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MEET 
WILL ATHERTON

Welcome to Raising Perfect Puppies – my guide on how to bring up your puppy to become your perfect canine companion and a happy, relaxed, obedient and beloved member of your family.

In my role as a canine behaviourist, I’ve worked with thousands of owners who love their dogs and want the very best for them. But too often, when it came to training, they had jumped straight into teaching obedience, thinking that this would guarantee them a perfect dog. Sadly, they’d then discovered that this is not the case. Obedience is important, of course – but it’s only one part of raising your puppy.

This book is an accessible, take-anywhere guide to the principles I teach at my canine academy. It will walk you through the stages of your dog’s early life and support you as you bring them up. It will show you how to teach them basic commands, how to socialise them so that they’re calm and relaxed when you take them out on walks, or when visitors arrive, and how to make sure they have good manners, with no jumping up or intrusive barking. It will also show you how to get back on the right track if things go wrong. All in simple, easy-to-follow steps.

My goal as a canine behaviourist is to put myself out of business by helping people all over the world get their training right first time and never need my services at all! And in my academy, I’ve helped thousands of owners become confident and capable, with fulfilled, happy and beautifully behaved dogs.

I’m often called in when things have gone seriously wrong, and it’s shown me time and time again the mistakes people make that lead to dogs displaying a whole host of problem behaviours. Getting it right first time round is a whole lot easier than waiting for problems to happen then fixing them afterwards.

Remember, all dogs want to be good dogs – and I firmly believe that if you establish yourself as your canine companion’s loving leader, and you consistently communicate to them what you want them to do – by reinforcing that behaviour – and what you don’t want them to do – by interrupting it – you will have your perfect puppy.

My journey with dogs started as a young child. I’ve never not had a dog in our household. Ironically, my earliest memories are of our family Jack Russells being terribly behaved! But then something would happen that changed the trajectory of my life: whenever my grandad came to visit, I noticed that they would go from being feral lunatics under my dad’s guidance (sorry, Dad!) to being calm, contented dogs who wouldn’t leave my grandad’s side. No lead needed, no fancy training tools, no expensive dog training classes – just peaceful and well-behaved Jack Russells who adored him.

Grandad wasn’t the one who fed them day to day, he didn’t try to cuddle them or play with them … so I was desperate to know why, as soon as he was there, it was as if the rest of us didn’t even exist to those dogs. The idea of giving leadership to them was planted in my mind, and I started to wonder how I could get them to love and respect me, and be as well behaved for me as they were for him.

I got pretty obsessed. Throughout my childhood, I read and watched everything I could about dogs and dog training. There was way less information around back then than there is today, but the dog trainer Cesar Millan was my childhood hero: his work with the most difficult and challenging canine behaviour captured my imagination. Before social media existed, when it wasn’t so easy to build a following, he had become well known beyond the professional dog-training world and was making a living from his work. Although I don’t agree with all his training methods now, he showed me what was possible.

In my teenage years I started volunteering, rescuing and rehabilitating problem dogs. When I turned seventeen, I wanted to start my own professional training career – except it turned out that not many people wanted to pay a seventeen-year-old kid to fix their dog!

So, my career took a different path. I got a job working in special needs schools for young men with severe behaviour problems. I had a great decade working with some of the most extreme behaviour issues in the country, and earned a first-class degree in education on the side. But I never stopped volunteering with dogs, and my love for working with the most extreme behaviours in rescues never ceased.

By now, I was incredibly proud that my own dogs were behaving with me in the same way that my family’s Jack Russells had behaved with my grandad – and I finally understood why. I was offering them leadership with love, and as they trusted me and looked to me for guidance, they thrived and their behaviour was wonderful. This calm, loving leadership was exactly what Grandad had given – and although I didn’t realise it at the time, he’d been my first role model for how to work with dogs.

I began to be referred more and more often to owners who needed help. The demand went up and up, and my desire to pursue a full-time career with dogs became too much to contain. So I made the leap almost ten years ago – and I’ve never looked back!

I wanted to help more people and their dogs than anyone in the world – and this led me to share videos of my hands-on behavioural work on YouTube. Some of them show transformations with extreme problem cases that I’ve achieved that are pretty rare. I didn’t quite realise this at the time – until the whole YouTube thing just went crazy. My videos have reached hundreds of millions of people all around the world, and suddenly the demand for my in-person services went far beyond what I could handle. So I created my online training academy (www.willathertonacademy.com), which has become one of the most successful ventures of its kind internationally. I’m very proud of what we do – the dogs we’ve kept out of shelters and off the euthanasia table, the dog trainers we’ve supported as they gain their skills, and our work with tens of thousands of owners who just want to get off to a great start with a new puppy.

I also went back to university and studied for my Master’s degree in clinical animal behaviour to ensure my knowledge and academic understanding was at the cutting edge of the industry, alongside my hands-on experience with dogs and their owners. But there’s still so much work to do, and so many more dogs and their owners to help. This book is designed to do just that – it condenses my decades of experience and all the knowledge I’ve gained into one accessible volume. I’ve designed this book to be as self-contained as possible, but I appreciate people learn in different ways. If you do need more of a visual aid, our Perfect Puppy Course has plenty of video demonstrations you can follow along. You can use the QR codes throughout the book to get to it and unlock a special discount as a thank you for reading.

The essence of good dog training is being able to say: ‘Hey, buddy, don’t do that – but please do this’ in a fair and loving way. This book will teach you how to say it. And hopefully I’ve made the journey as much fun and as easy to understand and implement as possible.

That’s way too much about me, so let’s get into what you’re here for. Let’s unpack everything you need to know to have your perfect canine companion!





INTRODUCTION

There is no doubt about it: puppies have special powers. They don’t even need to lift a paw to wield their magic, and hardly anyone on the planet can resist their influence. Bring any young puppy into pretty much any household and you’re guaranteed to evoke a chorus of ‘Aah!’, ‘Ooh!’ or ‘OMG, you are SO CUTE!’ People can’t seem to help reacting this way to infant dogs.

Planning for the arrival of a new puppy is very exciting. It’s tempting just to rush ahead with lots of fun and cuddles – but taking the time to learn a bit of foundational theory will help things go so much better.

As puppies affect us in so many positive ways, we naturally want to give back to them. We want to provide our canine best friends with the best life in the world. But that means much more than treats and toys – a dog’s best life is based on structure and calm leadership as well as lots of love. The mere fact that you are reading this book right now proves that you are willing to go that extra mile to prepare yourself in the best way possible for the extremely enriching and fulfilling task of raising a perfect canine companion.

YOUR PERFECT PUPPY

The term ‘perfect puppy’ will pop up in many places in this book – so what do we mean by it?

We mean a young dog who has been gently shaped into a well-behaved and respectful addition to your household. As this perfect puppy grows up, they will naturally become the perfect canine companion: a dog whom we can trust to always look up to us for guidance and direction – in all situations and circumstances.

[image: Will is sat criss-crossed on the floor playign and smiling at a fluffy white cockapoo laying its lap.]
DOG TRAINING IS DIFFERENT THESE DAYS

Dog training has changed a lot over time. It used to be regarded as normal to use what we nowadays call compulsion training. This kind of dog training was strict and involved exclusively punishment for when the dog does things you don’t like. It isn’t an effective or ethical way to train a dog.

And if we only ever punish our dogs when they do things we don’t like, they may know what we don’t want from them – but they have no idea what we do want them to do. They can become very anxious, not wanting to try anything for fear of punishment. I call this a ‘shut-down dog’.

In recent years, the pendulum has swung the other way; many trainers now prefer methods described as ‘positive’ training, which focus on only rewarding the dog for good behaviour. For example: you want to teach your puppy how to sit on command. (We will learn exactly how to do this in Chapter 9.) Once the dog sits down as they should, you give them a tasty treat. In this way, you teach your dog that sitting down on command gets it something nice.

But what about when your cute new puppy does something naughty, like jumping up at you, or puncturing your hands with their needle-sharp teeth? A positive-only dog trainer would advise you to simply ignore the unwanted behaviour. Or to try and redirect your puppy’s attention – for example, towards sinking their little teeth into a toy, rather than into your hands.

Positive-only training certainly has an effect. But it also has its limitations. What happens when the puppy thinks your hand is more fun to chew than their toy? Or when your dog finds chasing that squirrel more rewarding than the chicken you’ve brought with you to recall them? If a puppy doesn’t learn that this behaviour is really not acceptable, more serious problems can develop later on.

Unfortunately, as a canine behaviourist who works with the most severe problem behaviours in the canine world, I have met too many owners facing significant issues that have grown from seemingly minor behavioural problems like these – to the point where they even see no choice but to give up their dogs. But the sad reality is that dogs don’t end up here through a lack of training. In fact, most of the dogs I work with who are at risk of being rehomed – or are even facing euthanasia – have great obedience that’s been taught with positive-only methods.

However, they also display a variety of behaviours which the owners never managed to teach the dogs that they did not want. A puppy whose playful nipping of their owner’s hands was not corrected has become an adult dog who bites more seriously. Pulling on the leash when another dog is nearby has turned into reactivity, resulting in a serious dog fight. Or a puppy who loved their toys has developed a possessiveness problem that has turned into resource-guarding – and a child has been severely bitten.

Positive training is fantastic at teaching dogs what to do. It lets us say to them: ‘Hey, buddy, do this.’ But unfortunately, it can be hopeless when it comes to saying: ‘Hey – I don’t want you to do that. I want you to do this instead.’

THE MISSING SECRET TO SUCCESS

I often meet well-meaning owners who are struggling with their dogs’ behaviour. And what I hear is that they jumped straight into obedience training when they got their new puppy – because that’s what you do when you get a dog, right?

It’s certainly important – but it’s not what should come first. The most important thing in being able to tell your dog what you want them to do, or not to do, is leadership. Dogs seek to follow the guidance of the leader. Their instincts tell them to do this. It’s the way your dog wants to feel about you.

For a dog, leadership is love. Leadership was what my grandad could offer to our rambunctious Jack Russells when I was a boy – and I saw the difference his authority made.

As humans, we value our freedom above everything. We usually do not appreciate being told what to do. But dogs live in a very different world. Their ancestors were wolves, living in packs in tough environments where they hunted for their food and had to find shelter from bad weather. They survived because they followed a pack leader. Their lives depended on this, so when that leader was calm, clear and dependable, its followers knew that they were safe.

Dogs absolutely need a calm, consistent leader in their lives. This should be a confident person they can look to for guidance and direction. As owners, we have to give our dogs the structure and boundaries they need to feel secure. A dog who does not have such a leader in its life will live in fear and anxiety.

Our dogs thrive under loving leadership. It’s just not true to say that the process of training our dogs well and making sure their behaviour is controlled will make them unhappy. It’s the opposite!

A dog with a loving leader in their life can relax. Their adrenalin levels fall, their anxiety reduces … the weight of the world comes off their shoulders. I’ve seen this so many times at my canine behavioural centre.

When we communicate to our dogs that they are not the boss – we are, and they can count on us to lead – if they could talk, they would say thank you.

That’s why, when we become our dog’s calm, consistent, loving leader, success in any form of training follows naturally.

THE DIFFERENCE LEADERSHIP MAKES

The aim of this book is to help you raise and train a perfect canine companion who will be by your side for the remainder of their natural life. It’s my heartfelt wish for you to enjoy the journey, day by day. To enjoy the colourful, delightful and ever-new experience of raising a puppy – of consciously building a relationship marked by high levels of unshakeable trust and mutual affection. Leadership is the basis for all of that. Leadership is your magical key to everything you want to achieve in raising a puppy.

In this book, I will show you how to become a high-level canine leader who brings out the very best in your puppy. We will learn how to lay the foundations of canine leadership – and easy ways to implement these skills.

Having raised dogs and rehabilitated dogs for nearly twenty years, I can’t wait to share some of that experience with you, as we embark on this journey together.

Let me start by sharing with you a typical scenario I see all the time at my canine academy.


ALICE AND SUSY: WHEN LEADERSHIP IS MISSING

Alice has decided to get a cuddly little Cavapoo puppy for herself and her two young children. She does everything by the book: as soon as Susy the puppy comes home, Alice starts house training and crate training her, and instils basic commands such as Sit, Down and Leave it. Cavapoos are an intelligent breed, and Susy picks up those commands in no time at all. And after a few weeks, the little fur ball displays an amazing level of obedience, much to Alice’s delight. But while Susy performs perfectly in the living room, she becomes agitated when taken for walks in the real world. After a few months, she seems to suffer from a split personality: she behaves impeccably in the house, but spins out of control as soon as she gets outside.

Susy is now six months old and her lack of co-operation when out on a leash is becoming seriously taxing for Alice. The puppy seems to have forgotten every single command she has ever learnt. At least she’s not aggressive to other dogs, but her high-pitched yapping, pulling and spinning as soon as she sees other canines or cats has turned walking her into a chore for her owner. Alice decides to only let Susy off the leash as far away from other dogs or cats as possible, out in the fields near their home. But Susy can cover large distances on her little legs to get to any dog in sight at record speed. She only wants to play, but Alice is afraid that her behaviour might get her bitten someday.

One morning, Alice and Susy run into another dog in the field. Odin is a yellow Labrador retriever – he’s large and solid and could do a lot of damage if he wanted to. He’s out walking with his owner, Mike – and luckily for Susy, Odin is extremely well balanced and well socialised.

Both Alice and Mike have their dogs off leash, sniffing the ground – until they see each other. Then Susy the Cavapoo starts racing towards Odin as if her life depended upon getting there as fast as possible. Odin, seeing the little tornado sprinting in his direction, pops up his ears, then quickly turns his head and looks towards Mike for guidance and direction. One short pip on Mike’s whistle is enough to bring Odin into a nice Heel position, where Mike can clip his leash to his collar. Alice, on the other hand, is screaming, yelling and whistling at a dog who completely ignores her. All her hard work in teaching Susy commands and tricks back home is not helping at all.

The problem is this: Susy does not have a strong relationship of trust with her owner. She doesn’t look to Alice for guidance. This doesn’t mean Alice doesn’t love her very much – but that canine leadership is missing. Susy hasn’t been told what Alice doesn’t want her to do.

So Susy forgets all the commands she has been taught the minute she’s excited or afraid. Any dog without a trusted leader who has instilled rules and boundaries will behave like Susy: once something unexpected happens on a walk, instead of looking to us for guidance and direction the dog will completely ignore us. In that moment, there’s no communication – no way for us to tell them what we want them to do. Instead, the dog becomes a loose cannon, responding in whatever way they want.

We will not have obedience that works in the real world without first having established leadership.



BECOMING A HIGH-LEVEL CANINE LEADER

What do we want from our dogs, and what do they want from us?

Barking, fighting, chasing cats, running off, pulling so hard on the leash that it’s difficult to hold onto them, trying to chase squirrels, jumping up at humans who may not welcome this – these behaviours are all undesirable. They make it stressful to be around our dogs.

So we do not want a dog who makes their own decisions about these things.

We want a canine companion who looks to us for guidance and direction in all circumstances. We want an incorruptible dog who will follow our lead, no matter if we are alone together in the living room or in the middle of Times Square – a dog that has enough obedience for us to keep them under control at all times.

WHY LEADERSHIP IS LOVE

Having control over our dogs is a crucial issue for safety – theirs and ours. A dog without recall can run into traffic and be injured, or cause a car to swerve and hit someone, or excitedly try to play with a child who is afraid.

It’s also OK to want our dogs to fit around our lives and bring us joy. Ensuring that they are well behaved makes that possible. A walk shouldn’t be a struggle for control between you
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