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

Successful Puppy Potty Training: Building Habits for Life 
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Introduction: The Path to a Potty-Trained Puppy: Patience, Positivity, and 
Partnership 

Bringing a new puppy home is an exciting time, filled with anticipation for the 
companionship and joy they will bring. One of the first, and most crucial, steps in 
integrating a puppy into a human household is potty training. This process, while 
seemingly straightforward, requires a significant investment of time, consistency, and 
understanding from the owner. It's essential to approach potty training with realistic 
expectations; it is a gradual learning process, not an overnight transformation. The 
timeline for achieving reliable housetraining varies considerably depending on the 
individual puppy's age, breed, background, and the owner's diligence, often taking 4-6 
months, and sometimes up to a year. Patience is paramount. 

The foundation of this guide rests firmly on the principles of positive reinforcement and 
effective management. This approach focuses on rewarding the puppy for successfully 
eliminating in the appropriate location and structuring their environment and routine to 
prevent accidents from happening in the first place. Methods involving punishment, 
scolding, or physical corrections are explicitly rejected. Such techniques are 
counterproductive; they do not teach the puppy where to eliminate but rather instill fear, 
potentially causing the puppy to avoid eliminating in the owner's presence or to develop 
anxiety around the act of elimination itself. A puppy punished for an accident may simply 
learn to hide when they need to go, making training significantly more difficult and 
potentially damaging the trusting relationship between owner and pet. 
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The owner's role in this process is that of a patient and supportive teacher. Puppies 
arrive without understanding human rules about appropriate places for urination and 
defecation; to them, the carpet may seem just as suitable as the grass outside, perhaps 
even preferable due to comfort. The owner's responsibility is to clearly and consistently 
guide the puppy, through management and positive reinforcement, to understand and 
adopt the desired toileting habits within their new home environment. This guide 
provides the detailed knowledge and strategies needed to navigate this process 
successfully, fostering a well-behaved companion and a strong human-animal bond. 

Understanding Your Puppy & Potty Basics 

Successful potty training begins with understanding the puppy's physical capabilities, 
natural instincts, and communication signals related to elimination. 

1.1 Puppy Development & Bladder Control 

A common question revolves around how long a puppy can "hold it." While individual 
variation exists, understanding typical developmental milestones provides a helpful 
starting point. 

Age-Based Expectations: A widely cited guideline suggests that puppies can typically 
control their bladder for a maximum number of hours equal to their age in months plus 
one. For example, an 8-week-old (2-month-old) puppy might theoretically hold it for up 
to 3 hours under ideal conditions, while a 4-month-old might manage up to 5 hours. 
However, this "months + 1" rule should be viewed as a general maximum capacity, 
particularly when the puppy is inactive or sleeping, not as an average time between 
necessary potty breaks during the day. 

Puppies often can hold their bladder longer during sleep than when awake and active. 
It's also crucial to recognize that puppies younger than 12 to 16 weeks lack full 
physiological control over their bladder and bowel movements, making frequent 
opportunities to eliminate essential. Experts often recommend beginning more formal 
house training around this age, when physical control improves, though management 
and positive habit formation should start the moment the puppy comes home. 

Full reliability typically takes 4-6 months, but patience is needed as it can extend up to a 
year for some individuals. As puppies mature, the frequency of needed breaks 
decreases; guidelines suggest 8-10 daily breaks for pups 6-14 weeks old, reducing to 3-
4 times daily for those over 30 weeks. 

Factors Influencing Frequency: Several factors significantly impact how often a puppy 
truly needs to eliminate, often requiring more frequent breaks than the "months + 1" 
guideline might suggest: 
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• Breed: Smaller breeds generally have smaller bladders and faster metabolisms, 
necessitating more frequent potty trips compared to larger breeds. Toy breeds, in 
particular, may need very frequent breaks. 

• Individuality: Every puppy is unique, even littermates. Owners must observe 
and learn their specific puppy's patterns and limits rather than relying solely on 
general rules. 

• Activity Level: Physical activity stimulates elimination. Puppies reliably need to 
go outside immediately after waking up from sleep or naps, during and 
immediately after periods of play, and often when experiencing excitement or 
"zoomies". 

• Diet & Hydration: The principle "what goes in must come out" is fundamental. 
Consistent feeding schedules help create predictable bowel movements. Most 
puppies need to defecate shortly after eating, typically within 5 to 45 minutes. 
Significant water intake also necessitates a prompt potty break. Lower quality 
diets may increase the volume or frequency of waste, potentially requiring more 
frequent trips. To minimize nighttime accidents, some owners withhold water for 
about 2 to 2.5 hours before bedtime, but water should always be available after 
exertion like playtime. 

Over-reliance on the "age in months + 1" rule without considering these crucial 
contextual factors (activity, meals, breed, individual needs) is a common pitfall that 
frequently leads to preventable indoor accidents. Furthermore, focusing solely on 
bladder capacity overlooks the equally important predictability of bowel movements, 
which are more closely linked to the feeding schedule. A puppy might have theoretical 
bladder capacity remaining according to the rule, but still need to defecate shortly after 
a meal, highlighting the need to manage both physiological schedules. 

1.2 Recognizing Elimination Cues 

Learning to recognize a puppy's signals that they need to eliminate is a critical skill for 
preventing accidents. While cues vary between individuals, some common behaviors 
indicate an impending need to potty. 

Common Signals: Owners should watch for behaviors such as: 

• Sniffing the floor or ground intently, often moving in circles. This sniffing/circling is 
sometimes interpreted as the puppy instinctively "trampling down grass" before 
defecating. 

• Circling in one spot. 

• Becoming restless, pacing, or suddenly wandering away from activity or people. 
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• Whining or whimpering. 

• Sudden stopping during play or other activities. A puppy moving around that 
suddenly stops often needs to eliminate. 

• Going towards the door used for potty breaks, sitting or scratching at it. 

• Beginning to posture (squat or hunch). 

Individual Variations: It is vital to reiterate that each puppy will develop their own 
specific set of signals. Some cues might be very subtle or happen very quickly, 
especially in young or small dogs, demanding close observation. 

The Importance of Observation: Recognizing these signals before the puppy 
eliminates indoors allows the owner to interrupt the process and quickly redirect the 
puppy to the appropriate outdoor spot. This proactive intervention is a cornerstone of 
successful management and training. Cue recognition is not an innate skill for owners; it 
develops through careful, consistent observation. This underscores the necessity of 
close supervision, particularly in the early stages of training, as unsupervised puppies 
mean missed cues and inevitable accidents. 

1.3 The Science of Where Puppies Go 

Understanding the underlying instincts and motivations that influence a puppy's 
elimination habits can help owners work with their nature, rather than against it. 

Denning Instinct: Dogs possess a natural inclination to keep their immediate living and 
sleeping area, their "den," clean. This instinct is the primary reason why crate training is 
such an effective tool for housetraining. When introduced properly, the crate becomes 
the puppy's personal den, motivating them to hold their bladder and bowels until they 
can be let out. Gradually, the puppy learns to view the entire home as their extended 
den, strengthening their desire to eliminate outside. 

Surface Preference: Puppies can develop strong preferences for eliminating on 
specific types of surfaces, such as grass, concrete, dirt, or even potty pads. Early 
experiences play a significant role in forming these preferences. This is why consistency 
in taking the puppy to the same type of surface (ideally the desired long-term surface) is 
important during training. 

Scent Motivation: A dog's world is heavily influenced by scent. The odor from previous 
urine or feces acts as a powerful cue, encouraging them to eliminate in the same 
location again. This principle is leveraged by consistently taking the puppy to a 
designated potty spot, allowing their own scent to build up and reinforce the location's 
purpose. Conversely, this is why meticulous cleanup of indoor accidents using an 
enzymatic cleaner is crucial. These cleaners break down the odor molecules that attract 
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the puppy back to the soiled spot. Standard household cleaners, especially those 
containing ammonia, should be avoided as ammonia's scent can mimic urine to a dog, 
inadvertently encouraging remarking. 

Marking Behavior: It's important to distinguish between elimination due to a full bladder 
or bowel and "marking" behavior. Marking typically involves depositing small amounts of 
urine on objects or vertical surfaces. It serves as a form of canine communication, used 
to establish territory, mask unfamiliar odors in a new environment (making it "smell like 
home"), advertise sexual availability, or convey social information. Neutering or spaying, 
particularly when done early, can significantly reduce or prevent the development of 
marking behavior. Marking is addressed differently than housetraining accidents (see 
Section 5.3). 

The interplay between these factors—denning instinct, surface preference, and scent 
motivation—creates a potent feedback loop. When managed correctly, this loop works 
in the owner's favor: the denning instinct encourages holding it indoors, consistent trips 
to a designated outdoor spot build scent cues and positive surface associations, and 
rewards solidify the desired behavior. However, if accidents occur indoors and are not 
cleaned properly, the scent cues can encourage repeat offenses in the wrong location. If 
a puppy is frequently forced to eliminate indoors (e.g., left alone too long), the denning 
instinct can be weakened. This highlights why preventing accidents through diligent 
management is just as critical as rewarding successes. 

Core Pillars of Potty Training Success 

Effective potty training rests on several foundational pillars: establishing a consistent 
routine, utilizing positive reinforcement correctly, implementing vigilant supervision and 
management, leveraging crate training appropriately, guiding the puppy with a leash 
during potty breaks, and designating a specific potty spot. 

2.1 Establishing an Effective Routine 

Consistency is arguably the single most important element in successful potty training. A 
predictable daily schedule helps regulate the puppy's bodily functions, making 
elimination times more predictable for the owner and easier for the puppy to learn. 

Key Potty Break Times: A successful routine incorporates frequent potty breaks, 
strategically timed around events known to trigger elimination: 

• Immediately upon waking: Take the puppy out first thing in the morning, without 
delay for coffee or checking emails. For very young puppies, carrying them 
directly outside can prevent accidents on the way to the door. Owners should be 
dressed and ready before letting the puppy out of the crate in the morning, as 
puppies often cannot wait long after holding it all night. 
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• After meals: Take the puppy out 5-30 minutes after every meal. Younger puppies 
usually need to go out sooner after eating than older ones. This timing is 
particularly important for predicting bowel movements. 

• After drinking: Especially after consuming a large amount of water, a potty 
break should follow shortly. Treat water intake similar to a meal regarding 
subsequent potty needs. 

• After naps: As soon as the puppy wakes up from any nap during the day, take 
them out immediately. 

• During and after play: Playtime stimulates the system, so breaks during (if play 
is long) and immediately after are essential. 

• Before bedtime: A final potty break before settling down for the night helps 
maximize the chances of a clean crate overnight. 

• Before confinement: Always take the puppy out before they are placed in their 
crate or confined area, especially if being left alone. 

Regular Intervals: Between these key events, maintain regular potty breaks based on 
the puppy's age and individual needs (e.g., every hour for an 8-week-old). Using a timer 
can help maintain this frequency. 

Feeding Schedule: Complement the potty routine with a consistent feeding schedule, 
typically two or three meals per day for puppies. Remove uneaten food between meals. 
Avoid feeding within about two hours of bedtime to reduce the likelihood of nighttime 
elimination needs. 

Nighttime Routine: Young puppies will likely need one or more potty breaks during the 
night. Keeping the crate in the owner's bedroom makes it easier to hear the puppy's 
signals (whining, restlessness). Nighttime trips should be kept calm, quiet, and strictly 
business-focused – minimal light, soft voices, no play – to encourage the puppy to go 
back to sleep quickly afterward. Praise and perhaps a small, quiet treat can still be 
given for successful nighttime elimination. 

The effectiveness of the routine lies not just in the frequency of breaks, but in its 
predictability and the deliberate linking of potty opportunities to activities (waking, 
eating, playing) that naturally stimulate elimination. This proactive scheduling leverages 
the puppy's physiology, making success more likely during planned breaks and reducing 
reliance on solely reacting to cues. However, maintaining such a demanding schedule, 
especially initially, requires significant owner commitment. The frequency of breaks and 
need for nighttime trips necessitate constant vigilance. Owners working outside the 
home may need to arrange for a midday walk from a dog walker or friend. This 
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highlights that adhering to the ideal routine often requires planning, potential lifestyle 
adjustments, and sometimes external support. 

2.2 The Power of Positive Reinforcement 

Positive reinforcement is the most effective and humane way to teach a puppy where 
you want them to eliminate. It involves rewarding the puppy for performing the desired 
behavior (eliminating in the correct spot), making them more likely to repeat that 
behavior in the future. 
  

Rewarding Success: Every single time the puppy successfully urinates or defecates in 
the designated potty area (outdoors or on the designated indoor spot), they should 
receive immediate praise and a reward. 

Timing is Crucial: The reward must be delivered immediately upon completion of 
elimination – ideally within one to two seconds. Waiting until the puppy is back inside 
disconnects the reward from the action, confusing the puppy about what behavior 
earned the reward. It's also important not to offer the reward or praise while the puppy is 
still eliminating, as this might startle or distract them, causing them to stop before fully 
emptying their bladder or bowels. 

Types of Rewards: Rewards should be something the puppy genuinely values. 
Effective options include: 

• High-Value Treats: Small, soft, especially tasty treats reserved primarily for potty 
training success work well for most puppies. 

• Enthusiastic Verbal Praise: Using a happy, excited tone of voice ("Good potty!", 
"Yes!", "What a good puppy!") can be very rewarding. Note that some dogs may 
need to learn to associate praise with positive outcomes. 

• Affection: Gentle petting or scratches can serve as a reward for some puppies. 

• Play or Walks: A brief, fun game (like tug) or the start of a walk can be used as a 
reward after successful elimination. This reinforces the "business before 
pleasure" concept. The type of reward can be adjusted based on the situation; for 
instance, nighttime potty breaks might warrant quieter praise and a small treat 
rather than an energetic play session. 

Make it a Big Deal: Owners should convey genuine enthusiasm when the puppy gets it 
right. Making the puppy feel like they've accomplished something wonderful helps 
solidify the behavior. 

It's important to understand that positive reinforcement in this context is not just about 
rewarding the act of elimination itself (which is naturally relieving), but specifically 
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rewarding elimination in the correct location. The precise timing ensures the puppy 
connects the reward to the specific combination of action and place. Furthermore, the 
power of positive reinforcement is directly linked to the owner's ability to create 
opportunities for success. The structured routines and frequent breaks are designed to 
maximize the chances of the puppy eliminating in the right spot, thereby providing 
numerous chances for the owner to apply reinforcement. Without these opportunities, 
created through diligent management and scheduling, the training process stalls simply 
because there is no desired behavior occurring to reinforce. 

2.3 Supervision and Management: Preventing Accidents 

Since every accident reinforces the wrong behavior (eliminating indoors), preventing 
accidents through careful supervision and management is a cornerstone of effective 
potty training. 

Constant Supervision: When a puppy is awake and not confined to their crate or 
designated safe area, they require constant, direct supervision. This means keeping 
eyes on the puppy at all times. Thinking of the puppy as a human baby without a diaper 
helps illustrate the level of vigilance needed. Accidents almost always happen when the 
puppy is left unsupervised, even for a moment. 

Management Tools: To ensure safety and prevent accidents when constant direct 
supervision isn't feasible, owners should utilize management tools to limit the puppy's 
freedom: 

• Crates: Used for naps, overnight sleep, when the owner leaves the house, or 
anytime the puppy cannot be actively watched. 

• Baby Gates/Closed Doors: These effectively restrict the puppy's access to 
certain rooms or areas of the house, keeping them confined to the same area as 
the owner. 

• Exercise Pens (X-pens): Provide a larger safe, contained area than a crate, 
useful for longer confinement periods when awake, potentially with an 
appropriate indoor potty spot included if necessary. 

• Indoor Leash (Tethering): Keeping the puppy on a leash attached to the 
owner's waist or held ensures the puppy stays close and cannot wander off to 
eliminate unnoticed. 

• Puppy-Proofing: Part of management involves making the puppy's accessible 
environment safe by removing items they could chew or swallow and securing 
potential hazards like electrical cords. 
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The Goal: Prevention: The primary objective of supervision and management is to 
prevent the puppy from having the opportunity to make a mistake indoors. Each 
successful prevention sets the puppy up for success by ensuring the next elimination 
happens in the correct place, where it can be reinforced. 

Supervision and management act as the proactive defense against accidents, 
complementing the reactive strategy of watching for elimination cues. While cue 
recognition is important, management tools physically prevent unsupervised elimination 
before a cue might be given or noticed, offering a more reliable safety net, especially 
with young puppies or during busy times. However, the success of management tools 
like crates and pens hinges on the puppy being comfortable and relaxed within them. 
This necessitates parallel training to ensure positive associations with confinement. If a 
puppy is anxious or distressed in their crate or pen, the management strategy breaks 
down, potentially leading to stress-induced elimination within the confined space and 
hindering potty training progress. 

2.4 The Role of Crate Training 

Crate training, when implemented correctly and humanely, is an invaluable aid in the 
potty training process. 

Why Crates Work: The effectiveness of crates stems from the dog's natural denning 
instinct – their reluctance to soil their sleeping and resting area. Confined to an 
appropriately sized crate, a puppy will instinctively try to "hold it," often signaling their 
need to go out by whining or scratching. This predictability helps owners anticipate potty 
needs. 

Choosing the Right Crate: The crate's size is critical. It must be large enough for the 
puppy to comfortably stand up, turn around, and lie down, but not so large that they can 
designate one end as a bathroom area and sleep comfortably in the other. For growing 
puppies, crates with adjustable dividers are recommended to maintain the appropriate 
size as the puppy grows. Both wire and plastic crates are available, each with pros and 
cons regarding portability, airflow, and visibility. 

Proper Introduction (Crucial): For the crate to be effective and humane, it must be 
introduced gradually and positively, ensuring the puppy views it as a safe, comfortable 
space. Key steps include: 

• Making the crate inviting with soft bedding (remove if the puppy chews or soils it). 

• Placing the crate in a central family area during the day (like the living room or 
kitchen) so the puppy doesn't feel isolated. Placing it in the bedroom at night is 
often advised. 
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• Using high-value treats and favorite toys to encourage the puppy to enter 
voluntarily; never force them inside. Toss treats near, then just inside, then further 
back in the crate. 

• Feeding the puppy their meals inside the crate helps build strong positive 
associations. 

• Starting with very short crating periods while the owner is present, gradually 
increasing the duration as the puppy remains calm and comfortable. 

• Providing special, high-value chew toys (like stuffed Kongs) that the puppy only 
gets when inside the crate. 

• Teaching a verbal cue, such as "Crate" or "Kennel," associated with entering the 
crate. 

Using the Crate for Potty Training: The crate should be used strategically: overnight, 
during naps, when the puppy must be left alone, and any time direct supervision is 
impossible. Always take the puppy directly outside for a potty break immediately after 
releasing them from the crate. Never place potty pads inside the crate, as this 
contradicts the denning principle and can be a chewing hazard. 

Duration Limits: Puppies cannot be left crated for excessive periods. The "age in 
months + 1 hour" guideline is often applied here as well, representing the maximum 
time a puppy might reasonably be expected to hold it. No dog, regardless of age, should 
be crated for more than 8-10 hours without breaks. Puppies crated during a standard 
workday require a midday potty and exercise break. Crating a dog all day and then all 
night is excessive. 

Crate is NOT Punishment: It is critical that the crate is never used as a form of 
punishment or time-out for misbehavior. This creates negative associations, 
undermining its effectiveness as a training tool and potentially causing anxiety. 

Handling Whining: If a puppy whines or barks in the crate, it's important to determine 
the cause. If it seems like attention-seeking, ignoring the behavior until the puppy is 
quiet is generally recommended. Letting the puppy out while they are vocalizing 
reinforces the whining. If the whining persists and may indicate a genuine need to 
eliminate, the owner should take the puppy out calmly for a brief, business-only potty 
trip, then return them directly to the crate. If a puppy shows extreme distress or panic in 
the crate, it could indicate separation anxiety, which crating can exacerbate; 
professional guidance should be sought in such cases. 

The power of the crate lies in leveraging the puppy's natural instincts, but this tool is 
only effective when used correctly. Incorrect usage – such as choosing the wrong size, 
leaving the puppy confined for too long, using it for punishment, or failing to introduce it 
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positively – can actively sabotage potty training efforts. Forcing a puppy to soil their 
crate because they physically cannot hold it any longer teaches them that eliminating in 
their den is acceptable or unavoidable, undermining the very principle the method relies 
on and potentially leading to generalized soiling issues indoors. 

2.5 Leash Guidance During Potty Breaks 

Using a leash for every potty break, especially during the initial training stages, is a 
simple but highly effective technique. This applies even if the owner has a securely 
fenced yard. 

Benefits of Leash Use: 

• Ensures Location: The leash guides the puppy directly to the designated potty 
spot and keeps them there. 

• Minimizes Distractions: It prevents the puppy from wandering off, chasing 
squirrels, or getting sidetracked by smells and sights, helping them focus on the 
task at hand. 

• Allows Close Monitoring: The owner can clearly see if and when the puppy 
eliminates. 

• Facilitates Immediate Reward: Keeping the puppy close ensures the owner is 
right there to deliver praise and treats the instant the puppy finishes. 

• Promotes "Business Before Pleasure": The leash helps structure the outing, 
reinforcing that elimination needs to happen before playtime or exploration 
begins. 

Leash Acclimation: Before using the leash for potty breaks, ensure the puppy is 
comfortable wearing a collar or harness and being attached to a leash. Positive 
introduction using treats can help. 
  

Procedure: When it's time for a potty break, clip on the leash and walk directly to the 
designated spot. A standard fixed-length leash (not retractable) is often recommended. 
Stand relatively still or walk slowly in a small area, allowing the puppy time to sniff and 
circle (sniffing is part of the elimination sequence). Wait patiently for about 5-10 minutes. 
Avoid engaging in play or excessive talking during this waiting period. If the puppy 
eliminates, provide immediate reinforcement. If they do not eliminate within the allotted 
time, take them back inside (potentially placing them in their crate or keeping them 
under close watch) and try again in 15-20 minutes. Off-leash playtime in the yard can be 
offered as an additional reward after successful elimination. 
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Using a leash transforms what could be a distracting outdoor excursion into a focused 
training session. It provides structure and clarity, helping the puppy understand the 
specific purpose of the trip – to eliminate in the designated area – which is crucial for 
efficient learning, especially given the many exciting distractions the outdoor 
environment offers. 

2.6 Choosing and Using a Designated Potty Spot 

Consistency extends to the location of potty breaks. Establishing a specific, designated 
outdoor potty spot is highly beneficial. 

Consistency: Take the puppy to the exact same spot every time they go out to 
eliminate, particularly during the learning phase. 

Why it Works: This strategy capitalizes on the puppy's natural tendencies. The 
accumulating scent from previous eliminations acts as a strong olfactory cue, prompting 
them to go again in that area. It also helps the puppy build a strong visual association 
between that specific location and the act of elimination. 

Choosing the Spot: Select a suitable area that is easily accessible and practical for 
cleanup. Consider the surface type; if possible, choose the surface you want the dog to 
use long-term (e.g., grass). If the puppy already seems to prefer a particular spot, the 
owner might choose to designate that area. Using the same exit door from the house for 
every potty trip also helps the puppy learn how to signal their need to go out. 

Using a Potty Cue: Teaching a verbal cue (like "Go Potty," "Be Quick," or "Hurry Up") 
can be very useful. The process involves: 

• Initially, saying the chosen cue word just as the puppy begins to urinate or 
defecate. 

• Immediately praising and rewarding the puppy the moment they finish. 

• After consistent repetition, start saying the cue slightly earlier in the sequence, 
perhaps as the puppy postures or arrives at the designated spot. The ultimate 
goal is for the cue itself to prompt the puppy to eliminate, which is helpful when 
traveling, during bad weather, or when time is limited. It's generally easier to 
condition urination on cue than defecation. 

Establishing a designated spot combined with a verbal cue creates powerful 
environmental and auditory triggers. These triggers streamline the elimination process 
by clearly communicating the expected behavior to the puppy upon reaching the spot or 
hearing the phrase. Over time, this reduces waiting times and uncertainty, transforming 
potty breaks from a passive waiting game into an efficient, cued behavior. This 
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predictability is invaluable for owners managing busy schedules or needing their dog to 
eliminate reliably under specific circumstances. 

Table 1: Sample Potty Training Schedules (By Puppy Age) 

To provide a practical framework, the following table outlines sample schedules based 
on typical developmental stages. Remember these are guidelines; owners must adjust 
based on their individual puppy's breed, activity level, and observed needs. Consistency 
and frequent opportunities are key, especially for younger puppies. 

Puppy 
Age 

Typical 
Max 
Holding 
Time 
(Guideline) 

Recommended 
Break 
Frequency 
(Awake) 

Key Scheduled 
Breaks 

Notes 

8-12 
Weeks 

~2-3 hours Every 30-60 
minutes 

- Immediately upon 
waking (AM & naps) 
- 5-15 min after 
meals - After 
drinking water - 
During & after play - 
Before bed - Before 
crating  - Likely 1-
2+ times overnight 

Very little bladder control. 
Constant supervision or 
confinement needed. 
Carry outside if needed. 

3-4 
Months 

~3-5 hours Every 1-2 hours - Immediately upon 
waking (AM & naps) 
- 10-30 min after 
meals - After 
drinking water <br> 
- During & after play 
- Before bed - 
Before 
crating/leaving - 
Possibly 1 time 
overnight 

Bladder control 
improving. Continue 
close 
supervision/management. 
Start reinforcing door 
signaling if desired. 

5-6 
Months 

~5-7 hours Every 2-4 hours - Upon waking (AM) 
- After meals - After 
naps/long rests  - 
After vigorous play - 

More reliable but still 
needs structure. 
Accidents can still 
happen with too much 
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Before bed  - 
Before/after long 
confinement  - 
Usually sleeps 
through night 

freedom. Maintain 
consistency. 

 
Potty Training in Different Environments 

While the core principles remain the same, the specific strategies for potty training need 
adaptation based on the owner's living situation, particularly whether they have direct 
access to a private yard. 

3.1 Scenario A: Home with a Yard (Direct Access Strategies) 

Having a home with a yard offers the most straightforward scenario for potty training, 
providing easy and immediate access to an outdoor elimination area. 

Advantages: This setup simplifies the logistics of frequent potty breaks and allows for 
the easy establishment of a consistent outdoor potty spot. 

Key Techniques: Success hinges on rigorously applying the core principles: maintain a 
consistent schedule with frequent breaks, use a leash for focused potty trips during the 
training phase, choose and consistently use a designated potty spot, provide immediate 
and enthusiastic rewards for success, and maintain vigilant supervision indoors to 
prevent accidents. 

Door Training: This environment is ideal for teaching the puppy to signal their need to 
go out. This can involve teaching them to sit by the door, gently scratch it, or ring a bell 
hung on the doorknob. Consistency is key: always use the same door for potty trips. 
Bell training typically involves the owner initially ringing the bell each time they take the 
puppy out for potty, then guiding the puppy's paw to ring it, eventually leading to the 
puppy ringing it independently. It's crucial to associate the bell only with potty breaks, 
not general requests to go outside and play, to maintain its effectiveness. 

Fenced Yard Considerations: Even within a secure fenced yard, it is strongly 
recommended to keep the puppy on a leash during the initial potty training phase. The 
leash ensures the puppy goes to the designated spot, prevents distractions and 
premature play, allows the owner to monitor elimination, and facilitates immediate 
rewarding. Unsupervised time in the yard, even if fenced, can lead to the puppy 
eliminating randomly, playing instead of pottying, or developing bad habits like 
eliminating right by the door. Off-leash playtime in the yard can serve as a powerful 
reward after the puppy has successfully eliminated in the designated spot while on 
leash. 
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While having a yard simplifies the logistics of getting the puppy outside quickly, it does 
not eliminate the need for disciplined training. Owners in this situation can sometimes 
become complacent, tempted to simply open the door and let the puppy out 
unsupervised. This approach undermines the core principles by missing opportunities 
for reinforcement, failing to ensure the use of the designated spot, and potentially 
allowing the puppy to become distracted and eliminate indoors upon returning. 
Diligence in following the structured approach remains essential regardless of yard 
access. 

3.2 Scenario B: Apartment or Home Without a Yard (Indoor Solutions Deep Dive) 

Potty training in an apartment or home without direct yard access presents unique 
challenges that require specific strategies and often involve indoor potty solutions, at 
least initially. 

Challenges: The primary difficulty is the lack of immediate access to an appropriate 
outdoor elimination area. Navigating stairs or elevators adds crucial delay between 
recognizing the need to go and reaching a suitable spot, increasing the likelihood of 
accidents. Accidents in common building areas (hallways, elevators) can cause issues 
with neighbors or management, and damage to flooring can risk security deposits. 
Furthermore, young puppies awaiting completion of their vaccination series should not 
be exposed to public areas where other dogs eliminate, necessitating safe indoor 
alternatives. 

Indoor Potty Options: Several indoor solutions can bridge the gap: 

Potty Pads (Pee Pads): These are absorbent pads, available in disposable or 
washable formats, placed in a designated indoor location. 

Advantages: Offer convenience, easy accessibility (especially in high-rises or for owners 
with mobility issues), simple cleanup, help contain odors to one area, provide a 
weather-independent option, and are useful before vaccinations are complete. Some 
pads contain attractants to encourage use. 

Disadvantages: Can create confusion for the puppy about whether eliminating indoors is 
acceptable, potentially hindering the transition to exclusive outdoor pottying. Some dogs 
may generalize and start using rugs, mats, or other soft surfaces inappropriately. 
Puppies might develop a long-term preference or dependency on pads. They can also 
be shredded or treated as toys. Disposable pads contribute to landfill waste. Training a 
puppy to use pads reliably requires its own consistent effort. 
 
Implementation: Choose a consistent spot for the pads, ideally away from the puppy's 
bed/food and perhaps near the eventual exit door if transitioning later. Introduce the 
puppy to the pad. Take the puppy to the pad on a regular schedule, after 
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meals/naps/play, and when showing elimination cues. Reward successful use 
immediately and enthusiastically. Keep the area clean by replacing soiled pads 
promptly. Using an exercise pen to initially confine the puppy to the area around the pad 
can help. Attractant sprays can be used if needed. 

Grass Patches (Real or Artificial): These systems typically involve a patch of real sod 
or artificial turf housed in a container, often suitable for balconies, patios, or indoor use. 
  

Advantages: Provide a more natural-feeling surface, which may make transitioning to 
outdoor grass easier later on. Real grass options are more ecologically friendly than 
disposable pads, and some companies offer convenient subscription delivery services. 
DIY versions can also be constructed. One owner reported success using alfalfa pellets 
over pads to simulate grass scent and texture. 

Disadvantages: Require regular maintenance, cleaning, and replacement (especially 
real grass). Can become messy or develop odors if not properly maintained. 

Implementation: Similar principles to pads apply: select a consistent location, establish 
a routine of visits, and reward success immediately. Ensure proper waste disposal and 
cleaning protocols are followed. 

Dog Litter Boxes: While less common for dogs than cats, litter box systems using 
specialized dog litter, pellets, or even transitioning from paper/pads exist. Training 
typically involves establishing use on paper/pads first, then moving the paper into a 
shallow box and gradually adding litter. 

Managing Outdoor Trips from Apartments: 

Timing is Critical: Owners must factor in the travel time required to get from the 
apartment to the outdoor potty area. This means anticipating needs well in advance and 
taking the puppy out before they become desperate. 

Carrying Young Puppies: To prevent accidents in hallways, elevators, or lobbies, it's 
often best to carry very young puppies all the way downstairs. 

Consistency: If outdoor pottying is part of the plan (even if combined with indoor 
methods), strive to use a consistent outdoor spot whenever possible. 

Pre-Vaccination Safety: Until the puppy is fully vaccinated, rely on safe indoor methods 
or find a private, uncontaminated outdoor spot inaccessible to unknown dogs. 

Logistics: Apartment dwellers need to be prepared. Have leash, treats, and waste bags 
ready by the door. Consider a small, odor-controlled waste bin for balcony/patio cleanup 
to reduce trips to the main dumpster. Before the puppy arrives, thoroughly clean the 
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apartment, especially carpets, with an enzymatic cleaner to eliminate any lingering 
odors from previous pets, which could trigger marking. 

Choosing an indoor potty method often involves weighing immediate convenience 
against potential future training challenges. While pads and indoor systems offer 
practical solutions for apartment life, they can sometimes lead to confusion or make the 
eventual transition to exclusive outdoor elimination more difficult. Using real or artificial 
grass patches is often suggested as a way to mitigate this transition difficulty, as it helps 
the puppy associate elimination with a grass-like surface from the start. Ultimately, the 
decision to use indoor methods is frequently driven by factors outside the owner's 
immediate control, such as building constraints, the puppy's vaccination status, extreme 
weather, or the owner's physical limitations. Therefore, a comprehensive approach must 
provide non-judgmental, practical guidance on how to implement these indoor methods 
effectively, focusing on consistency, reinforcement, and proper management within the 
chosen system, rather than simply dismissing them. 

3.3 Transitioning from Indoor Methods to Outdoors 

For owners who use indoor potty methods (like pads or patches) initially but aim for 
exclusive outdoor elimination long-term, a gradual transition process is necessary. This 
requires patience and consistency. 

Goal: The objective is to systematically shift the puppy's established habit and 
preference from the indoor potty spot to the desired outdoor location. 

Gradual Movement: Begin by slowly moving the potty pad or grass patch progressively 
closer to the door that leads outside. Move it only a short distance each day or every 
few days to avoid confusing the puppy. Ensure the puppy sees where the spot has been 
moved. 

Bridging Inside and Out: Once the pad/patch is right next to the door, the next step is 
to move it just outside that door. Encourage the puppy to use it in this new outdoor 
location. 

Fading the Indoor Spot: From just outside the door, continue to gradually move the 
pad/patch further into the yard or towards the final designated outdoor potty area. 

Reducing Pad Size (if applicable): Once the pad is consistently being used in the 
desired outdoor location, start making it smaller. Cut off a piece of the pad every day or 
so. As the pad shrinks, the puppy will increasingly eliminate on the surrounding ground 
surface, eventually eliminating directly on the grass or dirt without needing the pad cue. 

Using Cues: Throughout this transition, consistently use the established verbal potty 
cue ("Go Potty") when taking the puppy to the pad/patch in its new locations. This helps 
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the puppy understand the expected behavior remains the same, even as the location 
shifts. 

Catching the Urge: Be extra vigilant during the transition period. When the puppy starts 
heading towards the old indoor spot (or the current location of the moving pad/patch), 
intercept them quickly and redirect them outside to the target outdoor area. Taking the 
pad outside with the puppy during these redirected trips can be helpful initially to 
provide a familiar cue. 

Reinforce Outdoor Success: Continue to provide immediate, high-value reinforcement 
(praise, treats) for every successful elimination in the desired outdoor location. Make 
outdoor success highly rewarding. 

A successful transition hinges on systematically making the outdoor elimination option 
more attractive and rewarding while simultaneously making the indoor option less 
available or relevant. By physically moving the familiar cue (pad/patch) into the desired 
environment and heavily reinforcing success there, while also actively redirecting 
attempts to use the old spot, the owner gradually reshapes the puppy's habit and 
preference towards the outdoors. 

Potty Training Based on Puppy's Situation 

Beyond environmental factors, potty training strategies may need adjustments based on 
the level of supervision provided indoors, the presence of other dogs, and the owner's 
previous experience. 

4.1 Leashed Supervision vs. Controlled Freedom Indoors 

Maintaining close supervision when the puppy is not confined is crucial for preventing 
accidents. There are two main approaches to achieving this indoors: 
  

Leashed Indoors (Umbilical Cord Method): This involves keeping the puppy on a 
lightweight leash that is either held by the owner or tethered to the owner's belt or 
furniture near them. 

Benefits: This method offers the highest level of supervision, physically preventing the 
puppy from wandering off to have an accident in another room or hidden corner. The 
owner is immediately aware of any restlessness, sniffing, circling, or attempts to 
posture. 

Implementation: Use a comfortable harness and a light leash to avoid discomfort. 
Ensure the tether length allows some movement but keeps the puppy within sight and 
reach, and check frequently for potential entanglement hazards. 
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Controlled Freedom (Eyes-On): This approach allows the puppy to be off-leash but 
strictly confined to the same room as the owner, who maintains constant visual contact. 
Baby gates or closed doors are used to prevent the puppy from leaving the supervised 
area. 

Benefits: Gives the puppy slightly more freedom to move and explore within a limited 
space, while still allowing the owner to monitor behavior and intervene quickly if 
elimination cues are observed. 

Requires: This method demands significant, uninterrupted focus from the owner. It is not 
suitable if the owner is likely to be distracted by other tasks like cooking, working, phone 
calls, or caring for children. 

When to Use Which: The umbilical cord (leashed) method is often recommended 
during the very initial stages of potty training, when accidents are most likely, or during 
high-risk periods (e.g., shortly after meals or play). Controlled freedom can be 
introduced as the owner becomes more adept at reading the puppy's cues and the 
puppy demonstrates slightly more reliability, but only when the owner can commit to 
vigilant, uninterrupted observation. Allowing a puppy to roam freely unsupervised is a 
primary contributor to potty training setbacks. 

The choice between these two supervision methods ultimately depends on the owner's 
realistic ability to provide undistracted attention at any given moment. Leashing provides 
a physical fail-safe, requiring slightly less constant visual tracking, whereas controlled 
freedom relies entirely on the owner's unwavering focus. 

4.2 Leveraging an Older Dog Mentor 

If the household includes an older dog who is already reliably housetrained, this canine 
companion can potentially serve as a positive role model for the new puppy. 

Potential Benefits: Puppies are adept at learning through observation. Watching an 
older dog consistently eliminate outside in the designated potty spot can help the puppy 
understand the expected behavior and location more quickly. 

How to Facilitate: Include the older dog on the puppy's potty breaks. Allow the puppy to 
watch the older dog eliminate, and offer praise to the older dog for their good behavior, 
demonstrating the positive consequences to the observant puppy. The scent left by the 
older dog in the designated area can also help attract the puppy. 

Important Considerations: 

Reliability: This strategy is only effective if the older dog has impeccable housetraining 
habits and consistently uses the desired location. An older dog with poor habits will 
model the wrong behavior. 
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Management: Ensure the puppy doesn't excessively bother or distract the older dog 
during their potty time. Interactions should be managed positively. 

Supplement, Not Substitute: The older dog's presence is a helpful supplement to the 
training process, not a replacement for the owner's active involvement. The owner must 
still adhere to the puppy's schedule, provide immediate reinforcement directly to the 
puppy for their successes, supervise the puppy indoors, and manage the overall training 
plan. 

While observational learning can occur, relying solely on an older dog to "teach" the 
puppy is insufficient. The older dog provides passive modeling, but the core 
responsibilities of structuring the routine, rewarding the puppy's specific actions, 
preventing accidents, and managing the environment remain firmly with the owner. 

The Just Behaving approach emphasizes the tremendous value of mentorship from 
well-adjusted adult dogs. This natural learning process often accelerates the puppy's 
understanding of appropriate elimination behaviors through observation and social 
facilitation. Puppies instinctively model the behaviors of stable adult dogs, quickly 
picking up cues about where to eliminate, when to hold it, and how to signal needs. The 
adult dog's calm demeanor during potty breaks also helps establish the right emotional 
tone, showing the puppy that elimination is a normal, calm activity rather than an 
exciting event. 

However, the owner's role in structuring this mentorship is vital. The owner must ensure 
the adult dog is genuinely modeling desired behaviors, create the right circumstances 
for observation, and still maintain the puppy's regular potty schedule. This dual 
mentorship—from both the adult dog and the calm, consistent human—creates an ideal 
learning environment aligned with the puppy's natural development. 

4.3 Guidance for First-Time vs. Experienced Owners 

While the fundamental principles of potty training apply universally, the challenges and 
potential pitfalls can differ based on the owner's level of experience. 

First-Time Owners: 

Common Challenges: Often underestimate the sheer amount of time, consistency, and 
vigilance required. Maintaining a strict schedule, especially with nighttime breaks, can 
be difficult. They may struggle to recognize subtle elimination cues or react emotionally 
(with frustration or inappropriate punishment) to inevitable accidents. Improper crate 
introduction or use (e.g., wrong size, too long duration) is also common. Mastering the 
precise timing for rewards can be tricky initially. 

Key Advice: Strict adherence to a frequent potty schedule is paramount. Emphasize the 
non-negotiable need for constant supervision or confinement. Practice patience and 
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maintain a positive attitude, focusing solely on positive reinforcement. Ensure 
immediate and thorough cleanup of any accidents using enzymatic cleaners. Keeping a 
potty log for the first few weeks can help identify patterns and adjust the schedule 
accordingly. Seeking guidance from a veterinarian or certified professional trainer early 
on if struggling is highly recommended. 

Experienced Owners: 

Potential Pitfalls: The primary risk is often complacency, stemming from the assumption 
that "I've done this before, I know how it works." They might assume the new puppy will 
learn at the same pace or have the same habits as previous dogs, overlooking 
individual differences. This can lead to cutting corners, granting too much freedom too 
soon, becoming impatient if progress is slower than expected, or neglecting crucial 
foundation steps like consistent reinforcement. 

Key Advice: Remember that every puppy is an individual. Resist the urge to compare 
the current puppy to past pets. Recommit to the fundamental principles: unwavering 
consistency in schedule and rewards, diligent supervision, and positive methods. 
Actively observe and learn the current puppy's unique signals, rhythms, and needs. 
Adapt the approach based on this individual, rather than relying solely on past 
experiences. 

While the core training methodology remains constant, the application and likely 
stumbling blocks vary. First-time owners often need support with the basic mechanics, 
consistency, and emotional regulation. Experienced owners need reminders to stay 
grounded in the fundamentals, avoid generalizations, and tailor their approach to the 
specific puppy in front of them. A comprehensive guide must address both perspectives, 
reinforcing the basics for novices while cautioning veterans against complacency. 

Troubleshooting Common Potty Training Challenges 

Despite the best efforts, owners will likely encounter some bumps along the potty 
training road. Understanding how to address common challenges effectively is crucial 
for maintaining progress and avoiding frustration. 

5.1 Handling Accidents 

Accidents are a normal part of the learning process, especially with young puppies. How 
the owner responds is critical. 
 
If You Catch Them in the Act: 

The goal is to interrupt the behavior without frightening the puppy. Make a sudden but 
non-threatening noise – a clap of the hands or a cheerful "Oops!" or "Ah-ah!" – is often 
sufficient to startle them into stopping momentarily. Avoid yelling or using harsh tones, 
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which can create fear. 
  

Immediately scoop up the puppy (if small enough) or quickly lead them on leash outside 
to their designated potty spot. 

Wait patiently at the spot. If they finish eliminating outside, praise them enthusiastically 
and offer a reward. 

If You Find the Accident Later: 

It is absolutely critical not to punish the puppy. Dogs cannot associate punishment with 
an action that occurred even minutes earlier. Scolding, pointing at the mess, or the 
outdated and harmful practice of rubbing the puppy's nose in it will only teach the puppy 
to fear the owner or the presence of waste, potentially leading them to hide when they 
eliminate. 

Simply clean the soiled area thoroughly and silently. 

Mentally review what led to the accident. Was supervision lacking? Was a potty break 
missed? Were cues ignored? Use the accident as feedback to adjust the management 
or schedule to prevent it from happening again. Most accidents are ultimately due to an 
oversight in management or timing by the owner. 

Cleaning Effectively: Proper cleanup is essential to prevent the puppy from being 
attracted back to the same spot by lingering odors. 

Blot up as much liquid as possible with paper towels first. Pick up solid waste. 

Use an enzymatic cleaner specifically formulated for pet stains. These cleaners contain 
enzymes or beneficial bacteria that break down the odor-causing molecules in urine and 
feces, effectively eliminating the scent cue. Follow the product instructions carefully. 

Avoid using ammonia-based cleaners, as their smell is similar to urine and can actually 
encourage the puppy to re-mark the area. A 50/50 solution of white vinegar and water 
can be used as an alternative cleaner if enzymatic products are unavailable. 

The owner's response to an accident represents a crucial teaching moment. Reacting 
with punishment teaches fear and mistrust. Conversely, calmly interrupting an accident-
in-progress, redirecting to the correct location, and then focusing on improving future 
prevention strategies reinforces the desired behavior and strengthens the learning 
process. Accidents should be viewed not as failures to be punished, but as valuable 
information guiding the owner to refine their management plan. 

5.2 Addressing Regression 
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Sometimes, a puppy who seemed to be making good progress or was even considered 
housetrained may suddenly start having accidents again. This is known as regression. 

What it Looks Like: A noticeable increase in indoor accidents after a period of 
reliability. 

Possible Causes: Regression usually has an underlying cause: 

Medical Issues: Urinary tract infections (UTIs), bladder stones, kidney problems, or 
other medical conditions can cause increased urination frequency, urgency, or 
incontinence. This should always be the first consideration, especially if the regression 
is sudden or occurs in an older, previously reliable dog. 

Changes in Routine or Environment: Significant disruptions like a change in the owner's 
work schedule, a new pet or person in the household, moving to a new home, or even 
extended visitors can cause stress or anxiety, leading to setbacks in training. 

Incomplete Training/Reinforcement: The puppy may have been given too much freedom 
too soon, before the housetraining habits were truly solidified. Alternatively, the owner 
might have stopped rewarding successful outdoor elimination prematurely, weakening 
the learned behavior. 

Fear or Anxiety: A frightening experience associated with the outdoor potty spot (e.g., a 
loud noise, an encounter with another animal) could make the puppy hesitant to 
eliminate there. 

Solutions: 

Veterinary Check-up: The first and most important step is to consult a veterinarian to 
rule out any underlying medical causes. Bring a urine sample if possible. 
  

Back to Basics: If medical issues are ruled out, temporarily revert to a stricter 
management and training protocol, similar to the initial stages. Increase the frequency 
of leashed potty breaks, provide enthusiastic reinforcement for success, increase 
supervision levels, and utilize the crate more strategically. 

Reinforce Routine: Re-establish and strictly adhere to a consistent daily schedule for 
feeding, watering, and potty breaks. 

Identify and Address Stressors: If a specific environmental change or stressor seems 
linked to the regression, try to mitigate it or help the puppy adjust gradually. 

Review Reinforcement: Ensure outdoor successes are still being consistently and 
effectively rewarded. 
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Regression is rarely defiance; it typically signals that something is wrong – medically, 
environmentally, or with the solidity of the initial training. Simply restarting the training 
routine without identifying and addressing the root cause (like an untreated infection, 
ongoing stress, or the fact that the puppy never fully generalized the behavior) is 
unlikely to resolve the issue permanently. Diagnosis must precede effective retraining. 

5.3 Understanding and Managing Marking Behavior 

Marking is distinct from accidents caused by a full bladder or lack of training. It's a 
communication behavior that requires a different management approach. 

Distinguishing from Accidents: Marking usually involves depositing small amounts of 
urine, often on vertical surfaces (furniture legs, walls, doorways), although it can occur 
on horizontal surfaces too. It can happen even if the dog has recently eliminated 
outside. The motivation is typically social or territorial, not physiological need. 

Common Triggers: Marking can be triggered by various factors: 

• Introduction to a new environment (the dog tries to make it "smell like home" by 
masking unfamiliar scents with their own). 

• The presence or scent of other dogs (inside or outside the home). 

• New items brought into the home (furniture, shopping bags). 

• Anxiety, insecurity, or social stress. 

• Reaching sexual maturity (advertising availability). 

Management Strategies: 

Neutering/Spaying: This is often the most effective step, especially if done before 
marking behavior becomes ingrained. It reduces the hormonal drive related to sexual 
advertising and territoriality. Early neutering can prevent the impulse from developing. 

Thorough Cleaning: Meticulously clean any previously marked spots with an enzymatic 
cleaner to eliminate the scent cues that invite remarking. 

Supervision and Restriction: Increase supervision, especially in areas where marking 
occurs. Restrict access to known marking targets when unsupervised. Catching the dog 
in the act allows for interruption (calm "Oops!") and redirection outside. 

Manage Triggers: Address underlying anxiety through training and environmental 
management. Control exposure to triggers like the scent of other dogs (e.g., cleaning 
areas near doors/windows). Introduce new objects calmly. 
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Rule Out Medical Issues: While less common, certain medical conditions can 
sometimes contribute to marking-like behaviors, so a veterinary check remains 
important. 

Reinforce Appropriate Potty Habits: Continue to strongly reinforce elimination in the 
designated outdoor spot to maintain the desired behavior pattern. 

Because marking stems from a communicative drive rather than a simple housetraining 
lapse, management strategies need to address the underlying motivation (territory, 
anxiety, social signals). Simply increasing the frequency of potty breaks, while still 
important for overall management, may not be sufficient on its own. Addressing triggers, 
altering hormonal status through neutering, and removing scent cues are key 
components of managing marking behavior effectively. 

5.4 When Training Seems Stalled 

If potty training progress seems to hit a plateau or isn't happening despite consistent 
effort, a systematic review of the process is needed. 

Review the Fundamentals: Honestly assess adherence to the core principles. Is the 
potty schedule truly consistent, or are breaks sometimes missed or delayed? Is 
supervision genuinely constant when the puppy is loose, or are there lapses? Are 
rewards being given immediately after successful elimination every single time? Is the 
crate the right size and being used positively? Are accidents being cleaned with an 
effective enzymatic cleaner? Often, a small inconsistency in one area can hinder 
progress. 

Re-evaluate Frequency: Perhaps the puppy simply needs to go out more often than 
the current schedule allows, even if it aligns with general guidelines. Keep a detailed 
potty log for several days, noting times of eating, drinking, sleeping, playing, and 
elimination (both successful and accidents) to identify more precise patterns and needs. 

Check Reward Value: Is the treat or praise being used genuinely motivating for this 
specific puppy? Some puppies require higher-value rewards (e.g., tiny pieces of cooked 
chicken, cheese, or special training treats) to stay motivated, especially if training has 
been ongoing. Experiment with different rewards to see what elicits the most 
enthusiasm. 

Consider Medical Issues Again: If progress stalls unexpectedly or basic training 
seems ineffective, revisit the possibility of an underlying medical problem like a UTI, 
even if checked previously. 

Hidden Potty Spots: Ensure the puppy isn't managing to sneak away to a hidden spot 
(behind furniture, in an unused room) for accidents. If this is suspected, increase 
supervision further or restrict access to those areas completely. 
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Diet Check: Consider if the puppy's diet might be contributing to the problem. Poor 
quality food can sometimes cause digestive upset leading to more frequent or loose 
stools, or excessive thirst leading to more frequent urination. Discuss dietary options 
with a veterinarian. 

Seek Professional Help: If, after carefully reviewing and adjusting the plan, progress 
remains elusive, don't hesitate to consult a qualified professional. A certified 
professional dog trainer (CPDT-KA/SA) or a veterinary behaviorist (DACVB) can 
observe the puppy and owner, identify subtle issues, and develop a customized plan. 

Stalled progress is usually not due to the puppy being "stubborn" or "untrainable." It 
typically indicates a breakdown in one of the core training pillars (consistency, 
management, reinforcement), an undetected medical issue, or perhaps a mismatch 
between the training approach and the individual puppy's needs. A systematic 
troubleshooting process, methodically examining each component of the training plan, 
is necessary to identify the specific bottleneck and get back on track. 

Table 3: Troubleshooting Guide: Common Problems & Solutions 

This table provides a quick reference for addressing frequent potty training challenges. 

Common 
Problem 

Possible Causes Recommended 
Solutions/Strategies 

Accidents 
when 
unsupervised 

- Lack of 
supervision/management - Too 
much freedom too soon 

- Increase direct supervision (eyes-
on or leash tethering) - Use 
confinement reliably (crate, pen, 
gated room) when unable to 
supervise - Reduce unsupervised 
freedom temporarily. 

Accidents 
shortly after 
coming inside 
(despite being 
taken out) 

- Puppy was distracted outside, 
didn't fully eliminate  - Potty 
break was too short  - Rewarded 
too soon (interrupted 
elimination) - Playtime 
happened before elimination 

- Keep puppy on leash during entire 
potty break to ensure focus  - Wait 
patiently (5-10 min) for elimination  - 
Ensure reward happens after 
elimination is complete  - If no 
elimination occurs, bring inside under 
strict supervision/confinement and try 
again in 15-20 min  - Ensure 
"business before pleasure". 

Regression 
(accidents 

- Medical issue (e.g., UTI) - 
Change in routine/environment 

- Veterinary check-up first! - Go 
"back to basics": stricter schedule, 
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after period of 
success) 

causing stress  - Too much 
freedom granted too early  - 
Reinforcement faded too quickly  
- Fear/anxiety related to potty 
spot 

increased supervision, more frequent 
reinforcement - Re-establish routine 
consistency - Identify and mitigate 
stressors - Ensure outdoor spot is 
perceived as safe. 

Marking 
(small urine 
amounts, 
often vertical 
surfaces) 

- Territoriality/communication - 
New environment/objects - 
Presence/scent of other dogs - 
Anxiety/insecurity - Sexual 
maturity (unneutered/unspayed) 

- Neuter/Spay puppy  - Thoroughly 
clean marked spots with enzymatic 
cleaner - Increase supervision & 
restrict access to target areas - 
Manage triggers (address anxiety, 
control exposure) - Rule out medical 
issues. 

Crate Soiling - Crate too large - Left in crate 
too long (exceeding bladder 
capacity) - Medical issue - 
Anxiety/distress in crate - 
Improper cleaning of previous 
crate accidents - Negative 
association with crate (used for 
punishment) 

- Ensure crate is correct size (use 
divider if needed) <br> - Adhere 
strictly to age-appropriate crating 
duration limits; provide midday 
breaks if needed - Veterinary check-
up - Address crate anxiety with 
positive counter-conditioning - Clean 
crate thoroughly with enzymatic 
cleaner - Never use crate for 
punishment. 

Refusal to 
eliminate in 
bad weather 
(rain, snow, 
cold) 

- Discomfort with weather 
conditions  - Distraction by 
weather elements - Lack of 
habituation 

- Accompany puppy outside (use 
umbrella!) - Keep breaks brief but 
focused  - Use potty cue strongly  - 
Reward immediately and highly for 
success - Consider temporary use of 
covered area or indoor option if 
severe/persistent - Gradually 
acclimate puppy to different weather 
conditions with positive experiences. 

 
Synthesizing Strategies & Long-Term Success 

Achieving reliable housetraining is not about finding a single magic bullet, but rather 
about the consistent and integrated application of several key principles. The pillars of 
success – a predictable routine, diligent supervision and management, timely positive 
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reinforcement, appropriate use of tools like crates and leashes, and a fundamental 
understanding of the puppy's developmental needs and instincts – all work together 
synergistically. A breakdown in one area often impacts the others; for example, 
inconsistent supervision leads to missed opportunities for reinforcement and 
undermines the routine. Success requires a holistic and committed approach from the 
owner. 

Maintaining Habits: Once a puppy appears to be reliably housetrained, it's tempting for 
owners to relax the rules completely. However, it's important to maintain good habits, 
especially through the adolescent period (often starting around 6 months), when 
regressions can sometimes occur. Continue to offer regular potty opportunities on a 
reasonable schedule. Reinforcement for appropriate elimination can become more 
intermittent but shouldn't disappear entirely. Crucially, avoid granting complete, 
unsupervised freedom throughout the house too early. Gradually increase freedom only 
when the puppy has demonstrated consistent reliability over an extended period. 

Lifelong Management: While a well-trained adult dog will have strong habits, 
housetraining isn't necessarily a "one and done" event. Significant life changes – 
moving to a new home, major shifts in schedule, illness, or the onset of age-related 
issues – can sometimes lead to setbacks even in previously reliable dogs. Owners 
should remain aware of their dog's needs throughout their life and be prepared to 
implement temporary management strategies (like increased supervision or refresher 
potty breaks) if circumstances change. 

Celebrating Success: Potty training is a significant undertaking. Owners should 
acknowledge and celebrate the progress made along the way, both for their own 
motivation and to continue building a positive relationship with their puppy. Recognizing 
milestones reinforces the partnership aspect of training. 

Final Encouragement: The journey to a fully housetrained dog requires dedication, but 
the rewards are immense. By consistently applying the principles of patience, positivity, 
and proactive management outlined in this guide, owners can successfully teach their 
puppies appropriate toileting habits while simultaneously strengthening the bond they 
share. The result is a well-behaved canine companion who is a joy to live with for years 
to come. 

Appendix: Quick Reference Guides 

Potty Training Essentials Checklist: 

• Appropriately sized crate (with divider if needed) 

• High-quality enzymatic cleaner for pet stains 

• Collar or harness (comfortable fit) 
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• Fixed-length leash (4-6 feet) 

• High-value training treats (small, soft, enticing) 

• Potty pads, grass patch, or litter system (if using indoor methods) 

• Baby gates or exercise pen (for management) 

• Poop bags 

• Paper towels (for accident cleanup) 

• Optional: Bell for door training 

• Optional: Potty log/journal 

(Table 1: Sample Potty Training Schedules (By Puppy Age) - Refer to table in Section 2) 

(Table 3: Troubleshooting Guide: Common Problems & Solutions - Refer to table in 
Section 5) 

Potty Cue Training Steps: 

1. Take puppy on leash to designated potty spot. 

2. Wait patiently. As puppy starts to eliminate, clearly say your chosen cue (e.g., 
"Go Potty") one time. 

3. Let puppy finish completely. 

4. Immediately (within 1-2 seconds) praise enthusiastically and give a high-value 
treat. 

5. Repeat consistently at every successful potty break. 

6. After many repetitions (days/weeks), try saying the cue just as the puppy 
postures or arrives at the spot. Reward success. 

7. If cue doesn't work yet, revert to saying it during elimination for a few more days. 

8. Gradually, the cue should prompt elimination. 

Crate Training Introduction Steps (Simplified): 

1. Make it Inviting: Place crate in family area with comfy bedding. Secure door open 
initially. 

2. Positive Association (Treats/Toys): Toss high-value treats or toys near, then just 
inside, then further back into the crate. Let puppy enter voluntarily. Never force. 
Repeat often. 
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3. Feed Meals Inside: Place food bowl inside crate, moving it further back as puppy 
gets comfortable. 

4. Short Door Closures: Once comfortable eating inside, close door briefly while 
eating, opening it as soon as they finish. Gradually increase duration after meal 
by a few minutes. 

5. Practice Short Stays (Owner Present): Cue puppy to enter ("Crate!"), reward 
entry, close door. Stay nearby quietly for 5-10 mins, then let out while calm. 
Gradually increase duration. 

6. Practice Short Stays (Owner Out of Sight): Repeat step 5, but step out of sight 
briefly, return, wait, then release calmly. Gradually increase duration out of sight 
up to ~30 mins. 

7. Use for Naps/Night/Brief Absences: Once comfortable with step 6, start using 
crate for naps, overnight, and short periods alone, always ensuring needs (potty) 
met beforehand. Provide safe chew toy. 

8. Keep it Positive: Never use for punishment. Keep arrivals/departures low-key. 
Ignore mild whining; let out only when quiet. Address significant distress. 

This potty training manual emphasizes the principles of prevention, consistency, and 
positive reinforcement that align perfectly with the Just Behaving philosophy. By 
following these guidelines, owners can effectively develop their puppies into well-
mannered dogs who naturally understand appropriate elimination behaviors, ultimately 
creating a stronger bond and more harmonious household 


