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Puppy Mouthing and Nipping

Most puppies are like biting machines! It’s like you’re living with walking sharks!

Puppies often nip or mouth the clothes and body parts of people or other pets as part of play, greetings or attention seeking. Puppy biting or mouthing although can be quite frustrating and painful, is typically a normal and essential developmental behavior. Puppies interact with their littermates with their mouths. They are teething too. So it is quite normal for them to use their mouths to communicate. But, it can hurt! Addressing nipping and mouthing issues now will teach your puppy not to use their mouths on humans in the future. Remember that this takes time and will not happen overnight. Puppies will perform “puppy biting” from 10 weeks up to 19 weeks and will continue to “mouth” after that. So being vigilant in redirection is key in enjoying your puppy!

First, think of what you want your puppy to do INSTEAD of biting you. For example, if your puppy nips or mouths when someone pets her, try giving her a tasty treat or chew toy (Kong with some peanut butter) to occupy her while she is being petted or teach her to sit quietly for a treat when you pet her. When your puppy bites you for no apparent reason retract from her by tucking your hands under your arms, turning your body away and when they stop, you can engage them. Sometimes you will need to walk away or even climb over a baby gate to escape them!
Second, don’t encourage your puppy to bite. If your puppy starts to bite, first try to redirect them with an appropriate chew toy (see below). If they have no interest in that toy, try another. If that doesn’t work and they keep coming at you, say “ouch!”, cross your arms and look away from her or walk away from her so that she learns that nipping doesn’t get her what she wants – your attention! Do not laugh, look at her or give in to her play as this rewards the behavior. And EVERYONE in the house must do the same. Try not to engage with the puppy for 20-30 seconds when moving away or walking away. Then if the puppy is calmer, try engaging with a toy again. Don’t rough house with them as it is inevitable that your hands will somehow end up in the puppy’s mouth. NEVER let children excite or tease the puppy into nipping or a mouthing type of play. 
Next, exercise, exercise, exercise. A puppy with LOTS of energy will use his mouth as an outlet for that energy.

If your puppy is particularly “bitey” that day, try draining some energy. Take him out for a game of fetch or a walk. Drain some of that energy!
Never use force to correct mouthing or nipping. Although it hurts when they bite you, by using force such as macking their nose, grabbing their muzzle, flicking their nose or biting them back -  you are only teaching your puppy to either fear you or to bite harder next time. It may be a quick fix but you may be creating a bigger problem down the road.

Now, teach your puppy to take things nicely and not be a “grabby goose!” First, take a treat in your hand and present it to the puppy and say “easy.” At first your puppy will mouth at your hand or snatch at the treat. If she does, say “eh” and pull your hand up. Present your hand again saying “easy” in a slow, gentle voice and if the puppy doesn’t grab, give them the treat and praise (good girl!). Repeat as needed. Every time you feel teeth, say “eh-eh” and pull your hand completely back up to your shoulder. Then re-present the treat and say “easy” in a gentle, drawn out voice. If they grab, say “eh-eh” and pull your hand back again. Keep repeating until the puppy is taking the treat nicely. A great way to practice this is at feeding time. Hand feed their meal one night and ask them to take it nicely. 

Proper Chew Toys:
So important! If they don’t have something good to chew on, they will find something like your table leg, stair case, etc. So be sure to invest in good chew toys! 

Recommended toys: Kong (“Classic” style) – must have! Stuff them and freeze them too! 

Sterilized, hollowed out bones – stuff them and have a couple around. 

Puzzle chew toys (Kongs, Busy Buddys, Starmark) – make them work their mind and use their teeth! 

Nylabones – great to chew on but be sure you are using size-appropriate ones.

Rope toys, rawhides – not good for chewing and not safe as a chew toy. Puppies can ingest the string from the rope and a raw hide can be torn off into big chunks which can cause a blockage in your pup. Rope toys can be used for play but only if supervised.
If your puppy is chewing on something he shouldn’t, interrupt the chewing by offering a noise distraction (eh-eh and clapping), call your puppy to you and give a chew toy. Don’t do the immediate swap out for a toy. We don’t want the puppy to think “hmm – chew on table leg and mom gives me a stuffed Kong.” Avoid any physical corrections such as smacking as that can frighten a young puppy. Remember they need to chew so be sure they have many appropriate chew toys available and areas are sectioned off to prevent them from reaching inappropriate chew items such as furniture. And be sure to “puppy proof” your house, putting shoes, cords, etc. away and out of reach. Puppies don’t know the difference between what is ok to chew and what is not.
If your puppy is chewing on the leash or other objects, “Bitter Apple” taste deterrent sprays can be effective. Spray the leash or object but it should be reapplied per the instructions. There are also metal leashes that can be great for leash biters! And remember, management is key. Don’t leave things out that the puppy might find irresistible and keep lots of good chew toys available! 
Although puppies bite for the first few months of their lives, they typically have two strong biting stages; 10-12 weeks and 16-19 weeks. During those times, they will bite more often and harder so having good management in place will help to reduce the intensity.

Although puppy biting is a normal behavior, there are instances when puppies are biting too hard or biting for other reasons. If you suspect that the biting is more than just “normal puppy biting” consult with your veterinarian and a certified professional dog trainer (CPDT or CDBC). Don’t ignore this. If you feel it is something more than normal, it may be. Seek out help to ensure it does not worsen and to put a behavior modification plan in place.[image: image2.jpg]




