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Preparing Your Puppy for Doggy Day Care: A Smooth Transition 

Introducing your puppy to doggy day care can be a big step for both of 
you. With some preparation, you can help ensure a happy and stress-free 
experience for your furry friend. 

The standard age for a puppy to begin day care is typically between 12 
and 16 weeks, though some facilities recommend waiting until 6 
months for better emotional and physical development.  This will depend 
on the size of the day care as well as the skills and qualifications of the 
staff.  
 

Types of Day Care in England 

Commercial Daycare Centres  
These are dedicated business premises designed specifically for groups of dogs.  
• Traditional Daycare: Large indoor and outdoor spaces where dogs interact in supervised 

groups throughout the day.  

• Luxury/Boutique Centres: Premium facilities that may offer added amenities such as swimming 
pools, spa treatments, private suites, and gourmet treats.  

• Doggy "Camps": Often set on rural land or farms, these focus on outdoor exploration and more 
rigorous physical exercise in secure, expansive fields.  

 
Home-Based Services  
These options provide a more personal "home from home" environment, which can be less 
overwhelming for puppies or anxious dogs.  
• Licensed Home Daycare: A dog professional cares for a small number of dogs (typically 3–6) 

within their own private home. By law, dogs must be accommodated within the house, not in 
outbuildings like sheds or garages.  

• Dog Sitting (In-Home): A carer comes to your home. This does not require a licence if they only 
look after the dog in its normal place of residence, but it is recommended to use an insured 
professional. 

 
Specialist & Hybrid Facilities 

• Training-Led Day Care: Centres that combine standard care with daily training sessions, often 
used for puppies or dogs needing behavioural work.  

• Kennel-Based Day Care: Established boarding kennels that offer daytime-only slots without 
overnight stays. 
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Licensing Standards 

Licensing schemes differ whether you are in England, Wales, Scotland or Northern Ireland.   

 

England 

• All day care businesses in England must have a licence and display their star rating (1–5 stars) on 
their premises and website.  

• 5-Star Rating: Indicates the provider meets the highest welfare standards and is considered "low 
risk".  4-star ratings are given to those working at the highest standard in their first trading year.  

• Staff Ratios: Whether in the home or a commercial unit, each staff member should typically care 
for no more than 10 dogs.  

Wales 

• A licence is required, but the conditions of the licence differ per borough.   

• Those passing inspection are issued a licence for 1 year.  

Scotland 

• A licence is required, but the conditions of the licence differ per borough.   

• Those passing inspection are issued a licence for 1 year.  

Northern Ireland 

• Those wishing to licence must contact DAERA for guidance and standards.  

• Licensing regulations in Northern Ireland focus on kennels and commercial premises, meaning 
that home-based day care remains largely unregulated.  

 

Risks of Sending Puppies to Day Care Too Early 

Introducing a puppy to a high-traffic daycare environment prematurely can lead to several long-
term issues:  
• Behavioural Trauma: If a puppy is overwhelmed or bullied during critical "fear periods" 

(especially under 6 months), they may develop lifelong fear-based reactivity or anxiety. 

• Chronic Exhaustion: Puppies need 18–20 hours of sleep per day for healthy brain 
development. Day Care can be overstimulating, preventing necessary rest and leading to distress 
or irritability.  

• Poor Social Skills: Young puppies may learn "bad manners" (like over-arousal or nipping) from 
other adolescent dogs rather than learning calm, appropriate communication.  
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Sending Puppies to Day Care for Socialisation 
 
Puppy socialisation is the process of thoughtfully and gradually introducing a young dog to the 
wide variety of people, animals, environments, and objects they will encounter throughout their 
life.  Contrary to common belief, it is not just about “playing" with other dogs; it is about 
teaching a puppy that the human world is safe and predictable.  
 
 

The Critical Window 
Socialisation must happen during a specific 
developmental phase, typically between 3 and 16 weeks 
of age. This is a "sensitive period" where a puppy's brain 
is most receptive to new experiences and hasn't yet 
developed a strong natural fear of the unknown.  Whilst 
open to new experiences, negative outcomes can imprint 
fear and anxiety, meaning that exposure to new activities 
must be set up to be a positive experience and not left to 
chance. 
 

 
The Myth of the "Social" Daycare: Why It’s Sometimes the Wrong Choice for Puppies 
For many new owners, doggy daycare seems like 
the ultimate win-win: your puppy gets to play all 
day while you work, coming home "perfectly 
socialised" and exhausted. However, many 
professional trainers and behaviourists caution 
that for a young puppy, this high-intensity 
environment is often more of a "behavioural 
minefield" than a helpful classroom. 
While daycare can be a useful tool for some 
adult dogs, here is why it is often a poor choice 
for puppy socialisation. 
 
 
Socialisation is Not Just "Playing" 
The biggest misconception about socialisation is that it means "meeting other dogs". True 
socialisation is about teaching your puppy to be neutral and calm in the world. 
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• The "Frustrated Greeter" Effect: Puppies who spend all 
day in a "free-for-all" play environment often learn that 
every dog they see is a playmate. 

• Reactivity: This can lead to a dog that lunges and barks 
on a lead—not out of aggression, but out of extreme 
frustration because they aren't allowed to "say hello" to 
every dog they pass. 

 
The Risk of Behavioural Trauma  
Puppies go through critical "fear periods" where a single negative experience can leave a lifelong 
impact. 

• Bullying: In a busy daycare, a puppy can easily be overwhelmed or pinned by a boisterous older 
dog. 

• No Advocate: Staff must be observant and sufficiently skilled to step in to "advocate" for your 
puppy, otherwise a negative experience can damage their trust and their confidence around 
other dogs.   

 
Learning "Bad Manners" 
Daycare is often more like a playground than a structured 
school. 

• Poor Role Models: Puppies are impressionable and often 
pick up "bad manners"—like excessive barking, jumping, 
or "rude" play styles from other dogs who lack 
boundaries. 

• Lack of Impulse Control: In a constant state of play, 
puppies don't learn how to "switch off" or settle 
themselves, which can lead to hyperactivity and 
destruction at home. 

 
Physical and Mental Overstimulation 
Puppies need roughly 18–20 hours of sleep a day for healthy brain and body development. 

• The "Overtired" Myth: An exhausted puppy from daycare isn't necessarily a happy puppy; they 
are often physically and mentally "wired". 

• Chronic Stress: Constant noise, movement, and social pressure can keep a puppy’s nervous 
system in a state of high arousal, leading to irritability and an inability to focus. 
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Questions 
 

When touring a daycare, you are looking for a facility that prioritises safety, rest, and positive 
reinforcement over just "wearing the dog out." A good daycare should be transparent and welcome 
your questions.  
 

• What is the staff-to-dog ratio? The industry standard is typically 1 staff member for every 10 
dogs. For high-energy or younger groups, a lower ratio (like 1:8 or 1:10) is safer.  

• What specific training does the staff have? Look for certifications in canine body language, 
group management, and pet first aid and CPR.  

• How do you handle a dog that is misbehaving or over-excited? Avoid any place that uses 
"aversive" devices like spray bottles, shaker cans, or physical "corrections". They should use 
positive redirection or "time-outs" to help a dog calm down.  

• How are the dogs grouped? Groups should be separated by size, age, and play style. Putting a 

tiny puppy in with high-energy large adolescents is a significant safety risk.  

• What is your suitability test or assessment process? Reputable daycares require a trial period 
or assessment before a dog is officially accepted to ensure they are a good fit for a group 
environment.  

• What are your vaccination and health requirements? They must require proof of core vaccines 
(Distemper, Parvo, etc.) and often kennel cough (or parainfluenza). Ask how they verify these 
records.  

• Is there a structured rest schedule? Puppies need significant downtime to prevent 
overstimulation. Ask where and how often they get enforced naps away from the main group.  

• Can I have a full tour? Initial meetings should take place at the facility, and not at your home.  If 
a commercial facility avoids showing you where the dogs play and sleep, this is a red flag. Day 
Care in a home-based environment may have dogs that are nervous of strangers (animal welfare 
is the priority), but you should be offered a video walk around the house as an alternative option.  

• What is the protocol for emergencies? They should have a plan for injuries or illness, including 
which local vet they use if your primary vet is unavailable.  

• Do you collect and drop off?  Vehicles used for this service should have custom-fitted crates and 
heat and air systems that reach the dogs in the back.    

• How long will my dog be in the transport vehicle? Driving your dog to a beautiful retreat in the 
countryside may sound wonderful, but with a collection round and drop off round at each end of 
their day you may find that your dog spends far longer in the van than in the day care facility.  
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Before Day Care 

• Vaccinations and Health Checks: Ensure your puppy's 
vaccinations are up-to-date and they've had a health check with 
your vet. 

• Socialisation: Socialize your puppy with people, other dogs, and 
new environments to help them feel confident. 

• Basic Training: Teach basic commands like 'sit', 'stay', and 'leave 
it' to help them navigate day care. 

 

Preparing for the First Day 

• Get Them Used to a Routine: Establish a daily routine that includes playtime, rest time, and 
interaction. 

• Introduce the Day Care Environment: Visit the day care with your puppy beforehand to 
familiarize them with the environment and staff. 

• Pack Essentials: Send your puppy with familiar items like their bed or a favourite toy (if 
permitted). 

During Day Care 

• Communicate with Staff: Inform staff about your puppy's needs, likes, and dislikes. 
• Start with Short Days: Gradate to longer days to prevent overwhelming your puppy. 
• Stay Calm: Say goodbye calmly to reassure your puppy. 

Tips for a Smooth Transition 

• Leave your puppy occupied with toys or treats to distract them from your departure. 
• Ask staff about your puppy's day to understand how they coped.  Remember that staff have 

other handovers to complete, so if there is a lot to discuss you can set up a time for a call outside 
of the handover window. 

By following these steps, you can help your puppy settle into doggy day care and enjoy 
socialization and playtime with new friends! 🐾 
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