responsible dog ownership information 19 than hobby breeders.  

However, it is worth noting that the percentages of owners who did not visit their puppy prior to 

acquisition were quite low and, according to the authors, this could be considered, at least partially, as 

the successful outcome of awareness being raised on this specific aspect of puppy acquisition by some 

media-based campaigns in UK.   

Given that fearfulness and anxiety are heritable,
19-21

 and prenatal exposure to maternal stress can 

predispose to the development of problem behaviours in dogs,23 it is highly recommended one sees a 

puppy they intend to buy while she is with her mother. This gives the opportunity to obtain useful 

information on the general condition, behaviour and temperament of the mother and, consequently, to 

predict the behaviour of the puppy as an adult, therefore helping find puppies who are best suited for 

specific individuals and circumstances. 

An obvious conclusion that can be drawn from the paper by Kinsman and co-authors 19, and previous 

literature, is that, despite many owners obtain their dogs as puppies, more research is needed on 

factors influencing how puppies are acquired and where from. Proper focus on highly effective risk 

factors associated with acquisition of puppies is critical to set priorities for any programs that are 

effective in reducing the prevalence of prematurely acquired dogs and allow intervention for those 

who have been adopted too early, ultimately reducing the number of dogs that are relinquished, 

abandoned or even euthanised. 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW  

• Early separation of puppies (< 8 weeks) from their mothers and littermates has adverse, long-term 

neurodevelopmental consequences, which may affect their behaviour later in life. 
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• Impaired growth and early brain development of prematurely separated puppies negatively affects 

their ability to adapt to new stimuli and to develop good social skills as adults. These are puppies, 

who, as adults, have a high probability of exhibiting fear and anxiety-related behaviours, which are 

often perceived by owners as problematic.  

• The development of problem behaviours is amongst the most common reasons for 

the relinquishment of dogs to animal shelters and for the euthanasia of pets.  

 
•It is essential to encourage prospective owners to be well informed regarding dog behaviour and to 

be aware of the importance of correct socialisation. 

• Seeing the mother before buying a puppy enables the prospective owner to ascertain that she is 

unstressed and free from behavioural problems, which in turn helps predict that the puppy will not 

develop behavioural problems later in life. 
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