
© 2025 Just Behaving (Dan Roach). All rights reserved. Page | 1  

Early Health Challenges for Puppies (First 60 Days) 
Introduction 

Bringing home a new puppy is an exciting milestone for a pet family, but the first 60 
days in a new home can be fraught with health challenges for puppies under 16 weeks 
old. At this young age, puppies are undergoing major life changes: separation from their 
litter, transportation stress, new diets, first veterinary visits, and exposure to novel 
germs. Their immature immune systems and naïve gastrointestinal tracts make them 
especially vulnerable to a range of health issues – from intestinal worms and protozoal 
infections, to respiratory illnesses, skin problems, and even orthopedic injuries. This 
technical white paper provides a comprehensive overview of the common health issues 
affecting newly homed puppies in the United States, focusing on the critical first two 
months post-transition from the breeder or shelter to the new owner’s home. We will 
delve into the prevalence and timing of gastrointestinal, respiratory, dermatologic, 
orthopedic, infectious, parasitic, and stress-related conditions in these young pups, 
drawing on peer-reviewed veterinary literature (particularly from the last decade), large-
scale veterinary and insurance databases, and shelter surveillance reports. Where data 
are thin, we identify evidence gaps and present working hypotheses grounded in 
veterinary science and animal behavior. 

Mentorship and Prevention Philosophy: Throughout, we emphasize an authoritative 
yet accessible tone in line with the “Just Behaving” mentorship culture – meaning we 
ground our advice in structured companionship, prevention-first strategies, and calm 
stewardship of the puppy’s well-being. Rather than just treating problems as they arise, 
a prevention-focused approach can minimize many of these issues. This document 
aims to arm veterinarians, breeders, and dedicated pet owners with data-driven insights 
and practical guidance to navigate and preempt the most common early puppy health 
pitfalls. A quick reference “Executive Quick-Guide” for puppy families is provided above, 
and the detailed analysis that follows is intended for those seeking an in-depth 
understanding of early puppy health challenges and solutions. 

Intestinal Parasites and Protozoal Infections in Puppies 

Gastrointestinal parasites are ubiquitous in puppies, and managing them is one of the 
first health tasks a new puppy owner (and their veterinarian) must tackle. Virtually every 
puppy is exposed to parasites either in utero, via mother’s milk, or from their 
environment early in life. Below we discuss the major parasites – Giardia, Coccidia 
(protozoa), and helminths like roundworms, hookworms, and whipworms – including 
their prevalence at approximately 8–10 weeks of age (typical adoption time) versus 12–
16 weeks (after a few weeks in the new home, often following initial treatments). We 
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also review typical parasite loads, clinical impact, and data from recent U.S. studies and 
large veterinary databases. 

High Baseline Parasite Prevalence: Studies consistently show that a large proportion 
of puppies are carrying intestinal parasites when they first come home. For example, 
surveys across the U.S. indicate over 30% of dogs under 6 months old are shedding 
roundworm eggs (Toxocara) in their feces. In fact, due to transplacental infection, 
virtually all puppies are born with Toxocara canis larvae in their tissues – without 
intervention, many will develop patent infections and shed eggs by a few weeks of age. 
Hookworms are likewise common; one national study found 19% of dog fecal samples 
contained hookworm eggs (Ancylostoma), and in warm regions like the Southeast US, 
prevalence was up to 36%. Even in well-cared-for pups, transmammary transmission of 
hookworm larvae from the dam means puppies often harbor hookworms early on. 
Veterinary parasitologists advise that practitioners should assume “essentially every 
nursing pup is at risk for hookworm infection” and proactively deworm accordingly. 

Protozoal parasites are smaller but no less significant. Giardia duodenalis is a frequent 
culprit of puppy diarrhea. According to a nationwide IDEXX survey using sensitive 
antigen tests, 15.6% of dogs with GI symptoms tested positive for Giardia. Regional 
data show even higher rates in some areas: for instance, in the Northeastern U.S., 
nearly one in five symptomatic dogs were positive. Puppies living in densely populated 
conditions are at especially high risk – one study of puppies from pet stores and large 
breeding facilities (most 6–16 weeks old) reported a Giardia infection rate of 62.5% (35 
of 56 pups). Coccidia (genus Cystoisospora, often called isospora) are also common in 
young puppies, particularly those from group housing. Reported prevalence of coccidial 
oocyst shedding in dogs ranges widely (about 3% up to 38%) depending on the 
population and detection method. The higher end of that range tends to be in puppies – 
a large study using fecal antigen testing found that while only ~1.6% of all dogs on 
wellness visits were positive for Coccidia, the occurrences clustered in puppies under 4 
months. This is consistent with clinical experience that coccidiosis is primarily an ailment 
of young, stressed animals in contaminated environments. 

To illustrate these parasite trends, Table 1 summarizes key prevalence data for common 
intestinal parasites in U.S. puppies versus older dogs: 

  

Parasite Prevalence in 
Puppies (≤6 mo) 

Prevalence in 
Adult Dogs 

Notes (U.S. context) 
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Roundworms 
(T. canis) 

>30% of puppies 
shedding eggs. Nearly 
all born infected via 
dam; patent infections 
common by 3–6 
weeks. 

~2–5% in adult pet 
dogs (lower due to 
immunity & routine 
deworming). 

Transplacental 
transmission assures 
high initial burden. 
Heavy infestations 
cause potbelly, poor 
coat, diarrhea; can be 
fatal if untreated in 
neonates. 

Hookworms 
(Ancylostoma 
spp.) 

~20% average in 
puppies; one survey 
found 19% of dogs (all 
ages) had hookworm, 
with higher rates in 
puppies and up to 36% 
positive in 
southeastern states. 
Transmammary 
infection from mother’s 
milk is common in 
pups. 

~2–5% in adult pet 
dogs, though 
higher in dogs with 
outdoor lifestyles 
(exposure to 
contaminated soil). 

Can cause anemia in 
young pups (blood-
sucking parasite). Vets 
assume every puppy 
may have hookworms 
and deworm accordingl
y. Larval leak from 
dam’s tissues can 
reinfect pups even after 
initial deworming. 

Whipworms 
(Trichuris 
vulpis) 

Rare in very young 
puppies (<3 mo) due to 
long prepatent period 
(~74–90 days). In 
puppies >3–4 mo in 
contaminated 
environments, 
prevalence reported 
around 8% in some 
shelter studies. 

~1–2% in adult pet 
dogs on averag
e(higher in certain 
regions or kennel 
situations). 

Whipworm eggs require 
maturation in soil; 
puppies from dirty 
outdoor pens may start 
shedding by 4+ months. 
Causes diarrhea, 
weight loss when 
burden is high. 

Giardia 
(protozoa) 

Common: 10–20% of 
pet puppies, and 
higher if symptomatic 
(15.6% of dogs with GI 
signs. Outbreaks in 
kennels can infect 

~4–10% in adult 
dogs】 (many 
adults carry 
asymptomatically, 
or cleared by 
immunity). 

Fecal ELISA/PCR 
detects more cases 
than microscopy. Young 
dogs have 1.9× higher 
odds of Giardia than 
adults. Causes soft 
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>50% of pups. Often 
subclinical until stress 
triggers symptoms. 

stool to malabsorptive 
diarrhea; can be 
intermittent. Zoonotic 
potential is low but not 
zero (dogs mostly carry 
dog-specific strains). 

Coccidia 
(Cystoisospora 
spp.) 

Wide range: 
commonly 5–15% in 
breeder/ shelter pups, 
but up to ~30–40% in 
high-density group. 
Greatest risk at 2–12 
weeks old, often 
coinciding with 
weaning stress. 

<5% in adult dogs
】 (healthy adults 
rarely show signs 
even if infected). 

Often causes “soupy” 
diarrhea in pups 3–8 
weeks. Oocyst 
shedding may explode 
under stress. Not 
directly contagious to 
humans (species-
specific). Good 
sanitation (daily waste 
removal, disinfectants) 
is key to control. 

Table 1: Prevalence of major intestinal parasites in puppies vs. adults (U.S. data). 
Puppies have dramatically higher rates of infection with almost all GI parasites. Regular 
deworming and fecal monitoring in the first few months are critical to reduce these initial 
burdens. 

Clinical Impact and Typical Parasite Loads at 8–10 vs. 12–16 Weeks 

At 8–10 weeks (time of adoption), many puppies harbor substantial parasite loads. 
Roundworms and hookworms acquired from the mother can reach mature, egg-
shedding stages by this age, meaning an 8-week-old pup from a breeder who did not 
perform aggressive deworming may actively shed thousands of eggs in its stool. It’s not 
uncommon for new owners to report their puppy passed large spaghetti-like 
roundworms in stool or vomit after the first deworming – indicating a heavy load was 
present. Clinical signs in these young pups can include a pot-bellied appearance, dull 
coat, diarrhea, and slow weight gai】. Coccidia and Giardia at this age often begin to 
produce clinical diarrhea especially under the stress of rehoming. One classic scenario: 
a puppy appears healthy at pickup, but develops diarrhea 2–5 days later in the new 
home – fecal tests often reveal coccidia or Giardia that were likely acquired earlier but 
are flaring with stress (this “post-homing diarrhea” scenario is discussed more under 
stress-related illness). In one shelter study, Toxocara presence correlated with worse 
fecal scores in pups, underscoring that heavier parasite burdens contribute to more 
severe diarrhea. 
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By 12–16 weeks, if the puppy has received proper deworming (typically pyrantel 
pamoate every 2–3 weeks for roundworms/hookworms) and anti-protozoal treatment as 
needed (e.g. sulfadimethoxine for coccidia; fenbendazole or metronidazole for Giardia), 
the parasite loads should decrease dramatically. Roundworms and hookworms should 
be largely cleared from the GI tract by repeated dewormings – though owners must be 
reminded that encysted larvae can persist in puppy tissues and mature later, which is 
why deworming schedules involve multiple rounds. It’s recommended to perform a 
follow-up fecal exam around 12–16 weeks to ensure no high egg counts remain. In 
practice, many veterinarians will still find the occasional Giardia cyst or coccidia oocyst 
in 12–16 week-old pups, even after initial treatment – indicating either reinfection or 
suboptimal clearance. For example, Giardia can be notoriously persistent, sometimes 
requiring a combination of drugs (fenbendazole plus metronidazole) and environmental 
decontamination (bathing the puppy to remove cysts from fur, disinfecting play areas) to 
fully eliminate. Whipworms, if acquired, might only start showing up by around 16 weeks 
(because of the long prepatent period) – a pup that had no whipworm eggs at 8–10 
weeks could conceivably begin shedding by 3–4 months if it ingested whipworm eggs 
upon arrival to a new home with an infested yard. Thus, a fecal check at ~4 months is 
often advised even if an 8-week exam was clear, to catch later-blooming parasites. 

In summary, the trend from 8–10 weeks to 12–16 weeks should be downward parasite 
load with proper intervention. Empirical data from shelter puppies support this: when 
pups are given appropriate broad-spectrum dewormers upon intake, the proportion with 
parasites drops significantly by the time of adoption several weeks later. However, if 
puppies are not promptly treated or if they live in a heavily contaminated setting, they 
can remain parasitized for longer, suffering chronic soft stool and poor growth. This 
early parasite burden represents not only a health risk to the pup but also an economic 
burden to owners (medications, extra vet visits) and a zoonotic risk (e.g. roundworm 
eggs in the environment can infect children). Therefore, strict parasite control in the first 
60 days is emphasized in all veterinary guidelines. 

Evidence Gap – Parasite Shedding Dynamics Post-Stress: While we know parasites 
are common in pups, more data are needed on the precise timeline of shedding relative 
to stress events. It is a common hypothesis among veterinarians that stress (e.g. 
rehoming or vaccination) can trigger increased shedding of organisms like Giardia and 
coccidia – essentially turning an asymptomatic carrier into a clinical case. Anecdotally, 
many clinicians observe puppies that tested negative for Giardia at 8 weeks will test 
positive at 12 weeks after a stressful transition, suggesting a flare-up. Controlled 
longitudinal studies are sparse here, representing an evidence gap. This is an area 
where future research could quantify how fecal parasite loads change in the days 
following acute stress or immune modulation in puppies. 

Stress-Related Illness and the “3–5 Day Crash” Phenomenon 
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The process of leaving the breeder or shelter and adapting to a new home is inherently 
stressful for a puppy. In the early days post-adoption, puppies experience novel stimuli 
(new people, new schedules, perhaps the first night alone in a crate) and often undergo 
their first veterinary exam with vaccines and medications. These stressors can have 
physiological consequences. Early-life stress is known to suppress immune function 
and compromise the gut barrier, making puppies more susceptible to infections or 
activation of latent conditions. One review on canine cortisol (stress hormone) notes 
that chronic stress leads to immune suppression and *increased susceptibility to 
infections. Even short-term acute stress can cause shifts in immune response. For 
example, when dogs are kenneled (a mild stressor), studies show a spike in cortisol 
within 15–30 minutes and then a gradual decline over a few days as they habituate. If 
stress is repeated or severe, the dog’s immune defenses (especially mucosal immunity 
in the gut and respiratory tract) may be temporarily weakened. 

The “Three-to-Five Day Crash” After Adoption or First Vet Visit 

Many breeders and puppy owners describe a timing pattern often called the “3-day 
slump” or “5-day crash,” where a puppy is relatively perky the first day or two in the new 
home, and then around day 3–5 develops diarrhea, vomiting, or becomes lethargic. 
While largely anecdotal, this pattern likely relates to stress-mediated physiological 
changes. Initially, a pup may still be running on adrenaline/excitement, but after a 
couple days the cumulative stress (and perhaps the incubation period of any pathogen 
picked up) catches up, resulting in illness. Two major factors often coincide in this 
window: 

• Peak stress and cortisol effects: By day 3 in a new home, a puppy might begin 
to realize the old environment is gone and routine has drastically changed – the 
honeymoon excitement wears off and anxiety can peak (some call this the “new 
puppy blues” period for both pup and owner). Elevated cortisol can directly impair 
the gut’s protective mechanisms and immune surveillance. This can lead to a 
bout of stress colitis (inflammation of the colon), resulting in soft stool with mucus 
or even flecks of blood. The PetMD veterinary site confirms that stress and an 
immature immune system can allow normally benign gut bacteria (like 
Clostridium perfringens) to overgrow and cause diarrhea in puppies. 

• Recent veterinary interventions: Commonly, puppies have their first vet visit 
within 48–72 hours of coming home. At this visit, they often receive vaccines, 
dewormers, maybe a microchip, and sometimes start on preventatives – 
essentially polypharmacy and antigen exposure to a naive immune system, all at 
once. It is not unusual for puppies to have mild vaccine side effects (lethargy, 
decreased appetite) a day or two later. Additionally, killing off worms with a 
dewormer can cause GI upset as worms detach and are expelled. If multiple 
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medications (e.g. dewormer, flea treatment, vaccine) are given the same day, it’s 
hard to pinpoint which caused what, but the overall “insult” to the system can 
result in a puppy that “crashes” a few days after the vet visit – perhaps eating 
less, sleeping more, or having diarrhea. This is one hypothesis for the 3–5 day 
crash: it’s a combined effect of stress and medical interventions reaching a head. 

Owners might panic at this point, as a formerly bouncy puppy suddenly seems ill. It’s 
important to differentiate a mild stress-related illness from something more serious like 
parvovirus (which can also present around 4–5 days post adoption if the puppy was 
incubating the virus). Generally, stress colitis diarrhea is soft to pudding-like with mucus, 
but the puppy remains bright and maintains thirst. In contrast, a truly sick puppy (parvo, 
severe infection) will be very lethargic, often with watery or bloody diarrhea and 
vomiting. When in doubt, veterinary re-check is warranted. 

From a prevention standpoint, some veterinarians suggest mitigating the intensity of first 
interventions: for example, perform a physical exam and stool check on Day 1 but delay 
vaccination by a couple days if the puppy is very nervous, or split the first vaccines and 
dewormer into two appointments a few days apart. The goal is to avoid overloading the 
puppy at the peak of stress. There’s no formal study confirming that this staging 
improves outcomes, but it aligns with a precautionary approach. 

Co-morbid Factors Exacerbating Stress Effects 

Several environmental and management factors can worsen (or conversely, alleviate) 
stress-related illness in puppies: 

• Diet Change: Abruptly switching a puppy’s food upon adoption is a known recipe 
for diarrhea. The puppy’s gut flora and enzymes are adapted to the breeder’s 
diet; a sudden change can lead to dysbiosis and osmotic diarrhea. Veterinary 
experts warn that *“abrupt changes in diet…can cause diarrhea in puppies”. 
Unfortunately, many new owners either cannot obtain the same food or choose to 
change to a new brand right away. It is highly recommended to keep the puppy 
on the same diet for at least 1–2 weeks, then transition slowly if a change is 
desired. If a diet change must happen (or if the breeder’s diet was suboptimal), 
mixing increasing ratios of new food over 7–10 days will allow the gut to adjust. 
Diet is one factor new owners can control to reduce gastrointestinal upheaval 
during the adjustment period. 

• Crate Training and Sleep Stress: The first nights in a new home often involve 
crate training – puppies may cry or howl due to separation anxiety. This 
psychological stress can have physical manifestations (e.g. stress hormones 
spiking at night). Lack of sleep (for puppy and owner alike) can further weaken 
immunity. Over time, most puppies acclimate to the crate as a safe den, 
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especially if introduced properly (with positive reinforcement). To ease this, some 
breeders send a towel or toy with the litter’s scent home with the puppy. Having 
that familiar scent in the crate can comfort the pup and potentially reduce all-out 
panic. Owners are counseled to be patient yet firm with crate routines to 
establish security and bedtime schedules. There is no quantitative study on 
“crate stress diarrhea,” but it’s plausible that a puppy who screams all night might 
have looser stool the next day simply from anxiety. 

• “Mentor Dog” Presence: An intriguing anecdotal concept is the benefit of a 
calm, older “mentor” dog in the household. Many experienced dog owners 
observe that a new puppy assimilates faster and seems less anxious if there is 
an older, well-behaved dog to “show them the ropes.” The puppy can follow the 
resident dog’s lead, whether it’s going outside to toilet or settling down for naps. 
In contrast, a singleton puppy without a canine role model may be more prone to 
separation distress and have difficulty learning routines. While formal research is 
lacking, the principle aligns with how wild canids learn from pack members. For a 
new puppy family without an existing dog, arranging playdates with a gentle, 
vaccinated adult dog or enrolling in a well-run puppy socialization class can 
simulate this effect. These experiences provide social reassurance to the puppy 
and can reduce stress-related behaviors and perhaps even stress-related illness. 
(We note this as a working hypothesis – quantifying the health impact of a 
mentor dog would be an interesting study.) 

• Owner Emotions and Anxiety: Puppies are incredibly perceptive of human 
moods. A stressed, anxious owner may inadvertently transmit that anxiety to the 
puppy. Fascinating research has shown that dogs can synchronize with their 
owners’ long-term stress levels – in one study, dogs’ cortisol levels in hair closely 
matched their owners’, suggesting that dogs “feel” their owners’ prolonged stress. 
While that study focused on adult dogs and long-term stress, the principle likely 
applies in acute ways to puppies. If the new owner is very nervous, constantly 
checking the puppy’s every move, the puppy may feed off that tension. 
Conversely, an owner who remains calm and projects a confident routine can 
help the puppy feel more secure. Trainers often advise new puppy parents to 
adopt a “calm stewardship” approach: maintain a composed demeanor, use 
positive reinforcement, and don’t hover anxiously over the pup. This not only aids 
in training but could very well bolster the puppy’s health by minimizing an 
unnecessary layer of stress. 

• Protozoal-Bacterial Interactions: Stress-related immune suppression can turn 
a minor gut imbalance into a full-blown diarrhea. For instance, many healthy 
puppies harbor Clostridium perfringens bacteria in their intestines normally. If a 
puppy also has Giardia, the combination of Giardia damage to the gut lining plus 
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stress-weakened immunity can allow C. perfringens to overgrow and produce 
toxins (such as netF toxin) that result in hemorrhagic diarrhea. Recent veterinary 
research has linked C. perfringens overgrowth/toxin to episodes of acute 
hemorrhagic diarrhea syndrome (AHDS) in dogs – often these episodes are in 
young dogs with some underlying stressor or dietary change. So, a puppy with 
protozoal infection is at risk of a secondary bacterial upset. The earlier-cited 
study of pet store pups found C. perfringens in 20 of 56 puppies (35.7%); not all 
had diarrhea, but this underscores how common these bacteria are. It’s the 
combination with stress or parasites that likely tips the scale. In practice, vets 
sometimes treat diarrheic puppies with broad-spectrum dewormers and 
probiotics or even antibiotics targeting bacterial overgrowth – covering all bases 
in these complex co-morbidity situations. 

Key Takeaway: Stress in the early post-homing period is almost inevitable, but its 
impacts can be mitigated. Gradual transitions (in environment, diet, training), 
maintaining some familiarity (scent or routine from the breeder), and reducing 
unnecessary immune challenges (e.g. spacing out big interventions) are all strategies to 
help puppies through the critical first week. Owners should be made aware that a mild 
slump or loose stool is common a few days in – but also educated on red flags that 
warrant prompt veterinary care (e.g. depression, refusal to eat, or blood in stool). This 
balanced approach prevents overreaction to normal stress colitis while ensuring truly 
sick pups get immediate attention. 

(Evidence gap: More empirical data is needed on the 3–5 day post-adoption health dip. 
Logging physiological parameters (cortisol, gut microbiome changes, fecal pathogen 
load) in puppies through their first week home would provide valuable insights into the 
mechanistic links between stress and illness in this timeframe.) 

Common Infectious Diseases in Newly Homed Puppies 

In addition to parasites and stress effects, young puppies face several infectious 
disease threats in their first 60 days at home. Because puppies at 8–16 weeks are 
usually mid-vaccination series (not fully immune yet), they are susceptible to viral 
infections like canine parvovirus and distemper, as well as respiratory infections (kennel 
cough complex) and others. Here we highlight the most significant infectious illnesses: 
how they tend to present in the early post-homing period, and when they typically 
emerge relative to the puppy’s relocation timeline. 

Canine Parvovirus 

Parvovirus is the nightmare scenario for many puppy owners and veterinarians. It’s a 
highly contagious virus that causes severe, often bloody diarrhea, vomiting, and life-
threatening dehydration and endotoxemia. Unvaccinated or not-fully-vaccinated puppies 
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are most at risk. The incubation period is typically ~5–7 days (up to ~14 days). Thus, a 
puppy infected at the breeder’s or en route to the new home may start showing signs 
within a week of arriving. It’s not uncommon that a puppy seems fine on day 1–2, then 
around day 4–6 develops lethargy, refuses food, and starts profuse diarrhea – if that 
diarrhea has a foul smell and blood, parvo is top of the differential list. 

Prevalence: Thanks to vaccination, the overall incidence of parvo in responsibly bred 
and vet-seen puppies is much lower than decades ago. However, shelters and rescue 
organizations still report parvo cases regularly. In shelters, intake testing has shown 
notable rates – for instance, one report noted about 3.7% of shelter puppies had parvo 
on arrival (varies by region). Outbreaks can occur if one infected pup exposes others 
before symptoms show. In the general puppy population, an owner is unlikely to 
encounter parvo if they got their puppy from a vaccinated dam and the pup received a 
6–8 week vaccine – but gaps in protection (maternal antibodies wearing off before next 
vaccine) can leave a window of vulnerability around 8–12 weeks. This coincides, 
unfortunately, with when many puppies go to new homes. 

Timing: If a puppy contracts parvo around the time of adoption (say at the breeder or 
the first vet visit or from contaminated soil in the new yard where a previous dog had 
parvo), signs will usually manifest within the first 2 weeks home. A classic “worst-case” 
timing is the puppy has an incubation brewing upon adoption and becomes ill around 
day 5–7 (which can be confused with the above-described stress diarrhea initially). The 
difference is parvo pups get very sick very fast. By 12–16 weeks, if the puppy has 
remained healthy and received vaccines at 8 and 12 weeks, the risk of parvo drops 
dramatically. The final 16-week booster is crucial, but by that time the puppy’s own 
immune system is much more prepared. 

Prevention: Vaccination is paramount. A puppy should receive a modified-live 
parvovirus vaccine at ~6–8 weeks (often given by the breeder or shelter), then at ~12 
weeks, and ~16 weeks (with an additional at ~20 weeks for high-risk environments). 
New owners must follow through with these boosters – the 12- and 16-week shots are 
not optional if you want full immunity. Until about 1–2 weeks after the final vaccine, 
avoid high-risk exposure: no public dog parks, no pet store floors, no contact with 
unknown dogs’ feces. Parvo virus is hardy and can persist in the environment for 
months. So even a brief sniff of an infected dog’s leftover stool could infect a susceptible 
pup. Use caution on walks – carry the pup or keep to clean pavement rather than grass 
frequented by dogs. Many puppy kindergartens require at least one or two vaccines and 
sanitize facilities, which strikes a balance between socialization and disease risk – this 
is generally acceptable, but each owner should weigh local disease prevalence. If parvo 
is known to be active in your area (vets can provide guidance), be extra stringent. 
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Signs and Action: If a puppy shows lethargy, vomiting, and diarrhea (especially with 
blood or a distinct foul odor) – seek veterinary care immediately. A simple in-clinic ELISA 
test on a fecal sample can diagnose parvo in minutes. Early aggressive treatment (IV 
fluids, anti-nausea meds, antibiotics to prevent sepsis) saves lives. Survival rates can 
exceed 80–90% with hospitalization, versus very low if untreated. The average cost for 
parvo treatment can be $1,000–$3,000 (sometimes more in severe cases), which is why 
prevention via a $20 vaccine is such a focus. (As an aside, pet insurance often covers 
parvo treatment – both Trupanion and Nationwide list parvo among covered illnesses.) 

Canine Distemper and Adenovirus 

These are less commonly seen today but still a concern, particularly for puppies from 
high-risk sources (e.g., puppy mills or certain shelter situations). Distemper virus causes 
a combination of respiratory, GI, and neurological disease. A puppy with distemper 
might start with runny eyes/nose and coughing, then develop fever, poor appetite, and 
diarrhea – and weeks later could show neurologic signs (twitching, seizures). It’s a 
devastating disease with high mortality. The distemper vaccine is usually combined with 
parvo, so following the same schedule protects against it. Most cases in the U.S. are in 
unvaccinated populations. If a puppy did contract distemper, it would likely show up 
within 1–2 weeks of infection (which could theoretically be soon after adoption). The 
new owner might notice “a cold that keeps getting worse.” Unfortunately, there is no 
cure; supportive care is the only option. 

In the early post-homing period, kennel cough is far more likely than distemper if a 
puppy has mild respiratory signs – but distemper should be on the radar if the puppy is 
also showing GI issues or neurologic signs, especially with inadequate vaccination. 

Canine adenovirus type-1 causes infectious hepatitis, and type-2 is one of the kennel 
cough complex viruses. The “H” in the DHLPP vaccine covers adenovirus. We rarely 
see clinical hepatitis in pet puppies nowadays due to vaccination. Adenovirus-2, 
however, can contribute to respiratory infections (covered below). 

In sum, diligent vaccination in that first 60 days (often the breeder gives the first dose 
and the new vet continues the series) protects against these serious systemic viral 
infections. Evidence gap: The incidence of distemper in newly adopted young puppies 
is not well documented in recent literature – it’s likely very low in most of the U.S., but 
periodic regional outbreaks occur. Better surveillance in shelter/rescue puppies could 
help identify any uptick in these old foes. 

“Kennel Cough” and Other Respiratory Infections 

Upper respiratory infections are common in the weeks following homing, particularly for 
puppies that originated from shelters, pet stores, or transport situations where many 
dogs co-mingled. The umbrella term “kennel cough” (technically Canine Infectious 
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Respiratory Disease Complex, or CIRDC) covers infections by Bordetella 
bronchiseptica (bacterial), parainfluenza virus, adenovirus-2, canine coronavirus 
(respiratory strain), Mycoplasma, and others. These agents often act in concert: for 
example, a virus impairs the airway, then Bordetella bacteria cause the primary 
symptoms of coughing. 

Timing: Incubation for kennel cough is 2–10 days. So a puppy exposed shortly before 
or during transit to the new home might start coughing within the first week home. It 
often happens around day 5–7 that a newly homed pup develops a dry “honking” cough, 
sometimes with sneezing or a runny nose. The puppy might gag as if trying to clear 
something (owners often think the puppy is choking or has something stuck in its 
throat). Typically, appetite and energy remain normal in mild cases – it’s mainly an 
annoying cough. In more severe cases, especially if complicated by secondary 
pneumonia, the puppy can become lethargic, have fever, lose appetite, and have 
productive cough (moist, with phlegm). 

Prevalence: Precise rates in puppies are hard to pin down, but respiratory infection is 
among top common ailments. Nationwide insurance data from 2023 showed 
“respiratory infection” was in the top 10 conditions for dogs overall (with an average 
treatment cost of ~$548). In puppies, the frequency is likely higher because adults have 
immunity. Many shelters vaccinate for Bordetella on intake, yet stress and high 
exposure still lead to many puppies breaking with cough after adoption. We can 
anecdotally say that if a puppy came from a shelter or pet store, there is a significant 
chance (perhaps 20–30%) it will develop some respiratory signs post-adoption. 
Breeder-sourced puppies have a lower risk, especially if they were more isolated; 
however, even those can catch a bug at the first vet visit or if they were shipped by air 
(cargo holds and commingling during layovers can spread pathogens). 

Prevention: There is a Bordetella vaccine (intranasal, oral, or injectable) that many 
breeders or shelters administer at 6–8 weeks. It doesn’t cover every organism but does 
help with the most common bacteria. New owners should follow up with recommended 
boosters (often a repeat intranasal vaccine or an injection at 12+ weeks). Some 
veterinarians also give a canine influenza vaccine if the puppy will be in social 
environments; canine flu is another respiratory pathogen (with incubation ~2–4 days) 
that can cause cough and fever – it’s been seen in some shelter outbreaks. Keeping the 
puppy’s environment well-ventilated and reducing contact with strange dogs in the first 
month helps. However, completely avoiding all exposure isn’t practical if you want to 
socialize the puppy – there’s a trade-off. Many puppy classes require proof of Bordetella 
vaccination to minimize risk. 

If a cough does develop, don’t panic: most cases are mild. Nevertheless, it’s wise to 
have a vet exam to ensure the puppy’s lungs are clear (no pneumonia). The vet may 
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prescribe a cough suppressant or antibiotics if bacterial infection is suspected. Puppies 
with kennel cough usually recover in 1–2 weeks with rest and supportive care. Monitor 
that the puppy is still playing and eating. If they become very sick (which could indicate 
pneumonia or distemper), more aggressive treatment is needed. 

In-home spread: If there are other dogs in the household, assume they were exposed 
by the time the first puppy shows coughing. Often, older dogs have immunity and might 
not get sick or only get minor symptoms. It’s courteous to isolate a coughing puppy from 
dogs outside the home to avoid community spread (most cases aren’t severe, but you 
don’t want to be typhoid Mary at the dog park). 

Other Infectious Considerations 

• Intestinal Bacterial Infections: Puppies can get bacterial gastroenteritis from 
pathogens like Campylobacter, Salmonella, and less commonly E. coli 
(pathogenic strains). Campylobacter is quite common in shelter puppies – one 
study found Campylobacter in 27% of shelter dogs (many asymptomatic). These 
bugs often coincide with parasite infections. A new puppy with diarrhea might 
have a cocktail of Giardia and Campylobacter, for example. Routine fecal exams 
in vet clinics often include a specific test for Giardia or Coccidia but not for 
bacteria, unless the diarrhea is severe or bloody, in which case a culture/PCR 
panel might be run. Treatment typically involves antibiotics like metronidazole or 
tylosin if a bacterial infection is strongly suspected. The risk of zoonosis exists 
(e.g. Campylobacter can transmit to humans), so hygiene is important – wash 
hands after cleaning diarrhea, etc. 

• Urinary Tract Infections: While not as common as GI or respiratory issues, 
UTIs can occur in young puppies, especially females. A newly homed female pup 
might start having accidents with frequent urination and straining, which could be 
a UTI. Sometimes this is due to anatomic conformation (e.g. a recessed vulva 
trapping urine). If a puppy that was doing decently with potty training suddenly 
starts dribbling or urinating every 10 minutes, a vet check for UTI is warranted. 
Average cost for treating an uncomplicated UTI in dogs is around $300–500 
according to Nationwide’s data. It’s worth noting this because owners might 
misattribute all accidents to behavioral house-training issues when a medical 
cause may be present. 

• Other parasitic infections: External parasites like sarcoptic mange (scabies 
mites) can be infectious (contagious to other dogs and even cause itchy bumps 
on humans). A puppy from a shelter that comes home scratching intensely with 
red bumps might have scabies. This is treated with medications like selamectin 
or isoxazolines, and it should be addressed quickly to ease the puppy’s 
discomfort and prevent spread. Ringworm (a fungal infection) is another 
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transmissible condition – puppies can get circular bald, scaly patches. Ringworm 
is zoonotic and needs antifungal treatment and environmental decon. These 
aren’t as common as the big three categories (GI, respiratory, fleas) but crop up 
enough that new owners should keep them on the radar if certain symptoms 
appear. 
  

Working Hypothesis – Early Exposure vs. Isolation: There is ongoing debate in the 
veterinary community about the balance between infectious disease risk and behavioral 
development needs. Puppies have a critical socialization window up to ~16 weeks, and 
missing this (by keeping them completely isolated until fully vaccinated) can lead to 
behavioral problems. Some experts propose that controlled exposure to environments 
(meeting healthy, vaccinated dogs; going places that are low risk) in the first 60 days 
home can actually improve long-term health by producing a well-socialized, confident 
dog less prone to stress-related illness. This is a nuanced point: while not directly about 
infection, it feeds back into the stress-immunity loop. A confident puppy might handle 
challenges better and possibly get sick less. This hypothesis hasn’t been quantitatively 
studied in terms of health outcomes, but it aligns with the holistic view of puppy raising – 
health is not merely avoidance of pathogens, but also building resilience. Therefore, 
many veterinarians now endorse puppy classes as early as 10–12 weeks (with at least 
one vaccine on board) because the benefits outweigh the slight infection risk, especially 
in controlled settings. 

Dermatologic and Dermatologic-Adjacent Issues (Skin, Ears, Coat) 

Dermatologic problems are another category of common early-life issues, though they 
tend to be less acute than GI or systemic infections. New puppy owners often discover 
external parasites or skin conditions either at the first vet exam or within the first few 
weeks. Here we discuss fleas, ticks, mites, and related skin ailments, as well as any 
orthopedic-skin overlaps (like pressure sores in crated pups, etc.). 

Fleas and Ticks 

Fleas: It’s often said that if you have a puppy and no flea control, it’s not a matter of if, 
but when, you’ll see fleas. Fleas are pervasive in the environment, especially in warmer 
months and climates. Banfield Pet Hospital’s practice data identified fleas as the most 
common external parasite on patients nationwide. A puppy can get fleas from the 
mother (very common if the mother dog wasn’t on preventive), from infested 
environments (grassy yards, kennels), or from contact with other animals (even a brief 
playdate with an infested dog). At adoption, some breeders will have treated the litter 
with a mild flea preventive if fleas are a concern; others in low-flea regions might not. 
Shelters often administer a dose of flea prevention on intake as well. 
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Fleas on a young puppy cause intense itching, and you may see red bites or rash on 
the belly. In heavy infestations, pups can become anemic (pale gums, weakness) due to 
blood loss – this is an emergency level of flea burden. Typically, though, an owner might 
just notice the pup scratching more than normal. Parting the fur, especially around the 
rump or groin, and seeing fast tiny insects or black “pepper flakes” (flea dirt) confirms 
fleas. 

Ticks: Ticks are regionally variable. In endemic areas (e.g. Northeast, Midwest woods, 
etc.), an adventurous puppy could pick up ticks if taken outdoors. Ticks can transmit 
diseases like Lyme, ehrlichiosis, etc., but a tick usually needs to be attached for >24 
hours to transmit – so checking your puppy daily and removing ticks promptly greatly 
reduces disease risk. 

Prevention: Modern flea/tick preventives are safe for young pups (some topical or oral 
products are labeled from 8 weeks of age, and certain topicals from 6 weeks). It’s wise 
to start prevention at adoption if the pup is old enough. Even in winter, some vets 
recommend year-round flea prevention (fleas can survive indoors). A single female flea 
lays many eggs, so an initial small exposure can balloon into a home infestation if not 
addressed. New owners often are not used to dealing with parasites, so educating them 
at the first vet visit is key: e.g., “Here is a monthly preventative – use it, even if you don’t 
see fleas, to keep it that way.” Flea prevention also guards against tapeworms (since 
pups get tapeworms from ingesting fleas carrying tapeworm larvae). 

If a puppy comes home with fleas, treat the puppy and also consider the environment 
(bedding washed, perhaps a household spray or exterminator if fleas have spread). For 
ticks, if in a tick area, preventives that repel/kill ticks are important and doing a nightly 
“tick check” on the pup’s coat (especially ears, neck, paws) is a good habit. 

Mites and Mange 

Two types of mites are concerns in puppies: Sarcoptes scabiei (cause of sarcoptic 
mange) and Demodex canis (cause of demodectic mange). 

• Sarcoptic mange (Scabies): These mites are highly contagious between dogs 
(and can cause itchy bumps on humans, though they don’t colonize humans 
long-term). A puppy could catch scabies at a shelter or from contact with an 
infested dog or environment. Symptoms usually appear as intense itching, 
redness, and hair loss, often starting on ears, elbows, hocks (points of contact). It 
can appear within 2–4 weeks of exposure. If a newly homed pup starts 
scratching uncontrollably and developing rash, especially if other dogs or people 
in the house get itchy, scabies is a likely culprit. Diagnosis can be via skin scrape 
(often tricky to find the mites) or just response to treatment. Thankfully, 
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treatments like selamectin (Revolution) or oral isoxazoline flea/tick products also 
kill scabies mites. Many vets will treat presumptively if scabies is suspected. 

• Demodectic mange (Demodex): Demodex mites are usually passed from 
mother to puppies in the first days of life (they are normal skin inhabitants in 
small numbers). In puppies with immature immune systems, mites can multiply 
and cause localized mange – classically, a patch of hair loss around the eyes 
(“raccoon eyes”) or a thinning patch on the forelegs. Localized demodex in a 
puppy 3–6 months old is common and often self-limiting as the puppy’s immune 
system matures to keep the mites in check. Generalized demodex (widespread 
lesions, sometimes with secondary skin infection) can also occur in some 
puppies, indicating a more significant immune deficit. Stress and malnutrition can 
exacerbate demodex. In the first 60 days home, an owner might notice one or 
two small bald spots. The vet can do a skin scrape to find the cigar-shaped mites 
for diagnosis. If it’s localized, the vet may opt to monitor or use a topical remedy; 
if generalized, oral medications (again, isoxazolines are effective off-label) may 
be used. It’s worth noting demodex is not contagious to other dogs or people – 
it’s an overgrowth of the puppy’s own mites. 

Skin Infections (Pyoderma) and Ear Infections 

Puppy pyoderma (impetigo): Puppies sometimes get superficial bacterial infections in 
the skin, often on the belly where the skin is thin. It might look like small pus-filled 
pimples or scabs. Contributing factors include the hygiene of their living area before 
adoption (laying in urine, etc.), as well as their developing immune system. These are 
usually mild and don’t make the puppy feel sick. A vet might prescribe a topical 
antibacterial ointment or a special shampoo. They typically resolve quickly. Good 
grooming and keeping the puppy clean and dry prevents most pyoderma. 

Ear infections: Puppies with flop ears (e.g. Golden Retrievers, as the user specifically 
is interested in Goldens) can develop otitis externa (ear canal infection) due to yeast or 
bacteria. Contributing factors include leftover ear mites from the litter (mites can transit 
from mom to pups and cause irritation that then becomes infected) or simply the moist 
environment of a droopy ear. A new owner might notice the puppy scratching at ears or 
a smelly discharge. Ear infections are among the top 10 conditions in dogs (Nationwide 
lists otitis externa with an average $280 treatment costs. In a young puppy, if ear mites 
are found, treating all pups in the litter or any in-contact pets is needed. Most often, 
though, if a 12-week puppy comes in with ear inflammation, it’s yeast from those chubby 
unventilated puppy ears. Cleaning and medicating the ears resolves it. Long-term, 
owners of floppy-eared breeds should make ear checks part of grooming. 

Orthopedic and Injury Issues in Early Life 
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While not “dermatologic,” it’s worth covering orthopedic problems here as a separate 
section as well (the original question listed orthopedic issues as a focus). We can 
consider this its own category: 

Orthopedic and Injury Risks in the First 60 Days 

Young puppies are generally very resilient, with still-forming bones that are a bit more 
flexible than adult dogs. However, they are also clumsy and unaware of dangers, which 
can lead to injuries. Additionally, some congenital or developmental orthopedic 
conditions may become apparent in this window. Based on data from pet insurance 
claims, musculoskeletal issues rank high even in puppies – Trupanion’s analysis found 
lameness/limping and even fractures are among the top 5 puppy insurance claims. 

Common injury scenarios: In the first few weeks home, a common accident is a 
puppy falling or jumping off furniture. Many new owners underestimate how fearless 
(and how inept) a small puppy can be – a pup might scramble onto a couch and then 
tumble off. Given their small size, even a short fall can result in a fractured leg. The 
bones of puppies have growth plates (physes) which are weaker points that can crack. 
A classic injury is a puppy fracturing the distal radius/ulna (forearm) or injuring the 
growth plate from a fall. The CKC/Trupanion data cited an example of a 6-month-old 
puppy with an ~$11,000 fracture claim from a boating accidentt, but even at 8–12 weeks 
we see things like toe fractures or jaw fractures (if someone accidentally steps on a tiny 
pup). Prevention is straightforward: constant supervision when the puppy is loose, and 
using a crate or pen when you cannot supervise. Also, physically blocking off furniture 
or using ramps/steps can help until the puppy grows. 

Limping without trauma: Puppies can sometimes start limping without an obvious fall. 
One reason could be panosteitis, a bone inflammation condition often seen in large 
breeds (like German Shepherds, sometimes Golden Retrievers) usually a bit older (5–
18 months). It causes shifting leg lameness. It would be uncommon in the <16 week 
range, but not impossible for an early case to appear around 4 months. Another 
possibility is simply muscle soreness or minor sprain from vigorous play – puppies play 
hard and may pull something. Most mild limps improve with a day or two of rest. If a 
limp persists or the puppy is very painful, veterinary exam and possibly x-rays are 
indicated to rule out a hairline fracture or congenital issue. 

Developmental orthopedic issues: Some hereditary orthopedic problems can be 
noticed early: 

• Hip Dysplasia: In a 12–16 week puppy, you won’t diagnose hip dysplasia by x-
ray yet (too early for definitive changes), but a vet might note “loose” hips on 
palpation (Ortolani sign) in a predisposed breed like a Golden Retriever. Usually, 
breeders of such breeds try to select against dysplasia, but it can still occur. If 
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detected early, owners can be advised on nutrition (avoiding overfeeding to keep 
growth moderate) and exercise (no excessive impact on joints) to mitigate 
severity. There is even a procedure (JPS – Juvenile Pubic Symphysiodesis) that 
can be done at 16–20 weeks to lessen future dysplasia, if identified extremely 
early. 

• Elbow Dysplasia: Also usually manifests later, but once in a while a puppy may 
show intermittent front-leg lameness early that could be fragmented coronoid 
process (part of elbow dysplasia complex). That’s rare in <4 months. 

• Patellar Luxation: Small and some medium breeds can have congenital knee 
cap instability. A puppy may skip or hop if the patella slips. Trupanion’s #5 puppy 
claim was medial patellar luxation (MPL). It can be diagnosed on exam (a “grade” 
of luxation given I–IV). Mild cases might not need anything early on; severe 
cases might eventually need surgery. Monitoring growth and preventing 
excessive jumping (which can worsen it) is recommended. Many vets will 
recheck patella stability at each puppy visit. 

• Angular Limb Deformities: Sometimes a growth plate injury (even unnoticed) 
can cause one bone in a pair (like the ulna/radius) to stop growing, leading to a 
limb deformity. In the short 60-day window, this is unlikely to fully manifest, but 
something to keep in mind if you see a puppy with crooked legs – early 
intervention by a veterinary orthopedist can sometimes correct it while the puppy 
is still growing. 

Prevention and owner education: Puppy-proofing for orthopedic safety is very 
important. This includes blocking off stairs until the pup learns to navigate them (and 
even then, supervised), using baby gates to prevent tumbles, not letting a very young 
pup jump down from couches or beds (lifting them down instead), and supervising 
interactions with children or other pets to prevent rough handling. Despite best efforts, 
accidents can happen – that’s why injuries rank high in insurance claims for puppies. 
Pet insurance data highlights that foreign body ingestion and fractures can lead to huge 
vet bills (tens of hundreds of dollars), which is emotionally and financially draining for 
owners. Some owners experience guilt and “if only I had…” feelings after such 
accidents, so preventive measures not only spare the puppy harm but also spare the 
family that distress. 

It’s also worth noting that puppies have boundless energy and often overdo exercise if 
allowed. Structured play and gradually increasing exercise (rather than let them run until 
exhausted every time) can protect their developing joints. A rule of thumb some 
veterinarians give is about “5 minutes of exercise per month of age, up to twice a day” 
for structured exercise, in addition to free play. This is not based on hard evidence but is 
a conservative guideline to avoid repeated overstress in growing pups. 
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Finally, breeders of large breeds typically advise keeping puppies on a balanced puppy 
diet (especially large-breed puppy formula for big dogs) and not supplementing calcium 
or other “home remedies,” as improper nutrition can exacerbate orthopedic problems. 
Rapid weight gain is a risk factor for dysplasia and orthopedic issues, so keeping 
puppies lean (but not underfed) is recommended. 

Economic and Emotional Burdens on New Puppy Families 

Dealing with the health issues outlined above can be both financially costly and 
emotionally stressful for new puppy owners. We will explore the average economic 
costs of common conditions, using pet insurance and veterinary data, and also discuss 
the psychological impact (as gleaned from forums and anecdotal reports) on families 
during these first few challenging months. Recognizing these burdens is important for 
veterinarians and mentors to provide support and resources to new owners, reinforcing 
the prevention-first mindset to reduce both cost and worry. 

Veterinary Costs and Insurance Claims Data 

Bringing a puppy home inevitably comes with veterinary expenses, but unexpected 
illnesses can inflate costs quickly. Pet insurance companies have analyzed their claims 
data to identify what ailments generate the most claims (and highest payouts) in 
puppies: 

• Gastrointestinal problems (diarrhea/vomiting) – These are the #1 cost driver 
in puppies, as confirmed by an 18-year analysis of Trupanion’s database. 
Treating “simple” puppy diarrhea might involve a vet exam and some meds 
(~$100–$300), but more severe cases (IV fluids for dehydration, hospital stays 
for parvo) can run into thousands. Nationwide’s recent analysis found that among 
common conditions, gastroenteritis costs averaged about $614 for treatment. 
This average includes mild and severe cases – for a parvo hospitalization, 
$1,000+ is typical. Trupanion highlighted one extreme case of puppy 
vomiting/diarrhea with a claim over $15,000 (for a 3-month-old puppy with 
complications). While that is not the norm, it shows the potential financial impact. 
Pet insurance, if in place, can reimburse much of these costs (minus 
deductibles), which is why many new owners now opt for insurance as a safety 
net. 

• Parasite treatment costs: Generally on the lower end – fecal test $25–$50, 
dewormer $10–$30, etc. However, persistent Giardia or multiple rechecks can 
add up. Also, some owners invest in preventive products (monthly 
heartworm/parasite meds) which is a recurring cost. Insurers sometimes bundle 
parasite issues under GI illness claims if there was a vet visit for diarrhea. 



© 2025 Just Behaving (Dan Roach). All rights reserved. Page | 20  

• Respiratory infections: Outpatient treatment for kennel cough might just be 
$100 exam and cough meds. If it progresses to pneumonia needing x-rays and 
antibiotics, a few hundred dollars. Canine influenza testing or more intensive care 
could push near $1k in bad cases. These are usually manageable costs but still 
unplanned. 

• Dermatologic issues: Treating fleas is cheap (a few doses of preventive, maybe 
$50). Mange treatment can be a bit more if multiple rechecks or in-office 
injections are done, but still usually a few hundred at most. One of the most 
common dog health problems overall is allergic dermatitis, but true allergies 
usually develop later in life (not 8-16 weeks), so we won’t burden puppy owners 
with that yet beyond flea allergies. 

• Orthopedic emergencies: This is where costs can spike hard. Surgery for a 
fracture in a puppy can easily cost $2,000–$5,000 (the metal implants, 
anesthesia, specialist fees). The CKC/Trupanion data point: a 8-month puppy’s 
play-session injury cost $11k (insurance paid ~$9.9k). Foreign body ingestion 
surgeries similarly often cost $1,500 or more (Trupanion notes an average of 
$1,500 for foreign body, but some cases much higher). Such large expenses can 
be devastating if the owner is unprepared. This is one reason many breeders and 
shelters now recommend pet insurance starting immediately when the puppy 
goes home – some even offer a 30-day free trial for the new owner. If an owner 
has insurance, they are more likely to pursue optimal treatment rather than 
euthanasia or corners-cutting. (From an ethical standpoint, it’s good that fewer 
owners have to face “economic euthanasia” for something treatable, but it does 
require planning or insurance.) 

• Routine care vs. problem care: New owners might be surprised that the routine 
puppy vet visits (exams, vaccines, deworming, microchip) themselves can total a 
few hundred dollars over 2 months – and that’s without any illness. Education on 
budgeting for puppy care is important. The ASPCA estimates routine first-year 
care for a dog can be over $1,000. A Nationwide report noted lifetime routine 
care for a dog could reach $27–42k (though that’s over ~12+ years. So, one 
emotional pain point is financial shock – some families don’t anticipate how vet 
bills add up so quickly. Providing a financial estimate and discussing pet 
insurance or setting aside an emergency fund is a valuable part of puppy 
wellness exams. 

In summary, the economic burden in the first 60 days can range from minimal (just 
preventive care) to very high (if serious illness or injury occurs). Prevention pays off: a 
$15 dewormer now to avoid a $500 hospitalization for severe diarrhea later, or a $40 
bottle of chew-stop spray to prevent a $4,000 surgery to remove a sock from intestines. 



© 2025 Just Behaving (Dan Roach). All rights reserved. Page | 21  

It’s not always so linear, but broadly, investing in prevention and early care yields fewer 
expensive crises. Insurance data reinforces that puppies are accident-prone and illness-
prone, but also that many conditions are treatable if caught early and resources are 
available. 

Emotional Toll and Public Sentiment 

Beyond finances, the emotional rollercoaster of a new puppy’s health can be significant. 
Online forums (like Reddit’s r/puppy101) are filled with posts from new puppy owners 
expressing worry, confusion, and sometimes despair during those early weeks. This 
“puppy blues” phenomenon is real – new owners often feel overwhelmed by the 
responsibility and distressed when the puppy falls ill or when problems persist despite 
their efforts. 

Common emotional themes and pain points include: 

• Anxiety over puppy’s health: New owners frequently stress about whether 
every little symptom is normal. “My puppy has had diarrhea for 2 days, is this an 
emergency?” is a typical query. They often lack the experience to gauge severity. 
One Redditor pleads, *“How do you keep from panicking every time your puppy 
has diarrhea?”. This highlights the constant worry that a minor issue could be 
something deadly like parvo. First-time puppy owners especially may rush to the 
vet or emergency clinic at the slightest issue – which can compound financial 
strain and anxiety if it turns out to be benign. Education and setting expectations 
(e.g., “soft stool can happen, here’s when to worry”) can alleviate this. 

• Information overload and confusion: In seeking answers, owners get 
bombarded by advice – from breeders, vets, the internet, friends – often 
conflicting. For example, advice on feeding (how much, how often, which brand) 
varies wildly, and if a puppy has GI upset, owners get different theories (“It’s the 
food quality!” “No, it’s worms!” “Try rice and pumpkin!”). This can leave them 
unsure whom to trust. Establishing a good vet-owner relationship is key so they 
have a go-to reliable source. The mentorship model (“Just Behaving” style) can 
help here by giving owners a structured plan to follow, calming their nerves. 

• Guilt and self-blame: When something goes wrong – say the puppy swallows a 
sock or breaks a leg – owners often beat themselves up. “It happened so fast, I 
feel like a terrible pet parent for not preventing it.” This guilt can actually hamper 
their bond or confidence. Part of our role is to reassure and not chastise owners 
for accidents (unless there’s repeated negligence). Most accidents truly are 
accidents, and what matters is learning and preventing the next one. 

• Sleep deprivation and lifestyle adjustment: The first couple weeks with a 
puppy are tiring (nighttime potty breaks, etc.). A tired, frazzled owner will feel 
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emotional highs and lows more intensely. Minor puppy issues can feel like major 
crises on little sleep. Support systems (family, pet sitter, etc.) and encouraging 
owners to rest when puppy rests can improve their resilience. 

• Attachment and fear of loss: New puppy owners usually fall in love quickly, and 
the thought of losing the puppy to illness is terrifying. Thus, even a vet visit for a 
GI bug can be extremely stressful as they worry about test results. On forums, 
you see heartfelt posts when a pup is hospitalized – strangers even rally to give 
support. This emotional investment is why we emphasize prevention: it’s not just 
about money, it’s about preventing heartbreak. A family that loses a puppy to 
parvo experiences immense grief (and sometimes anger if they feel it was 
preventable). 

• Frustration with breeders or shelters: If a puppy comes home with heavy 
parasite load or illness, owners may feel the breeder or rescue misled them or 
didn’t do their job. It’s a common complaint: “I paid $2000 for a puppy and it 
came with Giardia and coccidia and an ear infection!” They then face distrust: are 
the puppy’s records accurate? What else might be wrong? This can sour the 
relationship with the source. Reputable breeders often have health guarantees 
and will assist, but not all do. From the breeder perspective, they might have 
indeed dewormed but the pup still got Giardia – not necessarily their fault as 
Giardia is hard to eradicate. Better communication and written health records can 
ease this. For shelters, adopters might expect some issues (comes with the 
territory of rescue), but they will still seek lots of help (shelters often provide a 
post-adoption hotline or vet consult for a period). This dynamic is important 
because early health hurdles, if not handled with good communication, can lead 
to the puppy being returned or rehomed, which we want to avoid. 

Public forum sentiment analysis: A scan of Reddit’s r/puppy101 reveals frequent 
posts like *“Overwhelmed and miserable – puppy blues” and “I feel like I’m failing my 
puppy”. The emotional pain points often revolve around: 

• Lack of sleep / exhaustion (leading to second-guessing getting a puppy at all). 

• Dealing with diarrhea or house-training accidents (mess stress and worry if 
it’s health-related). 

• Feeling tied down (loss of freedom, akin to new parenthood stress). 

• Financial worry (bills piling up; some say “I’m spending more than I thought – is 
this normal?”). 
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• Comparisons and expectations – some feel their puppy is worse behaved or 
sicker than others’ because social media often shows only the good parts, 
leading to feelings of inadequacy.  

Understanding these sentiments is important because it underscores that mentoring 
new puppy owners isn’t just about giving medical advice – it’s also about coaching them 
through the emotional journey. Encouraging them that “it gets better, you’re not alone” is 
as crucial as prescribing the right medication. In fact, one Reddit thread titled “To the 
overwhelmed new puppy owners: It gets better, I promise” was a community attempt to 
support newbies. 

From the perspective of a prevention-first, calm stewardship approach: by educating 
owners early (with materials like this white paper or summary guides), we can preempt 
some of the panic. For instance, if an owner knows in advance that “loose stool in the 
first week can happen, here’s how to handle it,” they might not freak out at 2am on day 
4 when it inevitably occurs. Setting realistic expectations (your puppy will not sleep 
through the night at 9 weeks, etc.) also prevents disillusionment that can lead to regret. 

On the flip side, there is joy and reward that comes with seeing the puppy overcome 
these early hurdles. Many owners describe a turning point around 4–5 months where 
the puppy’s health stabilizes, training clicks, and the true fun begins. Our goal through 
the first 60 days is to minimize the negative experiences so that owners and puppies 
reach that point with a strong bond and positive outlook. 
  

Timeline of Risk: When Do Issues Typically Appear? 

Understanding when various problems are likely to surface after bringing a puppy home 
can help owners and vets be on high alert at the right times. Below is a general risk 
timeline (conceptual) for common health issues in the 60 days post-adoption. Each 
puppy is unique, but patterns can be observed:  

Gastrointestinal illness risk (orange line) often spikes in the first week due to stress, diet 
change, and pre-existing parasites (“stress colitis” or latent infections become 
symptomatic). A smaller secondary GI risk bump can occur around 2–3 weeks post-
homing, which may correlate with the next vet visit (vaccines/deworming) or increased 
environmental exposure. Respiratory illness risk (yellow line) tends to peak around 1–2 
weeks post-homing – aligning with incubation period of kennel cough if contracted at 
adoption or soon after. By week 3–4, if no cough has appeared, the risk drops 
(assuming no new exposures until puppy classes). Orthopedic/injury risk (red line) is 
lower in the very first days (puppy is often confined and closely watched) but climbs as 
the puppy grows bolder and more active – many accidents happen in weeks 3–8 when 
owners start to give the pup a bit more freedom and the pup explores/climbs. The risk of 
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injury continues to increase as the pup’s speed and agility increase, underscoring the 
need for vigilance even after the initial period. External parasite issues (not shown as a 
line, but could be considered) often present within the first days if present (e.g. you’ll 
notice fleas or itching soon after bringing the pup home) – so that’s more of an 
immediate find or not. 

Again, Figure 1 is a conceptual model, not based on exact quantified data, but it reflects 
typical scenarios: GI upsets early, cough a bit later, injuries rising later. Working through 
this timeline, an owner might use it as a checklist: e.g., “Okay, in week 1 we mainly 
watch for stool issues and appetite, in week 2–3 watch for any coughing or sneezing, by 
week 4–8 be mindful of puppy-proofing because the little one is getting adventurous.” Of 
course, one must always watch for all issues at all times, but this prioritization can help 
focus attention. 

Literature Synthesis by Condition and Notable Findings 

(This section provides a brief summary of recent literature or data for each major 
condition, reinforcing points made above and noting any advanced or notable findings.) 

• Intestinal Parasites: Recent peer-reviewed studies (2010s) reaffirm that young 
dogs have far higher parasite burdens than adults. A 2019 Parasites & Vectors 
systematic review found global Giardia prevalence in dogs averages ~15%, but 
with high heterogeneity – often *>20% in dogs under 6 months. In the U.S., a 
2009 study by Little et al. (Vet Parasitol) analyzing samples from across many 
clinics found overall 34% of dogs <6 months had some parasite, with T. canis 
and Coccidia most common. These data drove guidelines like CAPC’s, which 
emphasize *frequent deworming and fecal checks in puppies. An interesting 
2020 study in Vet. Parasitology explored fecal antigen tests detecting 
Cystoisospora in shelter animals, highlighting that traditional microscopy can 
miss infections – meaning some pups thought clear may still harbor low-level 
infections. The move toward more sensitive diagnostics (antigen tests, PCR) is 
revealing that our previous prevalence numbers might have been 
underestimates, especially for Giardia and Coccidia which have intermittent 
shedding. 

• Protozoal stress shedding: There is indirect evidence in literature of stress 
causing immunosuppression that could lead to increased shedding. One can 
draw parallels from farming: e.g., coccidiosis in livestock often flares after 
transport stress. While not dog-specific, the concept is well established: stress 
elevates cortisol, and *“glucocorticoids and other stress hormones regulate 
immune defenses and hence impact how hosts control parasites”. A study by 
Mohamed et al. 2014 (Prev. Vet. Med.) showed dogs had Giardia cases 
throughout the year with no strong seasonal trend, suggesting that individual 
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factors (likely related to exposure and immunity) govern when outbreaks occur, 
possibly including stress events. This aligns with anecdotal reports that many 
Giardia cases in puppies crop up shortly after adoption or housing changes. We 
flag this area for future research. 

• Stress and immunity: Beyond the Roth et al. study on dog-owner cortisol sync, 
there is a growing body of work on how early life stress affects puppies. One 
2022 paper on cortisol in dogs (Mârza et al., Animals) reiterated that *“chronic 
stress leads to immune suppression, increasing a dog’s susceptibility to 
infections and illnesses”. This provides scientific backing to the idea that reducing 
stress (through environmental enrichment, proper socialization, etc.) is not just a 
welfare issue but a medical one. 

• Socialization and long-term health: While hard data are sparse, one could cite 
human analogies – for example, children in daycare get more colds early but 
arguably develop stronger immunity later. For puppies, early controlled social 
exposure might lead to a few sniffles but could confer resilience and behavioral 
stability that reduces stress-related illness later. This remains somewhat 
conjectural but is a reasonable extrapolation. 

• Infectious disease surveillance: The AKC and veterinary networks often alert 
when parvo or distemper outbreaks occur. In the past decade, isolated outbreaks 
of distemper (e.g., in certain regions or in puppy import shipments) have been 
documented, but vaccination remains highly effective. One study in 2017 (Am J 
Vet Res) found that over 99% of puppies vaccinated per protocol had protective 
titers by 18 weeks. The minority that didn’t were often heavily parasitized or from 
high-stress environments, interestingly – linking back to the interference 
stress/parasites might run on vaccine efficacy (another area for research). 

• Breed-specific notes (Golden Retrievers): Goldens as a breed tend to have 
decent hardiness in puppyhood, but a known issue in Golden lines is a higher 
propensity for food allergies or atopic dermatitis as they get older, and a genetic 
tendency to pyotraumatic dermatitis (hot spots) even as juveniles if they get 
fleas or irritations. So, for a Golden puppy, flea control is doubly important to 
prevent a hot spot from forming when they scratch. Orthopedically, Goldens are 
prone to hip dysplasia – a study by the Orthopedic Foundation for Animals (OFA) 
consistently shows Goldens with ~20% dysplasia rate on films. Early weight 
management is thus key. Goldens also notoriously love to chew and eat things – 
meaning they might be overrepresented in foreign body ingestion cases (though 
Labs usually win that title). A working hypothesis: breeds like retrievers that have 
“oral fixation” may need extra environmental management to prevent GI 
accidents. 
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In literature, there aren’t many puppy-specific breed health differences noted before 16 
weeks aside from size-related ones (small breeds more fragile, large breeds growing 
pains). But one could mention that giant breeds (e.g. Great Danes) at 8–16 weeks grow 
extremely fast, so nutrition and avoiding excessive calcium is critical in that window to 
prevent orthopedic issues – something breeders of those breeds are very cognizant of. 

Evidence Gaps Highlighted: Throughout this analysis, we’ve pointed out areas lacking 
robust data: 

• The exact influence of acute stress on parasite shedding and illness onset in 
puppies (mostly anecdotal now). 

• Long-term outcomes of puppies that attend socialization classes vs. those kept 
isolated in terms of health and behavior (some behavioral studies exist, but 
health correlation would be novel). 

• Impact of having another calm adult dog in the home on the new puppy’s health 
(no formal study, just anecdote). 

• More granular age-specific prevalence data: e.g., what % of 8-week-old pups test 
positive for Giardia vs. the same pups at 16 weeks after treatments – a 
longitudinal study could answer this. 

• Economic analysis: while insurance data gives averages, an academic economic 
analysis of early-life preventive care cost vs. illness treatment cost could help 
make the case for prevention to skeptical owners (i.e., show that spending $X on 
prevention saves $Y in first-year vet bills on average). 

Filling these gaps could refine our approach further. For instance, if stress-related 
Giardia spikes were proven, it might justify prophylactic use of probiotics or 
supplements during transitions. 

Prevention-Focused Guidance and Conclusion 

Preventing health problems in newly homed puppies is far better than treating them – it 
saves the puppy discomfort, the owner money and stress, and builds a strong 
foundation for the dog’s life. Based on the above insights, here is a consolidated 
prevention strategy for the first 60 days: 

• Parasite Prevention: Assume your puppy has parasites. Follow deworming 
protocols strictly (at least 2-3 rounds of broad dewormer). Do a fecal exam early 
and repeat it at about 14–16 weeks to catch anything residual. Use monthly 
preventives that cover heartworm and intestinal parasites starting by 8 weeks 
(per vet advice). Maintain excellent sanitation – pick up stools immediately and 
keep play areas clean to reduce reinfection. For protozoa like Giardia/Coccidia, if 
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there’s any sign of diarrhea, have the vet test and treat promptly – the sooner 
you knock these out, the sooner the gut can heal. Bathing the puppy after a 
positive Giardia treatment (to remove adherent cysts) is a smart extra step. 

• Nutrition and Feeding: Keep the puppy on the same diet initially. If you want to 
change, do it gradually after the stress of moving has passed. Feed a high-
quality puppy food appropriate for their breed size (large-breed formula for 
Goldens, for example, to ensure proper calcium:phosphorus for joints). Don’t 
overfeed – chubby puppies have higher orthopedic risks. Several small meals 
per day (per breeder/vet recommendation) will smooth digestion. Avoid rich treats 
or table scraps early on, as these can easily trigger GI upset in naive tummies. If 
using training treats frequently, use something simple like bits of the puppy’s 
kibble or a single-ingredient treat, to avoid dietary indiscretion. 

• Vet Visits and Vaccinations: See a veterinarian within the first 3 days of 
bringing the puppy home for a wellness check. Bring a stool sample. Discuss any 
pre-existing issues (sneezes, mild diarrhea) openly. Follow the vaccine schedule 
given – typically the puppy will need shots at ~8, 12, and 16 weeks (some 
variability). Do not delay vaccines out of fear of side effects; the diseases 
prevented (parvo, distemper, etc.) are a far greater threat. However, do let your 
vet know if the puppy has been sick or on heavy parasite meds – they might 
adjust the timing by a couple days to ensure puppy is in good shape for 
vaccination. 

• Manage Stress: As much as possible, provide a calm, consistent routine. The 
puppy should have a safe space (crate or pen) where they can retreat and rest – 
young pups sleep 16–18 hours a day. Encourage quiet time after meals and play. 
Use gentle positive training; avoid punitive methods that could add to anxiety. 
Gradually expose the puppy to new experiences (car rides, different surfaces, 
sounds) in a controlled, positive way to build confidence. Consider using 
pheromone diffusers (Adaptil) which may help ease the transition stress (some 
anecdotal success, evidence is moderate). If the puppy is very anxious (continual 
whining, etc.), consult with a vet or trainer – sometimes short-term supplements 
or strategies can help them adjust. 

• Socialization with Safety: Begin socialization before 16 weeks, but do it smartly. 
Host “puppy playdates” with friends’ dogs that you know are healthy and 
vaccinated. Attend a puppy class at a reputable facility that requires vaccine 
proof and cleans the area. Avoid dog parks or busy pet stores for now. This way, 
the puppy gains social skills and burns energy, which actually reduces stress and 
builds immunity (healthy social play can even stimulate beneficial gut microbiota, 
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as some animal studies suggest). A well-socialized puppy is less likely to develop 
fear-based behaviors that later manifest as stress-related health issues. 

• Environmental Safety: Puppy-proof extensively. Get on the floor and look for 
hazards (wires, small objects, toxic plants). Use chew deterrents on furniture if 
needed. Keep trash bins secured – many puppies get into garbage and eat 
things they shouldn’t. Block off areas like decks or stairs where a fall could 
happen. Supervise outdoor time; if you let pup off-leash in yard, ensure it’s 
fenced. Essentially, treat a puppy like a toddler – constant supervision or safe 
confinement to prevent them from hurting themselves or ingesting hazards. This 
dramatically cuts down emergency vet visits. 

• External Parasite Control: Start flea/tick prevention right away if recommended 
in your area. Even if it’s winter or you think there are no fleas, many products 
also prevent other parasites (and fleas can indoor-survive). It’s an easy 
preventive step to avoid a miserable itchy pup. Also, check the puppy’s coat and 
skin every few days – early detection of fleas, ticks, or lesions can make 
treatment easier. Grooming sessions serve this purpose and also strengthen 
your bond. 

• Communication and Support: Keep open communication with your veterinarian 
– if something seems off, a quick phone call can help decide if it’s normal or 
needs a visit. Don’t be afraid to ask “silly” questions; vets would rather guide you 
early than see a pup in crisis later. Also, lean on community resources 
(responsibly): a well-moderated puppy forum or a puppy class trainer can offer 
anecdotal advice and moral support. Just filter advice through scientific 
reasoning and when in doubt, trust your vet. 

• Pet Insurance / Emergency Plan: Strongly consider pet insurance starting the 
day you bring the puppy home. Many policies have waiting periods of ~2 weeks 
for illnesses, so earlier is better. It can substantially cushion the blow of 
unexpected issues (as evidenced by insurance data on claim reimbursements). If 
insurance isn’t chosen, have a financial plan – e.g., a dedicated savings account 
or CareCredit line available. This relieves some anxiety, knowing you can afford 
care if something happens.  

Finally, patience and perspective are key. The first 60 days are just the beginning of 
what will hopefully be 10–15+ years with your dog. Many of the issues we discussed are 
temporary and solvable. With appropriate care, most puppies will emerge from this 
gauntlet healthy and ready to enjoy life. The prevention measures you take early on will 
pay dividends in your puppy’s robustness. For instance, a puppy that has been well-
socialized and kept parasite-free is likely to grow into an adult dog with a stronger 



© 2025 Just Behaving (Dan Roach). All rights reserved. Page | 29  

immune system and fewer chronic issues. The effort is front-loaded in puppyhood for a 
payoff of a stable, healthy companion. 

In conclusion, newly homed puppies present a unique set of health challenges that 
cluster in the first two months after leaving their litter. By leveraging data from veterinary 
science and adopting a proactive, prevention-first approach, we can greatly reduce the 
incidence and severity of these issues. This not only improves outcomes for puppies but 
also strengthens the human-animal bond, as families are not bogged down by constant 
illness or fears. Instead, they can focus on training, playing, and forming that lifelong 
friendship. 

The mentorship mindset – guiding new owners with accurate information, empathy, 
and encouragement – is crucial. Rather than reacting to problems, we anticipate and 
prevent them. Gaps in data still exist, and continued research will help fine-tune our 
recommendations, but the overarching principle remains: an ounce of prevention is 
worth a pound of cure, especially in puppies. With vigilant care in those first 60 days, we 
set the stage for a puppy to just be a puppy – carefree and thriving – and for owners to 
truly enjoy welcoming a new member into their family. 


