
Striving for Puppy Wellness:

Are Early Socialization and 
Infectious Disease Prevention 

Incompatible?
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• Which diseases are of concern?
• What is parvovirus?
• How do vaccines work? 
• Why can vaccines fail in young puppies?
• How did vaccines improve in the 90s?
• How can we minimize disease risk in 

puppy class?

OverviewOverview



• What behavioral illnesses do puppy 
classes help prevent?

• Do we really need to choose between 
medical and behavioural wellness in 
8-16 week old puppies?

…Overview Continued…Overview Continued



Vaccines Relevant for 
Puppy Class

1)  Distemper
2)  Adenovirus = “Hepatitis”
3)  Parvovirus = “Parvo”
4) Bordatella bronchiseptica & Parainfluenza

= “Kennel Cough”

DAP & Kennel Cough
C3&  Kennel Cough

C5 (3+2=5)



Parvovirus
history

• First appeared in the 70s
• Probably originated from cats!
• Cats -> wild carnivores -> domestic dog



Parvovirus
transmission

• Most canidae susceptible
• Fecal-oral transmission
• VERY infectious
• VERY resilient



Parvovirus
changing patterns

• 1970s outbreaks high morbidity/mortality
• Most adults now immune due to 

immunization or prior infection
• Large outbreaks now rare
• Now almost exclusively a disease of 

puppies (weaning - 5 months old)



Parvovirus
transmission timetable

Day 1-2 ingested      mouth & throat       lymph 
nodes and digestive tract      bloodstream

Day 3-4 replicates in intestine      shed in feces

Day 5-6 shedding peaks

Day 7-12 shedding declines



Parvovirus
what happens on the inside

• Attacks intestine cells
• Body can’t replace them 

fast enough – blunt villi
• Diarrhea due to loss of 

absorption and digestion
• Possible hemorrhage
• No long-term effects



Parvovirus
Classic Presentation

• 6-20 wk puppy
• Fever, vomiting, diarrhea
• Depressed, anorexic 
• Diagnosed by blood or feces
• Treatment is non-specific & supportive
• Survival  >80% if treated



Immunology – Crash Course
Maternal Antibodies 

• Puppy suckles antibodies 
in dam’s milk 

• Quantity & quality depend 
on dam’s immune status

• Maternal antibody levels 
drop by ½ every 10 days…
gone by around 4 months



Immunology - Crash Course
Antigen Neutralization 

to neutralize the invader

Antibodies

Combine with Antigen



• Puppy getsfrom Dam 
by blood and milk

• Called Passive 
Immunity

• Puppy immune 
system not stimulated

• Shortlasting

• Puppy makesantibodies 
after immunization or 
natural infection

• Called Active Immunity
• Puppy Immune system 

stimulated
• Long lasting

Immunology - Crash Course
Getting vs Making Antibodies 

GettingAntibodies MakingAntibodies 



Making Antibodies
after immunization or natural infection



Making Antibodies: 
the effect of repeated exposure

From Tizard, Veterinary Immunology5th ed. 





Natural Infection

Vaccination

Dam

Natural Infection

Vaccination

Antibody Antigen

How Puppy Vaccines Can Fail



Making Antibodies
after immunization or natural infection



Window of Vulnerability

Level

MAb

Infection Threshold

Immunization 
Threshold

Time  



How the Parvovirus Vaccine 
Changed in the 90s

** **** ****
More Virus Less Beat Up

“High Antigen”“High Antigen” “Low Passage”“Low Passage”

**** ****
** ****** **
**

**

OLD

NEWNEW



Comparing Vaccines
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from data in  Larson & Schultz 1996 Veterinary Medicine



Comparing Vaccines in 1994
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from data in Larson & Schultz 1997 AJVR



Breed-related Risk

G. Shepherd 
Labrador Retr. 

Pit Bull Terrier
Border Collie

Alask. Sled Dogs

Rottweiler
Doberman Pinscher

Amer. Cocker Spaniel
Toy poodle





Newer “High Antigen” Vaccines

• Enough antigen to keep the maternal   
antibodies busy and still have extra to activate 
the puppy’s immune system

• Much smaller windows of vulnerability from 
Maternal Antibody Interference

• Protect puppies much better and younger
• More reliable in high risk breeds
• Still won’t work before 4 wks old, and quite 

unlikely to work between 4-6 wks old



The Immunologists Say

• We can vaccinate effectively at 6 wks now

• Boosters canbe as little as 2 wks apart

• The immune response will kick in by 1 wk 
after the vaccine in a healthy puppy, if 
maternal antibodies do not interfere



The Immunologists Say…

• It is reasonableto vaccinate every 2 weeks 
starting at 6 weeks old (6,8,10,12)

• It is more commonto vaccinate every 3-4 
weeks starting at 6 weeks old (6,9,12) 

• Recent introduction of 10 week finish is 
very questionable



How To Minimize Risk of 
Medical Illness

� Vaccinate dam within 
3 weeks of breeding

� Ensure good nursing

� Titre measurements 
($$$… future promise)



Minimizing Risk of Disease 
In Puppy Social Class

1. Vaccination policy!

2. Sick puppies stay home!



Minimizing Risk of Disease 
In Puppy Social Class

3. Bleach floors (1/2 
cup bleach: 1 
gallon water)

4. No outdoor shoes?

5. Clean feces in 
class gloved with 
bleach solution

1 part bleach

30 parts water



Behavioural Illnesses
Undersocialized to dogs
Undersocialized to people
Undersocialized to other
Separation Anxiety
Household destruction (chewing)
Household destruction (soiling)
Barking
Resource guarding
Overgregarious play
Bullying
No vocabulary (obedience)



Creating Safe Dogs



Enjoyable dogs



How to Minimize Behavioural 
Illness

1. Get puppies in class for social exposure and 
for owner education as soon as possible. 
Ideally at 7-8 weeks old, after a minimum of 
one vaccine for core diseases. 

2. Maximize safe socialization to people, 
places, things in the meantime.



Safe Ways To Socialize

• Puppy parties at home 
• Visiting homes of friends and relatives
• On mat outside mall
• Car rides: drive thru, car wash, countryside
• Noise soundtracks
• Other domestic animals (cats, horses, cows)



Odd & Scary Looking Men





R.K Anderson
DVM, ACVB, ACVPM

“Puppy Vaccination and Socialization 

Should Go Together”

To My Colleagues in Veterinary Medicine:

www.abrionline.org



Dr. RK Anderson Advises…

“Veterinarians and trainers should offer 
socialization programs for puppies starting at 

8-9 weeks”

“At this age they should have, and can be 
required to have received a minimum of 

their first series of vaccines”

www.abrionline.org



“Experience and epidemiologic data 
support the relative safety and lack of 
transmission of disease in these puppy 
socialization classes over the past 10 
years in many parts of the United States”

“In fact; the risk of a dog dying because of 
infection with distemper or parvo disease is far less 

than the much higher risk of a dog dying 
(euthanasia) because of a behaviour problem”

www.abrionline.org



Andrew Leuscher
DVM, PhD, ACVB

Director, Animal Behavior Clinic
Purdue University

“Trainers and veterinarians have had concerns 
about placing puppies at risk in an environment 
where they may pick up an infectious disease.  
As with anything, one must always weigh the 

risks and benefits… many more puppies 
currently lose their homes due to behaviour

reasons than die of viral diseases”

open letter from Purdue University School of Veterinary Medicine



“To facilitate successful integration of pets in society”

“To reduce the number of animals rendered to shelters 
or euthanized for behavior problems”

Purdue University 
School of Veterinary Medicine 



“This class is designed for puppies between the 
ages of 7-16 weeks of age.”

Purdue University 
School of Veterinary Medicine 



“Puppies must be started on their vaccination series (including 
kennel cough vaccination) by a veterinarian at least 10 days 

prior to starting classes”

Purdue University 
School of Veterinary Medicine 



Andrew Leuscher
DVM, PhD, ACVB

Director, Animal Behavior Clinic
Purdue University

“There have been no Puppy Class participants 
infected with Parvovirus in any puppy classes 
offered at Ohio State or Purdue University.  

These are both facilities that treat high humane 
society caseloads and numerous parvo cases 

annually”

open letter from Purdue University School of Veterinary Medicine



Ohio State University College of 
Veterinary Medicine

“offering socialization classes for puppies 8-16 weeks”



“puppy preschool classes are specifically 
designed for pups 8-16 weeks of age to help 
them become social and manageable pets”

Murdoch University Veterinary School



Personal Experience

3 years of puppy 
nights in small 
animal practice

10 years of 
Kinderpuppy Class



AVSAB Position Statement

“In general, puppies can start puppy socialization 
classes as early as 7-8 weeks of age. Puppies should 
receive a minimum of one set of vaccines at least 7 
days prior to the first class.”

“..the American Veterinary Society of Animal 
Behavior believes that it should be the standard of 
care for puppies to receive such socialization before 
they are fully vaccinated”

www.avsabonline.com



Do We Choose Between…

• Taking a child to the doctor and 
protecting them from dying in a car 

crash on the way - or catching 
something in the waiting room?

• Eating and avoiding food poisoning?

• Camping and avoiding bear attacks?





Risk is always relative!



Behavioural Illness Medical Illness


