
Preparing your dog for the arrival of your baby – 6 steps to Pawsitive Integration
Prepared by The Dog’s Assistant
The family dog can often become the ‘first baby’ of the family.  So what does Fido think of the arrival of a real baby?  It’s strange and confusing!  Expecting mother’s often say “my dog is wonderful, he’s going to be great with the baby” – but we’ve all heard stories about dogs who aren’t so welcoming of the newborn in the house.  These steps will help to ensure that Fido is ready to share her home with a brand new family member.  

You should begin working on the following steps as soon as you know you’re pregnant:

1. Perfect the useful “tricks”!  There are five commands that your dog should be carrying out flawlessly before the baby comes home

STAY    -  so that you can move around the room, answer the door to visitors and eventually allow your child to crawl around the room without your dog tagging along

LEAVE IT – this is an important command when your dog finds a dropped soother very interesting, baby toys dropped on the floor, a diaper that hasn’t made it to disposal yet.  Babies have all kinds of things that are new and interesting for your dog, but an immediate response to this command will ensure that Fido doesn’t pick up anything inappropriate.
 OFF  - a great command when you’re snuggling on the couch with baby in your arms, when Fido tries to jump up when an exciting guest is holding baby, when his nose draws him to a tasty tidbit on the high chair.
GO TO YOUR ROOM  - let’s face it – it’s hard looking after a baby and a dog at the same time!  Give yourself a break, and give Fido some alone time.  Whether this is a crate, a small room blocked by a baby gate, or simply a bed in the corner, be sure the Fido has his own space where he can relax and be himself, and where you are relieved of the responsibility of watching everything he is doing.  A quick, happy response will make this a command of relief for both of you.
HEEL – walking to heel is always a helpful tool when walking your dog.  When you’re walking a dog AND an baby carriage, walking to heel is a must.  Try to practice this as often as possible with an empty baby carriage.  It may look a little strange, but those noisy wheels and that giant ‘thing’ in front of you is confusing for your dog, and life will be a lot easier when you’re doing the real thing if you’ve practiced first.

2. Watch Your Words

You probably don’t realize how much you talk to your dog.  And you’ll probably talk to your newborn even more.    But it’s time to start thinking about what you say!

Say for example Fido does something wonderful, and you say “What a good boy!!!” – followed by a treat and some exciting belly rubs etc.  Those four words ultimately result in Fido being in an excited, happy state.  Now – a baby boy arrives.  He does something amazing (which is so easy to do when you’re a newborn) and what do you say?  “What a good boy!!!!”  Now, even though you know that you’re talking to your baby, Fido thinks “I know what that means” and he proceeds to get all worked up and excited.   Since everything you say is new for your baby, try to think of something different to say to him that sounds completely different, like “you are my beautiful baby!!” so that your dog is certain that you’re talking to baby and not to him.
3. The Baby’s Room

Most parents have the baby’s room ready long before baby arrives.  Decide whether or not you want your dog to be able to enter that room, and begin teaching her what her boundaries are.  If you don’t want her in, begin teaching her that even if the door is open, this is not a space that she is allowed to enter.  Be careful not to be harsh with this training – you don’t want Fido to associate this room with getting in trouble.  Simply using your body to block entrance to this room will soon convince Fido that this space is off limits.  If you do allow your dog into the room, the Off command should be practiced with respect to the crib, the change table etc.  It can also be a good idea (if you have a friend with a newborn) to place a dirty diaper in the disposal area in the room and teach your dog to Leave It.
4. Practice!  Using a doll to practice holding, pretending to breast feed or bottle feed, placing the doll in the bassinette etc. is a good way to show your dog that your attention may be drawn elsewhere, and this is not something to be worried about.  Putting a diaper on the doll, scented with some diaper cream and a dab of formula, if you’re using it, can get the dog used to the smells and his boundaries surrounding these areas.  NEVER EVER allow your dog to play with the doll, and never leave the doll unattended.  Whatever your dog learns about the doll, he will employ with the baby.  The doll IS NOT a toy!!!

5. Be reasonable about your schedule!  Discuss with your partner and any other care givers how your schedule may change.  Dogs are driven by consistency and schedules – they know what time you’ll come home from work, they know when dinner time is, and they know when it’s time to use the bathroom.  They also know which family member is usually going to provide these things for them.  If your partner isn’t usually the one who does these things for Fido, over the months that you are expecting, begin making these changes.  Be reasonable – if your dog gets a 10 mile run every morning with you, slowly start reducing your run time, or send him to run with your partner instead.  It is not reasonable to expect that everything you do today will remain the same after the baby arrives.  Making these adjustments slowly and in advance will help your dog to feel that everything is still pretty normal in his life, and that the baby is not causing sudden changes to his routine.
6. The first day – Fido meets baby!!  

· Make arrangements in advance for the day that you go into labour.  Labour can last a lot longer than your dog can ‘hold it’, or go without food and water.  Talk to a friend or neighbor who wouldn’t mind going into your home while you and your partner are at the hospital.

· After the baby is born, try to have your friend or partner bring home a blanket or piece of clothing that the baby has already worn(NOT a diaper).  This person should gently introduce the article to the dog, allowing her to smell it, but not to grab it.  This will help desensitize your dog to the smell of your baby.

· Remember that  even if you’re only gone for 5 minutes, Fido is excited to see you.  When you do come home from the hospital, Fido will want to be all over you and find out where you’ve been for so long!  Try to have your partner or a friend distract the dog, by taking him outside or to another room, until you can enter the home and place the baby in a safe area so that you can say hello to your dog.  Once the excitement of your arrival is over, you can hold your baby again.  Your dog will likely approach you on his own, and you can let him sniff your baby.  It is very important to make this initial meeting positive for the dog, and a quiet experience.  Calmly saying ‘good girl’ or a gentle pat on the head while she is initially sniffing can assure Fido that baby means good things.  This can also be accomplished by tossing Fido a treat whenever the baby cries – this way, an annoying and alarming sound that results in you getting up and walking away from Fido still means something good will happen for him.

Even if you don’t follow any of these steps – the most important aspect to a dog and baby relationship is SUPERVISION!!!!!  This means eyes on dog and baby  AT ALL TIMES!!!!  DO NOT LEAVE YOUR DOG AND YOUR BABY UNATTENDED FOR ANY AMOUNT OF TIME!!! Even if you’re in the kitchen getting some water, or distracted on the phone – put the dog in ‘his room’ or his crate!!  You cannot anticipate what your baby may do to your dog, or what your dog may do to your baby.  The only way to prevent a bad situation is to not allow to happen in the first place!!

THINGS TO WATCH FOR:  

· Your dog doesn’t let you near his food bowl

· He doesn’t let you near his toys

· She growls when you try to move her

· Your dog will not or is reluctant to listen to the ‘lie down’ command

· He frequently turns his head away from you in quiet, slow way when you try to approach him

· She shows signs of fear or aggression, like shaking, backing away or charging

SEE A DOG PROFESSIONAL!!!  THESE ARE THE PRECURSORS OF AGGRESSION, AND ARE NOT TO BE IGNORED!!!

Never feel like you need to create a positive relationship all by yourself.  There are many great books, trainers and behaviourists who can help you to implement all of these tips.  This list has been created by The Dog’s Assistant, a specialist in baby and dog relationships, and additional information is available at www.thedogsassistant.ca . REMEMBER – once your baby begins to crawl, there are some new tips and rules that should be implemented – do your research, or contact a professional for help.
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