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THE FIRST 100 DAYS FOR THE PRESIDENTIAL PUPPY.

President Obama has just appointed a new member of the “cabinet”, Bo, a 6 month old Portugese Water Dog to be the country’s “First Pup.” Although a dog's breed helps owners predict what his ultimate temperament will be, early experiences will indelibly affect the kind of adult this new addition to the White House will become.  Because of this, the next 100 days of will prove critical in his grooming to become a well-mannered, adaptable resident of the White House and representative of the First Family.  

In addition to learning the basics such as housetraining in his new gigantic house,
which objects are chew toys and which are valuable White House furnishings, and how to greet people politely by sitting nicely—the pup will need to be exposed to all the kinds of people, animals, and experiences he will be expected to encounter throughout the rest of his life. This process is called “socialization.” It’s how a puppy learns through positive experiences that unfamiliar people, dogs, and situations are nothing to fear. While the ideal stage for socialization is between 6-14 weeks of age, the socialization should continue through the first year or longer, especially since some dogs go through a fear period later in adolescence where they suddenly become fearful of unfamiliar objects, people or animals. 

The American Veterinary Society of Animal Behavior has released a position statement and paper on Socialization of Puppies (www.AVSABonline.org),which outlines the importance of this process and how it may be achieved.  “I hope Mr. Obama and his family will not keep their new charge under wraps for the next few months,” says Dr. E. Kathryn Meyer, president of AVSAB.  “We’ve got many dog owners in this country and it would be wonderful to see the Obamas set an appropriate example for them.  Enrolling their new dog in a positive-reinforcement based obedience class—one that focuses on rewarding desirable behaviors and removing rewards for undesirable behaviors rather than one that focuses on being the dominant boss. Socialization and classes can help create a socially well-adjusted member of the family and a proud representative for our nation's canine population. In addition, Bo should be exposed in a gradual and non-frightening way to all of the things a Presidential dog will be expected cope with as an adult.”

As effective as socialization is at helping to produce calm, adaptable dogs, frightening experiences during this early period and sometimes during other key period between 6 months to 1.5 years of age can also have long-lasting consequences.  So, it will be important to introduce potentially scary things (like helicopters, crowds, and reporters with microphones) slowly and associated with good things, like treats, toys, and play. The effort that the Obamas put into his training and socialization will help ensure that there will be no messy public-relations scandals and that he stays in office for Obamas full term.

