Housetraining the ‘Difficult to Housetrain’  Dog
House soiling is the most commonly reported problem of dogs obtained from kennel facilities. One study found that most dogs took 1-2 months to housetrain. It was not uncommon that dogs were at their homes for 3-6 months before becoming completely housetrained, and some dogs took more than six months to understand their new owner’s ‘rules’ for urination/defecation.  This study did not outline the methods used to attempt to housetrain the dogs. These detailed recommendations are for dogs who we expect to have a problem, or for dogs that have a problem which needs to be resolved. These recommendations ASSUME that you have spoken with a veterinarian and that underlying medical problems have been ruled out as a cause of the problem.
Begin by thinking about the principles of training. Any behavior that is rewarded (at the time it occurs) will increase. Any behavior that isn’t rewarded (or is punished- if at the time of occurrence) will decrease. Any time your dog urinates/defecates without you observing him/her, you are missing an opportunity for reward and reinforcement of the desired behavior (elimination outdoors). However, note that any time your dog eliminates ANYWHERE, he is being rewarded (relief of bladder or rectal pressure is a reward!). Your goal is to make elimination in the location you choose to be the MOST rewarding and preferred behavior for your dog. The best  way to do this is by controlling his\/her environment.

1. For the first month of the treatment plan, your dog should be staying in a crate, attached to you via a leash, or left somewhere where it is permissible for them to eliminate. During this month, they must NEVER be allowed to roam free somewhere where you don’t want them to urinate or defecate.
2. Turn their crate into a ‘den’. Position the crate somewhere where your dog can see what is going on around the house, but where he/she has privacy and quiet. If your dog will not willingly enter and spend time in the crate, you must first desensitize and counter-condition him to being in the crate before embarking on this housetraining program.
3. During the day, keep your dog in his/her crate. It may be difficult to do this, but know that it can make the difference between success and failure of your training plan. Make sure the crate is ‘cozy’. Put a comfortable blanket and an indestructible toy in it. Kong toys stuffed with food are a great option for keeping your dog occupied while he/she is in his/her crate.
4. Decide where you will take your dog to urinate/defecate. Many dogs prefer to eliminate in a ‘private’ area of the yard. If you are working with a dog with a serious housetraining problem, this step MAY help, but you also are likely to be successful without it. This step is for the REALLY challenging dog. Moisten a rag with some of your dog’s urine (by soaking up urine from a location in the house where your dog has urinated inappropriately) and place the rag in the area where you want him/her to go. Alternatively, you can place a rag impregnated with urine from ANOTHER dog in the area where you want your dog to urinate. Sometimes the smell of an unknown dog’s urine will stimulate your dog to urinate. Our hope is that the smell of urine on the rag will attract your dog to the area where you want him to go. 

5. Any time you arrive home from an outing, take him/her directly to that area. If he/she eliminates, praise him/her and provide him with a REWARD. This reward could be many different things, such as: a 10 minute walk outdoors, playing with a ball, free time in the backyard, or several food treats. If he/she does not eliminate, take him/her indoors and either put him in his crate or keep him attached to you with a leash. 

6. Remember that your dog does not know that it is inappropriate to eliminate indoors. If you see your dog starting to lift his leg, or see her start to squat, interrupt the behavior with a quick ‘ah ah’  (say in a normal tone of voice) and take him/her outside immediately. Do not punish your dog. Do not yell at your dog or rub your dog’s nose in the urine/feces if he/she has an accident in the house. This will only teach him/her  not to eliminate in front of you, and will hamper your efforts to housetrain him/her in the long run. If he/she eliminates somewhere that you consider inappropriate, interrupt the behavior, but do NOT get mad. Your dog is doing this because he doesn’t understand, and yelling at him/her will only make matters worse.  Most importantly, if you are following these recommendations properly and taking your dog outside every few hours, you shouldn’t need to interrupt inappropriate behavior.

7. With sensitive dogs  or dogs whose housetraining problem is PRIMARILY due to the inappropriate use of punishment, do not interrupt their behavior. Their problem will be fixed by teaching them where you want them to go and not by  potentially making them more anxious about eliminating in your presence.
8. Many rescue dogs have learned that it is OK to urinate/defecate anywhere they want, just not in front of people. For these dogs, you need to find a way to let him/her ‘think’ that they are alone, but still be able to reward them when they eliminate in an appropriate area. This often means letting them in the backyard, but going inside and peeking through a window and rewarding them after they eliminate. For people who do not have a large yard, a second best option is a long line, where they can at least move 20 to 30 feet away from you.

9. Indoors, keep your dog tethered to you, or ideally, put him/her in his/her crate. Every 2-3 hours, take your dog outdoors to the ‘elimination area’. If he/she eliminates, reward him/her with a smile, praise and a big reward such as a treat or a walk. Remember that the reward needs to occur within several seconds of (the end of) the behavior in order for the dog to ‘understand’ that the two events (elimination and reward) are linked. 
10. If he/she does not eliminate, put him/her back in the crate. Your dog will be learning that when he/she eliminates where you want him/her to go, there are many benefits. 

11. Over time, you will be able to keep your dog in the crate (or attached to you) for longer periods of time without taking him/her out. 

12. Keep him/her in the crate or attached to you via a leash for the first month, in order to establish a consistent routine. If you allow your dog free range of the house and yard, he/she will not learn where YOU want him/her to eliminate, because you will not be able to properly reward him/her. I can guarantee you that he/she will find a spot to his/her liking, just not necessarily one you approve of. 

13. After one month, start allowing your dog more ‘privileges’. This may mean leaving him/her out in the yard during the day (if you are certain he/she will not escape, and have provided him/her with adequate water and shade) or letting him off leash, but in the same room as you when you are home. 

14. Over time, as your dog shows that he/she is reliable, the privileges will increase. Initially, you may only allow your dog off leash while he/she is with you in the non-carpeted living room. A month later, you may allow him/her off leash in a carpeted room. At some point you will start allowing your dog off leash and out of your sight for initially brief and then longer periods of time. Choose these times wisely. The best time to allow your dog off lead in the house is RIGHT after he/she has exercised, eliminated, and is tired. 
15. Finally, make certain to clean any urination/defecation areas in the house with an enzymatic cleaner. Enzymatic cleaners are necessary in order to rid the environment of residual odors which attract your dog back to previous locations.

16. Good luck, and let us know how things go! 

