
Why do puppies bite?
Aggression in animals is a normal 
behaviour. It has evolved because 
it allows the animal to hunt, defend 
themselves and compete over 
resources. 
Aggression between members 
of the same species is usually 
ritualized, which decreases the risk 
of injury to both parties.  
When two dogs have an ‘argument’, 
it is important they inhibit their bite 
strength and use body posture, 
threats and mock bites instead.

Puppies learn bite inhibition via 
feedback from other puppies 
when playing with their litter 
mates. Sometimes this needs to 
be continued after they join our 
homes.

If your puppy bites hard, 
practise soft biting first
Although hard evidence is lacking, 
teaching your puppy to bite softly 
may well prevent future injuries to 
other dogs and possibly humans, 
should your dog ever feel the need 
to argue or defend themselves.

If your puppy is a hard biter, allow 
- and even encourage - your puppy 
to play-bite until they consistently 
bite softly. Whenever the biting 
gets too hard, fold your arms and 

wait until the puppy settles before 
resuming play. Or, implement a 
time-out (see next column).

Another good exercise - if you can 
tolerate it - is to offer your puppy 
food with your fingers but only give 
the food when they use their teeth 
gently.  
Give a cue, such as ‘gentle’, when 
the puppy bites hard into your 
fingers and release the food only 
once your puppy nibbles with less 
force. Your puppy will soon learn 
that ‘gentle’ means ‘back off on the 
hard biting and you’ll get the food’.

Never let young children encourage 
the puppy to play-bite. Young 
children should always immediately 
stop moving and stop playing 
whenever the puppy puts their 
teeth on the child’s body.

Build a habit for chewing toys
Build a strong habit in your dog to 
bite into their own toys rather than 
anything else. Avoid playing with 
your hands and always have a toy 
nearby so you can redirect them. 
Praise your puppy whenever they 
pick up a toy and play with the pup 
and their toys.  
Prevent access to anything your 
pup is not supposed to chew. 
Management is essential to prevent 
the wrong habits from forming.

Time-outs for teeth on human
If your puppy puts their teeth on 
you, immediately stop playing or 
interacting with them. Completely 
ignore the puppy or even walk 
away for 30 to 60 seconds. You 
may have to put a baby gate or 
door between you and the dog, so 
they can’t follow you. Removing 
yourself is preferable to removing 
the dog. Then resume play with 
your puppy with a toy. If they grab 
your skin or clothes again, stop or 
leave again and so on.

Repetition and consistency are 
crucial for success.

Play with other dogs helps
Free play with other puppies and 
friendly adult dogs is another good 
forum for puppies to develop bite 
inhibition. Make sure the playmates 
aren’t too rough and adult dogs are 
experienced in dog-dog play.

Never physically or verbally 
punish play biting
Never yell at or physically punish 
your dog for play-biting. Some 
dogs may consider this a game and 
bite even harder while others will 
get fearful of you, your hands or 
human hands in general. This can 
cause serious behaviour problems.
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Almost all puppies play-bite. The feedback your puppy 
receives from other dogs and humans when play-biting 
will teach the puppy to modify their bite strength. It is 
an important component of growing up since dogs with 
good bite inhibition are much safer to have around.
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