Owner-Encouraged Rough Play on Puppy Mouthing
Behavior: A Just Behaving Perspective

Introduction

Unwanted mouth play behaviors in puppies - including playful biting, nipping, and
mouthing - rank among the most common challenges new dog owners face. Young
puppies naturally explore the world with their mouths, and their baby teeth can turn an
innocent play session into a painful experience for humans. Yet many well-meaning
owners unintentionally encourage these behaviors. It is a familiar scene: a family brings
home an adorable, tumbling puppy and immediately gets down on the floor to romp and
wrestle. Tug-of-war games, wrestling matches, and playful roughhousing seem intuitive
as ways to bond and burn off a puppy’s energy. Owners might laugh off gentle nips or
allow the pup to grab their hands or clothing, assuming the puppy will “grow out of it” or
learn limits in time. This peer-like play style - essentially “being a puppy with your
puppy” - feels natural and affectionate. However, this common approach, while rooted in
good intentions, overlooks fundamental principles of canine development and learning.
Both scientific understanding and simple behavioral logic suggest that rough, high-
intensity play with a puppy can inadvertently create lasting behavioral challenges,
hindering the development of a calm, respectful, well-adjusted adult dog. In short, the
very play behaviors encouraged in puppyhood can solidify habits that become problems
later on.

From the Just Behaving perspective, the way we play with a puppy profoundly shapes
their behavioral patterns. Just Behaving is a holistic canine upbringing philosophy
centered on raising calm, emotionally balanced dogs through proactive guidance rather
than reactive training. It posits that puppies are not born “badly behaved” - they largely
become what we nurture. If we excite and provoke them into rough play, they learn that
human interaction equals wild excitement; if instead we consistently model calm
behavior and prevent unwanted habits from forming, they learn to engage with us in a
gentler, more controlled manner. The central hypothesis explored in this thesis is that
the prevalence of undesirable mouth-oriented play behaviors in puppies is significantly
influenced by owner-initiated rough play. Moreover, by consistently avoiding deliberate
encouragement of such behaviors from puppyhood onward, one can drastically reduce
or even eliminate these issues. This hypothesis is examined through the lens of the Just
Behaving philosophy, which emphasizes prevention-first mentorship, structured calm
leadership, and gentle guidance.

First, we introduce the core Just Behaving philosophy - particularly its Five Pillars of
Mentorship, Calmness, Structured Leadership, Prevention, and Indirect Correction - and
how these principles relate to play and development. Next, we delve into how owner-
encouraged rough play during the puppy’s formative period can form persistent
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behavior patterns, and why a prevention-first approach is advocated. We then examine
Just Behaving’s approach to guiding behavior through indirect correction in tandem with
prevention, illustrating how gentle feedback complements proactive management. The
discussion will then align these concepts with established behavioral and developmental
theories - including social learning theory, operant conditioning, attachment theory, and
a phenomenological understanding of the dog’s experience - demonstrating that the
Just Behaving model is grounded in sound science and ethical considerations. Finally,
we hypothesize the expected behavioral outcomes of applying this model, consider the
broader implications for human—canine relationships and canine welfare, and propose
directions for future research (such as longitudinal studies and physiological measures)
to empirically validate the hypothesis. Throughout, insights and direct quotes from Just
Behaving resources and articles are woven in to reinforce key points. The goal is a
comprehensive, evidence-informed thesis that speaks to families, veterinary
professionals, behavior researchers, and dog training experts alike - illuminating how
something as simple as how we play with a puppy can shape their destiny as a calm or
mouthy adult dog.

The Just Behaving Philosophy: Five Pillars of Guidance

Just Behaving is not a traditional dog training program of commands and corrections — it
is best described as a comprehensive philosophy for living with and raising dogs. It
offers a framework that permeates every interaction with the puppy, rather than a set of
isolated training exercises. The philosophy is operationalized through Five Core Pillars
— Mentorship, Calmness, Structured Leadership, Prevention, and Indirect
Correction. These five pillars form an integrated approach to puppy upbringing, each
reinforcing the others. Rather than focusing on quick fixes or managing one behavior at
a time, the pillars guide owners in creating an environment and relationship that
naturally cultivates desirable behaviors (like gentle play and emotional stability) while
preempting or diminishing undesirable ones (like nipping, jumping, and excessive
excitement). Below, we examine each pillar in detail, with special attention to how it
relates to play behavior and puppy development.

Pillar 1: Mentorship

Mentorship in the Just Behaving philosophy refers to the idea that puppies learn best by
observing and following the guidance of a calm, trusted caregiver - akin to the way they
would learn from a parent or mentor figure in nature. Instead of the owner acting as a
mere rule-enforcer or an endless source of treats for tricks, the owner is encouraged to
act as a role model in everyday life. Mentorship means “the process by which dogs
learn through observing and modeling the behavior of their human caregivers, who act
as calm, consistent parent-figures or mentors.” In practice, this pillar emphasizes that a
puppy is always learning from the human’s behavior, mood, and responses, not just
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during formal training sessions but during every walk, playtime, and quiet evening at
home.

Crucially, the human’s role as a mentor is defined by balance: “In the mentorship role,
the human is neither a stern disciplinarian demanding obedience, nor an over-
enthusiastic playmate constantly stimulating excitement.” This distinction is vital when it
comes to play. A mentor does not intimidate or frighten the puppy into compliance, but
also does not indulge the puppy’s every playful whim in a chaotic manner. Instead, the
mentor sets the tone by modeling calm behavior. For example, if a puppy is jumping and
nipping for attention, a mentor-like owner remains composed and gently guides the
puppy to a more appropriate behavior (perhaps by redirecting to a toy or leading the
puppy into a sit), rather than either yelling (stern disciplinarian) or laughing and wrestling
back (playmate mode). By consistently demonstrating self-control, gentleness, and clear
expectations, the owner shows the puppy how to behave. The puppy, an inherently
social learner, begins to imitate and internalize the patterns they see.

From a developmental standpoint, mentorship taps into puppies’ natural social learning
abilities. Puppies, like children, watch and mimic those they consider leaders. If the
owner responds to excitement with calm redirection and never uses hands as toys, the
puppy learns to mirror that composure and treat human hands as off-limits for biting.
Mentorship also involves guiding by example during play: for instance, initiating games
that encourage cooperation (like hide-and-seek or scent games) rather than competition
or mouth-on-skin contact. The mentor shows that fun with humans comes from
interactive but controlled activities, not from frantic roughhousing. Over time, a puppy
raised with a strong mentorship influence develops an internal compass for behavior -
they have learned how to live calmly and respectfully by following the consistent cues of
their mentor. This stands in stark contrast to a puppy raised with an owner who acts as
a peer playmate; in the latter case, the puppy may learn that human-dog play means
intense physicality and boundary-pushing, which can fuel mouthy behavior. Mentorship
provides the puppy with a role model for proper conduct, helping them understand early
on that humans should be interacted with in a different (gentler) manner than littermates
or chew toys. In summary, through Mentorship, Just Behaving sets the stage for all
other pillars: the puppy views the human as a calm leader to emulate, not as another
puppy to roughhouse with.

Pillar 2: Calmness

The second pillar, Calmness, is about establishing a stable emotional baseline for the
puppy. In Just Behaving, calmness is not merely the absence of chaos at a given
moment - it is treated as a foundational state of being that the dog should gradually
adopt as their default. “Calmness is not about suppressing a dog’s spirit; it’s about
cultivating a calm default state. This inner calm is crucial for emotional stability, allowing
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the dog to process information, learn effectively, and respond thoughtfully rather than
reactively.” In other words, when a puppy learns to be calm, they become better
equipped to handle everyday stressors and excitements without tipping into anxiety or
frenzy. A pup with a calm baseline can meet new people, hear strange sounds, or
encounter other dogs with lower risk of overreaction. This pillar has profound
implications for play behavior: a puppy who is accustomed to calmness is less likely to
engage in over-aroused, mouthy play in the first place.

Cultivating calmness in a young, naturally energetic animal requires proactive effort
from the owner. It begins with the owner’s own demeanor - a principle often summarized
as “calm creates calm.” Dogs are highly attuned to human emotions and tone of voice; if
the owner speaks in excited, high-pitched tones and flails their arms in play, the puppy
will mirror that excitement. Conversely, if the owner maintains a relaxed tone, slow
movements, and composed energy, the puppy is influenced to dial down their intensity.
Just Behaving encourages families to manage the puppy’s environment and interactions
mindfully to avoid chronic overstimulation. As one guide advises, “We advocate for
mindful interaction, avoiding the constant overstimulation that can come from incessant
high-energy games or chaotic environments, especially during formative periods. While
play is vital, it should be balanced with ample quiet time and calm engagement.” This
means that rather than keeping the puppy revved up with long, intense play sessions,
the family intentionally intersperses short, gentle play with periods of rest and calm
interaction (such as quiet cuddling, chew toy time, or simple training of basic cues in a
low-key manner). The aim is not to eliminate fun or exercise - play and physical activity
are indeed essential for a puppy’s health - but to ensure the puppy’s life is not
characterized by perpetual high arousal. If a dog is constantly in a state of excitement,
they never learn how to self-soothe and settle, which can lead to chronic stress or
hyperactivity. By making calmness a routine part of the day (for example, enforcing
short “calm breaks” after play, or practicing relaxed leash walks instead of only frenetic
dog-park trips), the puppy’s nervous system gets practice in returning to a baseline of
relaxation.

In the context of mouthy behavior, Pillar 2’s influence is straightforward: a puppy that
learns to be calm by default is far less inclined to bite out of overstimulation. Many biting
incidents happen when a puppy is overly excited - a state we often inadvertently cause
by riling them up. Through Just Behaving’s calmness pillar, owners strive to prevent
those extremes of excitement from becoming the norm. This approach also gives the
puppy a valuable life skill: the ability to modulate their arousal level. A dog that can play
enthusiastically and then relax afterward is much less likely to become the perpetual
motion machine who nips at hands for attention or cannot settle down in the evening.
Instead, they experience that excitement is a temporary state - one that begins and
ends under gentle control - and that contentment and quiet are positive, safe states as
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well. By embedding calm moments and a serene atmosphere into daily life, Just
Behaving sets the puppy up to find reward in calmness itself. When calm behavior is a
comfortable habit, the puppy will naturally be gentler during interactions, reducing the
tendency to use their mouth inappropriately on people.

Pillar 3: Structured Leadership

Structured Leadership is the pillar that defines the human’s role as a benevolent guide
and decision-maker in the dog’s life. In essence, it means providing clear rules,
consistent routines, and kind authority so that the puppy always knows what is expected
and feels secure under the human’s guidance. Leadership in this context is not about
dominance or instilling fear; it is described as “providing clear, consistent boundaries
and gentle guidance. It's about creating a predictable and secure world for the dog,
where expectations are understood not through force, but through clarity and repetition.’
What does this look like in practice? It means the owner sets house rules and
boundaries early on - for example, establishing that jumping on people is not allowed,
that food on the table is off-limits, and crucially for our topic, that teeth are never to
touch human skin. These rules are conveyed to the puppy consistently (everyone in the
family enforces them the same way) and with patience. The puppy isn’'t punished
harshly for infractions due to ignorance; instead, the owner anticipates situations and
gently steers the puppy toward the correct behavior, reinforcing boundaries consistently
so the puppy learns them as simply “how things are.”

z

Structured Leadership is predictable and kind. The owner assumes the role of a
“benevolent leader, making thoughtful decisions that prioritize the dog’s well-being and
the harmony of the family unit.” For example, a benevolent leader will decide when the
puppy needs a nap to avoid becoming overtired and nippy, or will place a baby gate to
prevent the puppy from barging into the kitchen during cooking time - not as arbitrary
power moves, but to keep the environment safe and calm. By making such decisions,
the human prevents chaos and confusion. Puppies, much like human children, find
comfort in knowing there are consistent rules and that someone capable is gently in
charge. Just Behaving explicitly differentiates this approach from old-fashioned
dominance-based methods: Structured Leadership is flexible, compassionate, and
focused on trust, not fear. The puppy should never be left wondering whether biting is
sometimes allowed or whether a certain piece of furniture is sometimes okay to chew -
the expectations remain clear and steady.

When it comes to play and mouthing behavior, Structured Leadership provides the
framework of rules that prevent problems. A leader will make it clear from day one that,
for instance, tugging on clothing or nibbling fingers is not acceptable play. Importantly,
Just Behaving advocates setting these rules before bad habits develop. An owner
practicing structured leadership might institute “house rules” such as: No tug-of-war
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games with humans, No mouth-play or play-biting on people, and No wrestling on the
floor. These rules might seem strict to some, but they serve a critical developmental
purpose - they prevent confusion and boundary-pushing. If a puppy never experiences
tug-of-war with a person, they are less likely to view people as tug toys later. If they are
never allowed to gnaw on fingers, they learn that human skin is off-limits, period.
Consistency is key: if one day rough play is indulged and the next day the puppy is
scolded for it, the puppy receives mixed messages and is more likely to keep testing
limits. Structured Leadership avoids that scenario by removing ambiguity. The outcome
is a puppy who, through gentle but firm leadership, understands their place in the
household hierarchy - not as a fear-based “subordinate,” but as a well-loved family
member who has clear guidance. Such a puppy is typically more secure and less
anxious, because they don’t feel the need to constantly test where the limits are; those
limits were lovingly made clear early on. They can relax into the security of a world that
makes sense. In contrast, a lack of leadership or inconsistent leadership can leave a
puppy confused about what behaviors are expected or allowed - a confusion that often
manifests as persistent nipping, jumping, and other attention-seeking behaviors. With
Structured Leadership, the puppy learns that the human sets the rules of play, and
those rules include politeness and gentleness. This clarity is incredibly important for
curbing mouthy play: the puppy isn’t left to figure out proper behavior by trial and error
(with teeth involved), because the owner has proactively established what is and isn’t
acceptable.

Pillar 4: Prevention

Perhaps the most directly relevant pillar to the hypothesis at hand is Prevention. Just
Behaving heavily emphasizes prevention as both a philosophy and a practical strategy:
“Prevention is a cornerstone of Just Behaving, emphasizing a proactive approach. We
focus on establishing desirable behaviors from the very beginning, making it easier for
the puppy or dog to ‘get it right’ rather than correcting mistakes later.” The logic behind
this is straightforward - it is far easier to prevent a bad habit from forming than to correct
it after it's established. In the context of mouthy behaviors, the Prevention pillar
translates to shaping the puppy’s play habits before nipping ever becomes a big
problem.

A prevention-first mindset means that owners should anticipate common puppy pitfalls
(like mouthing due to teething or excitement) and head them off through smart
management and early training. For example, knowing that puppies explore with their
mouths, an owner guided by prevention will ensure the puppy always has appropriate
chew toys handy and will proactively redirect the puppy’s mouth to those toys at the first
sign of nibbling. Rather than waiting until the puppy has been biting humans for weeks
and then reacting with punishment or intensive training, the owner arranges
circumstances such that the puppy rarely gets a chance to practice the unwanted
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behavior in the first place. This might involve simple measures like using baby gates or
a leash (often called a “house line”) to manage the puppy’s access to people and
objects, especially during play. If an exuberant play session starts to tip towards nipping,
a preventive approach would be to calmly pause the play immediately, redirect the
puppy to calm activity, or initiate a brief timeout before things escalate. It also involves
educating all family members - especially children - on how to play gently and avoid
encouraging the puppy to use its mouth.

One of the key tenets of prevention in Just Behaving is consistency from day one.
Families are advised to agree on firm rules and stick to them. For instance, a Just
Behaving family would implement a rule like “No teeth on skin, ever,” even if the puppy
is tiny and the bites are playful and harmless at 8 weeks old. By never allowing the
behavior to be practiced, the puppy doesn’t develop a habit that needs breaking. This
directly supports the hypothesis that avoiding encouragement of mouth play can
eliminate it: if a puppy never learns that biting humans is a fun game, then as the puppy
matures it has no expectation that putting teeth on people is acceptable or rewarding.
Compare this to a puppy who spent months playing mouthing games and then, once
bigger, is suddenly expected to stop - that puppy faces a confusing relearning process,
often accompanied by frustration (for both dog and owner). Prevention spares the dog
this confusion and the owner the struggle of later correction.

Beyond mouthing, Prevention as a pillar also means structuring the puppy’s daily life to
prevent various other issues (from chewing shoes to jumping on guests). It's a mindset
of proactive parenting: just as one would baby-proof a home for a toddler, Just Behaving
encourages “puppy-proofing” not only the environment but also the social routines, to
set the puppy up for success. This might include managing the puppy’s energy with
adequate exercise and mental stimulation at appropriate times so that the puppy is not
bursting with pent-up energy (a common precursor to rough biting play). It also means
socializing the puppy in controlled, positive ways — introducing them to new experiences
calmly rather than through overwhelming encounters - which prevents fear-based biting
or over-excited behaviors down the line.

In summary, the Prevention pillar enshrines the idea that the best way to fix a problem
behavior is to never let it become a problem. By intentionally avoiding the
encouragement of rough play and mouthiness from the start, owners essentially remove
the fuel that would fire those habits. The puppy grows up never realizing that tugging on
a sleeve or gnawing on a hand could be a game - those thoughts simply don’t occur
because the environment never presented them. Of course, prevention is not about
keeping the puppy in a bubble or never allowing any fun; it's about channeling the
puppy’s normal behaviors (chewing, playing, exploring) into appropriate outlets right
away. With those good habits firmly in place, there is little room for undesirable
behaviors to sneak in. This pillar, therefore, is at the heart of our hypothesis: it asserts
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that consistent avoidance of mouth-play from puppyhood drastically reduces the
incidence of biting behaviors - a statement we will explore in depth in upcoming
sections.

Pillar 5: Indirect Correction

While prevention and positive guidance are the heavyweights of Just Behaving, no
approach can be entirely without the need to correct a puppy at times. That’s where
Indirect Correction comes in. This pillar acknowledges that inevitably there will be
moments when a puppy tests a boundary or makes a misstep (after all, no puppy or
environment is perfect). However, instead of resorting to harsh punishment or direct
confrontation, Just Behaving employs “gentle, non-aversive feedback to the dog when
they stray from desired behaviors. It’s not punishment, but rather a way of clearly and
calmly communicating ‘that’s not quite it’ or ‘try this instead’.” Indirect correction is thus
best understood as a mild course-correction for the puppy, used sparingly and
thoughtfully, always in a way that preserves the puppy’s trust and confidence.

What might this look like in practice? Consider a puppy that, despite all preventive
measures, has gotten excited and nips at your hand. A direct punitive correction might
be something like yelling “No!” or even a physical punishment — approaches that Just
Behaving avoids because they can cause fear or aggression and harm the bond. An
indirect correction for that scenario could be: the owner immediately but calmly
withdraws attention (standing up and turning away or gently removing their hand) and
perhaps lets out a brief, matter-of-fact “Too rough.” The owner then waits a moment for
the puppy to settle and offers a proper chew toy to redirect the biting. In that sequence,
the puppy receives a clear message that biting ended the fun (a form of mild
consequence), and simultaneously is shown an acceptable behavior instead (chew the
toy). There was no yelling, no physical intimidation - just quiet, consistent feedback.
Other examples of indirect corrections include calmly using one’s body to block a dog
from jumping on a visitor (instead of, say, kneeing the dog or shouting), or clipping a
leash on a zooming puppy for a minute to tether them near you until they cool down
(instead of chasing the puppy around or scolding). The correction is “indirect” in the
sense that the puppy is guided away from the wrong behavior and toward the right one
without intense confrontation.

A few key principles define Indirect Correction in Just Behaving. First, it is infrequent
and minimal. The philosophy holds that if you have set up your Mentorship, Calmness,
Leadership, and Prevention well, you will rarely need corrections — and indeed,
corrections should never be a primary teaching tool. They are used only as a backup, to
gently reinforce lessons the puppy has already begun learning. For example, if the rule
(from the leadership pillar) is “no teeth on skin” and the puppy fundamentally
understands this but slips up in a moment of excitement, an indirect correction reminds
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them of the rule. It's meant to be a mild nudge back on track, not a punishment out of
the blue. Just Behaving literature notes that such corrections are most effective when
the puppy already knows what you want; hence the emphasis is always on teaching first
through positive means and preventing mistakes, so that any correction is truly just a
clarification, not a reprimand born of anger.

Second, indirect corrections are designed to be as gentle as possible while still
communicating the message. The approach deliberately distances itself from traditional
punitive methods. Physical force like alpha rolls, leash yanks, or shouted “NO!”
commands are not part of this repertoire. Instead, the corrections might involve what
trainers call negative punishment (taking away something the dog wants, e.g. your
attention, when they misbehave) or very mild positive punishment that is not painful
(such as a short, gentle tethering or a body block). The Just Behaving philosophy
stresses that even these mild consequences should not instill fear or anxiety - they are
simply the natural results of actions (for instance, “if you bite, play stops for a moment”).
Because they are done calmly and consistently, the puppy perceives them more as
information (“oh, that didn’t work, | lost my playmate when | did that”) rather than as
threats. This ensures the puppy still feels safe and can maintain that calm, trusting
baseline that the other pillars have built.

Finally, indirect correction is always paired with guidance toward the correct behavior.
It's never just “stop doing that” - it’s “stop that, and here’s what to do instead.” This
positive framing helps the puppy learn what to do, not just what not to do, which is
crucial for lasting behavior change. In our biting example, stopping play alone might
eventually teach a pup not to bite (they learn biting makes the fun go away), but
stopping play and then engaging the puppy in a constructive alternative (like a short
training cue or giving a chew toy) teaches more powerfully: it reinforces that not biting
leads to good things. Over time, the need for even these gentle corrections diminishes

because the puppy has fully absorbed the lesson.

In relation to rough play and mouthing, Indirect Correction is the method by which any
lapses are handled without derailing the puppy’s trust or escalating the excitement. If a
family has been following the prevention rule of “no mouth-play,” but one evening an
over-excited child accidentally incites the puppy to nip, the parents would use an
indirect correction: perhaps a calm “Oops, too rough” and a brief pause in interaction.
This momentary withdrawal of engagement itself serves as feedback to the pup. Then
they might guide the puppy to sit or lie down for a few seconds of petting, or direct the
puppy to a toy, thereby reinforcing that calm behavior regains positive attention. The
puppy thus learns biting never gets reward, but stopping or doing something else does.
The complementary role of prevention and indirect correction becomes clear: prevention
has been making sure 90% of the time the puppy never practices biting, and indirect
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correction gently fixes the 10% of instances that slip through. Together, they ensure the
puppy’s learning trajectory stays on course with minimal drama.

In sum, the Five Pillars of Just Behaving - Mentorship, Calmness, Structured
Leadership, Prevention, and Indirect Correction - work in concert to create an
environment where undesirable behaviors like nipping and rough play are naturally
curtailed. Mentorship and Calmness shape the puppy’s character and expectations by
example; Structured Leadership and Prevention establish clear rules and avoid
opportunities for bad habits; and Indirect Correction provides a light touch on the tiller
when readjustment is needed. With this philosophical foundation established, we can
now explore in detail how owner-encouraged rough play forms behavior patterns in
puppies, and why Just Behaving argues that avoiding such encouragement is the key to
raising a polite, gentle-mouthed dog.

The Hypothesis Explained: Rough Play, Behavior Patterns, and Prevention-First
Thinking

Why would engaging in tug-of-war games, playful wrestling, or letting a puppy nip during
play have such a profound effect on their behavior later? At first glance, these activities
might seem harmless or even beneficial - they tire the puppy out and make them happy,
right? However, Just Behaving urges owners to look deeper at what the puppy is
actually learning during these rough play interactions and how those lessons carry
forward. The hypothesis is that owner-encouraged rough play creates an association in
the puppy’s mind between humans and high-arousal excitement, which in turn
reinforces mouthy behavior and makes it more persistent. By contrast, if a puppy never
or very rarely experiences humans as play-wrestling partners or tug opponents, they are
far less likely to develop habits of biting or nipping in everyday interactions.

Let’s break down how a pattern might form when an owner regularly engages in rough
play with a puppy:

o During the play: The puppy is physically and mentally aroused. Rough play - be
it tug-of-war, chasing and wrestling, or any game where the puppy’s mouth is on
a toy close to human flesh - triggers adrenaline and dopamine release in the
puppy’s brain. Just Behaving writers describe how “engaging a puppy with high
excitement, rough play, and overly animated behavior triggers their dopamine
pathways, leading them to associate human interaction primarily with heightened
arousal.” In a young puppy'’s critical socialization period (roughly 3 to 16 weeks of
age), associations formed are especially lasting. If most of the puppy’s
memorable interactions with its owner involve excitement and physical tussling,
the puppy’s developing brain essentially wires itself to expect excitement
whenever interacting with people. The immediate takeaway for the pup is that
using teeth and strength can be part of a fun social routine with humans.
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« Immediate reinforcement: \When a puppy bites down on a tug toy and the
owner play-growls or laughs and continues tugging, the puppy is being reinforced
for engaging in that intense behavior. The reinforcement is the continuation of the
game and the puppy’s own neurochemical reward (dopamine surge from the thrill
of the game). Even if the puppy accidentally nips the owner’s finger and the
owner just laughs it off (because maybe it didn’t hurt much), the puppy doesn’t
learn that nipping is wrong - on the contrary, nothing stopped the fun, so nipping
seemed to be part of the fun. Day by day, this can escalate: a puppy might start
gripping harder or aiming for hands because that got a big reaction previously.
They might experiment with what brings more engagement — perhaps barking
during the game or jumping up to grab the toy out of your hands. In essence,
rough play can inadvertently teach the puppy that rough behavior works to
engage humans.

« Formation of a habit: Puppies are learning machines. What they do repeatedly,
they get very good at - whether or not we intend it. If every evening a puppy has
a rambunctious tug or play-bite session with their owner on the floor, this
becomes a habitual routine. It can become the puppy’s primary understanding of
how to have fun with humans. Over time, these patterns can become “deeply
ingrained habits” that the puppy will carry into adolescence. The Just Behaving
perspective warns that the puppy may “essentially learn that interaction is
excitement.” In other words, they come to believe that every interaction is
supposed to be exciting and physical. This expectation is problematic because it
lacks an off-switch - the puppy hasn’t been taught how to dial back down from
excitement or how to engage with people calmly.

« End of play = confusion: An often overlooked aspect is what happens after a
rough play session. Inevitably, humans tire of the game before the puppy does,
or need to attend to something else. Suppose you’ve been wrestling and the
puppy is all wound up, and then you stand up to stop. To the puppy, you've
suddenly removed the stimulation they were craving. A puppy conditioned to
expect prolonged high energy may not understand why the fun vanished. They
might try nipping at your ankles or jumping and barking to get you to re-engage —
behaviors that many owners unintentionally reward by turning back and giving
more attention (“Alright, calm down!” which to the puppy is still interaction). Just
Behaving describes this scenario: “When humans inevitably withdraw from this
intense play, the puppy, conditioned to expect high energy, can become
confused, frustrated, or anxious, potentially resorting to demand behaviors like
barking or nipping to reignite the interaction.” In the puppy’s mind, nipping might
be the equivalent of tapping you on the shoulder - except with teeth - to say “Hey,
don’t stop, | want to keep playing!” If that nipping even occasionally succeeds in
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getting the owner’s attention or restarting the game, it further reinforces that
biting is a tool to control the play.

« Long-term consequences: Over weeks and months, the accumulated effect is a
puppy who is highly practiced in mouth-oriented play and has strong neurological
associations between people and excited arousal. Such a puppy may struggle
with self-soothing. Just Behaving notes that “over time, these patterns become
deeply ingrained, significantly impairing the puppy’s ability to self-soothe,
regulate their own excitement, and settle into calm, respectful coexistence.” The
puppy has effectively been trained (albeit unintentionally) to be an excitement
junkie. This can manifest in a variety of unwanted behaviors: persistent
mouthiness (because mouthing has always been part of play), jumping on people
(because in the past jumping up led to wrestling on the floor), demand barking
(because barking sometimes got the owner’s attention or signaled playtime), and
even difficulty being calm alone (because the puppy is used to external
stimulation to be entertained).

Thus, owner-encouraged rough play can set up a vicious cycle. The more the puppy
mouths and roughhouses to get engagement, the more frustrated the owners might
become, sometimes leading them to either give in (further reinforcing the behavior) or
eventually respond with scolding or physical corrections out of frustration. Either
reaction is not ideal: giving in entrenches the habit, and harsh corrections can cause the
puppy to become fearful or defensive, potentially worsening aggression problems. This
is precisely the situation Just Behaving aims to prevent by its proactive approach.

Now contrast this with a puppy raised under a prevention-first mindset where rough play
is consistently avoided or minimized:

From day one, this puppy learns that human hands and clothing are never for biting or
tugging. If the puppy tries (as most puppies will, out of natural exploration), the
response is immediate and gentle: the fun stops or the item is replaced with a toy. The
puppy might test this a few times, but because the rule is unchanging - teeth on skin
always leads to loss of attention and no game - the puppy quickly abandons attempts to
play-bite people. Instead, the puppy finds that chewing on toys or playing fetch are the
ways to get positive engagement. Tug-of-war might be played only with rules (for
example, only with a specific tug toy and with the puppy dropping it on cue) or not at all
during the impressionable early months. The owner never wrestles on the floor or
encourages the pup to treat them like a sibling. As a result, this puppy’s concept of
“play” with humans becomes things like fetch, gentle chase games where the pup
chases a toy or follows the owner (but doesn’t tackle them), hide and seek, treat-based
training games, and other structured activities. All of these fulfill the puppy’s need for fun
and exercise but without reinforcing any teeth-on-skin behavior.
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Importantly, because the owner consistently prevents rough mouthing play, the puppy
does not develop the habit or expectation of using its mouth on people. As the puppy’s
adult teeth come in and its jaw strength increases, the dog isn’t suddenly faced with
being told not to do something it has done for months; instead, it simply continues the
acceptable habits it has formed. This often means the adolescent dog is noticeably
calmer and more polite in play than peers who were allowed to mouth. Many families
who raise puppies this way report that their dog doesn’t “play-bite” at all or does so
extremely rarely, because it was never part of their play repertoire to begin with.

To illustrate this concept, Just Behaving resources give clear house rules to new puppy
owners, for example: “No Tug-of-War Games” and “No Mouth-Play or Playful Nipping:
Allowing teeth on human skin, even gently, creates confusion and potential for injury
later.” These rules are meant to prevent the very confusion that a puppy experiences
when we one day allow a little play biting and the next day punish hard biting. By having
a zero-tolerance policy (enforced gently but firmly), the puppy never gets mixed
messages. Tug-of-war is discouraged not only because of the risk of mouth contact, but
also because, as the guideline notes, it teaches puppies that humans are opponents
rather than calm leaders. In a tug game, the puppy is pitted against the person,
practicing opposition. While some trainers argue tug can be controlled, Just Behaving
prefers to err on the side of fostering cooperation-based games, particularly when the
puppy is young and impressionable. In the big picture, these preventative measures
stem from a philosophy that it is kinder and easier for the puppy to learn good habits
from the start than to unlearn bad ones later.

It's worth noting that the Just Behaving approach does acknowledge puppies need to
chew and bite something. The aim is not to suppress natural behaviors, but to channel
them appropriately. This is why a prevention approach goes hand-in-hand with providing
appropriate outlets: plenty of chew toys, safe play with other puppies or well-socialized
adult dogs (who will teach bite inhibition in a natural way), and structured play with
humans that involves toys rather than body parts. By fulfilling the puppy’s need to play
and use its mouth in acceptable ways, the puppy is less likely to be frustrated or seek
out forbidden play. This highlights a subtle aspect of prevention-first thinking: it is not
about constant prohibition; it is about creative redirection and management so that the
puppy’s energies are expended in ways that won’t become problematic.

In summary, the hypothesis under examination is borne out by this analysis of learning
patterns: Owner-encouraged rough play forms a feedback loop that normalizes mouthy,
over-excited behavior, whereas intentionally avoiding such play breaks the loop and
results in a puppy that doesn’t view humans as play-biting partners. Prevention-first
thinking is the mechanism by which we implement this. Rather than waiting to correct
nipping after it occurs (which is the norm in many training approaches), Just Behaving
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would have us prevent most nipping from happening at all by structuring how we
interact with the puppy. The next section will detail how Just Behaving goes about
guiding puppy behavior on a day-to-day basis, translating these principles into action -
particularly through the method of indirect correction used alongside prevention.

Just Behaving’s Approach to Guiding Behavior: Prevention and Indirect
Correction in Action

Having established the importance of not instigating rough, mouthy play, it is equally
important to discuss how the Just Behaving approach guides puppies toward the right
behaviors. In practice, raising a puppy without encouraging nipping is a two-pronged
effort: proactive prevention to make sure unwanted behaviors rarely occur, and indirect
correction to gently intervene on the few occasions when they do. We've already
touched on these pillars theoretically; now we will explore how they complement each
other in real-world puppy-rearing scenarios. This approach stands in contrast to more
reactive training models and highlights the unique “preventive parenting” style that Just
Behaving advocates.

Prevention in Daily Life

Imagine a typical day with a new puppy under the Just Behaving model. Prevention
begins from the moment the puppy wakes up. For instance, if morning time tends to
make the puppy zoom around and nip (a common “morning puppy crazy time” many
experience), a prevention-minded owner might anticipate this burst of energy and plan a
redirect: perhaps a quick outdoor potty trip followed by a brief, structured play session in
the yard to get the wiggles out using a fetch toy. By doing so, the owner pre-empts the
undesired behavior (puppy nipping at pant le