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Housebreaking, or potty-training a puppy can be one of the most, if not the most, frustrating parts of 

early dog ownership.  And it is not just puppies, many adult dogs come into a new home and are not 

potty trained.  It is one of the top complaints among owners; “My dog still pees in the house!” 

An important factor in housebreaking a puppy or dog is your approach to it. If you are patient, 

persistent, and consistent, it greatly contributes to the success of this basic, and necessary, aspect of 

having a dog in your home.  Dogs learn in patterns and repetition. The truth about potty training your 

puppy or dog is this, it can take up to a year to FULLY housebreak a puppy or dog.  Every dog is 

different and learns at a different pace and the dog always determines the time frame when it comes 

to any form of training. Don’t try to rush it! 

But, what does “housebroken” mean anyway? The Oxford Dictionary defines housebroken as: 

“(of pet cats or dogs) trained to defecate and urinate outside the house or in a special box.” 

 That’s certainly not very specific and it’s difficult to nail down an accurate, comprehensive definition of 

housebroken. It is somewhat easier however to define what housebroken doesn’t mean. If your puppy is 
“only” having an accident in the house once every week or two, your puppy is NOT housebroken. 

On the other end of the spectrum however, even a “fully” housebroken adult dog can have an 

occasional accident. Life happens. Sometimes your dog may be sick, or you are gone for longer than 

usual because you got stuck at work or in traffic, your car broke down, or there was an emergency that 

you had to tend to. 

Sometimes dogs get stressed just as we do. Causes of stress for a dog can be things such as moving into 

a new home, a new addition to your family such as a baby or new dog. Something out of the ordinary 

such as contractors doing remodeling work, stress within your family such as a job loss, a death in the 

family, or strife between family members can also cause your dog to exhibit stress. Stress can cause an 

otherwise housebroken dog to soil in the house. 

So somewhere in-between an accident every week or two to your dog never having an accident is the 

definition of housebroken. If you can leave your dog alone for several hours with access to most of your 

home and you never worry that you’ll come home to an accident, then you can accurately consider your 
dog to be housebroken. 

Most healthy, adult dogs can easily hold it for 8 hours if you keep them to a consistent feeding schedule. 

Puppies of course, cannot hold it for that long. Very young puppies may only be able to hold it for only 

an hour or two during periods when they are awake and active. 

We will write of “puppies” throughout the rest of this article but the process is the same for an adult 

dog that is not potty-trained. If you just adopted a fully grown dog that is not potty-trained, don’t worry, 

it can still be done. Be patient however, it can take just as long to housebreak an adult dog as it does a 



very young puppy. This means that whether you just brought home an 8-week old puppy or a 1-year old 

adult dog, it could take a full year before you have a reliably housebroken dog. 

 

THE BASIC COMPONENTS 

We’ve broken potty-training down into 4 components. They are: 

Component 1 - Teaching your puppy to go potty outside rather than inside. This is of course what we 

think of when we think of potty training.  The other three components however are critical points that 

are often not discussed or are overlooked. 

Component 2 – Teaching your puppy that your entire house is the “den” and is not to be soiled in. 
Puppies have a natural aversion to soiling in their den but in their mind, their den is just a very small 

area. Your puppy may think that their crate or the gated area in the kitchen is the den and hence won’t 
soil there but will think that the rest of the house is an appropriate potty area. This component takes the 

longest amount of time and must be done slowly. Too slow is better than too fast. 

In our experience, this is where dog owners most frequently run into problems. Little Fido has gone for a 

week or two without an accident in his crate or in the kitchen and he is deemed to be “housebroken”. 
He is NOT housebroken, don’t fall for it. If Fido is then given full run of the house because of his previous 

accident-free behavior, you WILL find surprises in various areas of your house. This will be discussed in 

more detail later. 

Component 3 – Conditioning your puppy to hold it, for a reasonable amount of time of course, until they 

get outside. This is one of the reasons that we are opposed to using dog doors or pee pads/newspapers 

for potty training. These methods do not encourage your puppy to hold it; rather they allow your puppy 

to go potty whenever they feel like it. If you condition your dog to hold it, their system will develop a 

schedule.  

Component 4 – Conditioning your puppy to communicate to you that they have to go potty. This again is 

another reason that we are opposed to using dog doors or pee pads for potty training. By using dog 

doors or pee pads, you are not teaching your dog to communicate to you that they have to go potty. 

Since they are able to go as soon as they have the urge, there is no need to communicate with you. 

Components 3 and 4 are tightly intertwined. 

Many puppies naturally learn to communicate. Communication can come in the form of whining, a bark, 

tapping or scratching at the door or crate, spinning in circles, going back and forth between you and the 

door, etc. Pay attention and you will learn how your puppy is trying to communicate. 

Some puppies may just stand at the door silently. For them, you may need to teach them to 

communicate. A bell hung at the door can be used. When you notice your dog waiting by the door, 

encourage them to touch the bell by holding a treat behind it. When they ring the bell, say “YES”, give 

them the treat and immediately take them outside. Or if you can teach your puppy to bark when you say 

“Speak”, then you can teach them to bark when they need to go out. 

Components 2, 3 and 4 come together in the following way. Maybe you’ve taught your puppy to use a 

dog door and he hasn’t had an accident in the house for months because he always uses the dog door. 



Great, right? Not necessarily. The potential problem comes in if or when you travel with your puppy. If 

you stay at, or visit a friend’s house, they may not have a dog door. If you stay at a hotel, there will 

definitely not be a dog door. If you camp, your tent or camper will not have a dog door. 

Now your puppy is at a disadvantage. The puppy, possibly not recognizing that your friend’s house is the 
“den” (Component 2), not be conditioned to holding it (Component 3), and not knowing how to 

communicate their needs (Component 4), will then potty inside. Friends and hotels frown upon this. 

Now that we’ve discussed the basic concepts, let’s get into the actual process of potty-training. 

 

THE CRATE 

The crate is your primary tool.  The crate capitalizes on a dogs’ instinct to not soil in their den and 

conditions your puppy to “hold it” as time goes by.  Attempting to potty train your puppy without a 

crate will prove to be a long, frustrating experience for you and will not be fair to the puppy. Don’t feel 
guilty about confining your puppy to a crate; your puppies’ crate will have whatever connotation you 
give to it. If you treat the crate as a matter-of-fact part of puppyhood, your puppy will accept it as a fact 

of life. 

Side note: In addition to potty training, a crate keeps your puppy safe. All puppies are inquisitive and 

they investigate and explore the world with their noses and mouths. They WILL get into things, they 

WILL find things and chew them up. Some of the things that they find might be harmful to them. That is 

just how puppies are, it can’t be avoided. With maturity and proper training, they will outgrow this 

behavior and earn more freedom. 

The area that the puppy has in the crate needs to be the right amount of space.  Too much 

space is often when a dog will soil in the crate. The right amount of space depends on the individual 

puppy. Some puppies will do just fine in a space where they have a little room to roam around in, others 

may require a very minimal space. If your puppy is soiling in their crate, then the space needs to be 

made smaller. Many crates come with a divider that can be used to make the area very small at first and 

then moved as your dog grows and gets better at potty training, and eventually can be removed 

entirely. 

Your dogs’ crate can be temporary or permanent. Some people choose to crate their dogs at night or 

while they are away even though their dog is fully housebroken. For some dog owners, it’s just a 
preference. Other dog owners may crate their dog when they are not supervised due to behavioral 

issues such as getting into the garbage, chewing inappropriate items, they have two dogs that they don’t 
trust together unless they are supervised, etc. These are separate issues from potty training however so 

if you have questions regarding usage of the crate in these types of situations, please contact us. 

 

THE PROCESS 

EVERY time you take your puppy out of the crate, put them on-leash and take them to the designated 

potty area. You will have the best chance of success first thing in the morning, after waking up after a 



nap, or after activity. It is important that you dictate the area where you want them to go potty. Taking 

them to the same area each time encourages them to go the next time. 

Now that you’re outside in the designated potty area…your job is to wait, the puppy’s job is to go potty. 

Don’t let your puppy lead you around the yard, chase butterflies, or play with toys; you are working on 

going potty. Once your puppy starts to eliminate, say “Go Potty”. DO NOT say, “Go Potty” over and over 
and over while you are waiting for it to happen, your puppy doesn’t yet know what “Go Potty” means. 

Your goal is to associate the words, “Go Potty” with the actual action of going potty. You can give a treat 

when they are finished, really make a celebration of it. 

If your puppy doesn’t go potty, then take them back to the crate, wait about 5 minutes, and repeat the 

process. Do this until your puppy goes potty.   

Once your puppy goes potty, they can then go back into the house and have a small amount of 

temporary freedom. A minimal amount of freedom is the reward for being successful. They MUST be in 

a small enough area that you can see them at all times; just because they went potty two minutes ago 

doesn’t mean that they won’t go potty again in five minutes. Use X-Pens or gates to keep them in a 

small area such as your kitchen. 

While your puppy is enjoying their temporary freedom you will still need to directly supervise them.  If 

they decide to go potty again, you need to be able to catch them in the act. If they squat to go potty, 

quickly and quietly go to them, pick them up or grab their collar and then give a verbal “NO, POTTY!” 

while quickly taking them to the potty area that you have established.  This allows the puppy to connect 

the dots. You need to let them know you are displeased with the right amount of corrective tone in your 

voice. Don’t overdo it. If your puppy is slightly startled, then you’re at the correct level, you don’t need 
to traumatize them.  

The rest of this falls into place with repetition and supervision. Do not allow your dog a larger area until 

they are successful in the area that they currently have. If your puppy has accidents while confined to 

your kitchen for instance, don’t expect that they’ll do any better in a larger area. Freedom should be 
given in very small increments AS THEY EARN IT.  They generally graduate from a crate to an area that is 

penned off, then an entire room that is penned off, then the first floor gradually, then the second floor, 

etc. The criteria for earning more space is not having accidents and letting you know they have to go 

outside. Proceed slowly and the entire process will actually go faster. 

 All dogs require this repetitive cycle.  It will take many, many repetitions of this cycle. As mentioned 

previously, expect potty training to take a year. It can be easy to get frustrated and give up and think 

that it’s not working, but be assured that with consistency and patience, your puppy will learn. 

 

HELPFUL TIPS 

- The “Go Potty” cue is important for the following reason. Once a dog really starts to get the idea 
of housebreaking, they may be reluctant to go anywhere but their designated potty area. It is 

not unusual for a dog to be reluctant to eliminate in an unfamiliar area. When you travel with 

your dog and stop at a rest area or just want your dog to go potty before you head into the 

veterinarian’s office, the “Go Potty” cue will come in handy and let your dog know what it is you 
expect of them. 



 

- We stress putting your puppy on-leash while going outside for a potty break because the last 

thing you want is an adult dog that will not go potty while on a leash. It is not unusual at all for a 

puppy that is potty trained off-leash to turn into a dog that will not go potty while on a leash. So 

even if you have a fenced-in yard and your puppy comes to you reliably every time you call 

them…put your puppy on a leash for potty training. 
 

- Never, never, never use severe punishment when your puppy has an accident, even if you catch 

them in the act. You just need to let them know that eliminating in the house is an unacceptable 

behavior. When you catch them in the act, say “NO POTTY”, scoop them up and take them 

outside as quickly as possible, that is all you need to do. Severe punishment will NOT speed up 

the process and will greatly diminish, and likely destroy, the trust that your puppy has in you. 

Severe punishment can actually have the effect that your puppy will be afraid to go potty even 

when they are outside or if you are present.  

 

- Don’t bring your puppy to the “scene of the crime” after the fact and punish them. Puppies, and 

even adult dogs, do not make the connection between the mess that you just dragged them to 

and punished them for and the fact that they made the mess. You confuse your puppy and 

diminish the trust that he has in you. If you find an accident after the deed is done, chalk it up as 

your mistake, calmly clean it up, commit yourself to paying closer attention next time, and/or 

reduce the area that your puppy has available. 

 

COMMON PROBLEMS 

- Soiling in the crate. 

 

If your puppy is soiling in their crate, they have too much space. While the amount of space they 

have may seem small to us, a puppy doesn’t require very much space to eliminate and then 

squish back into an unsoiled corner. We have both experienced this with some of our own 

puppies. Night after night the puppy would urinate in their crate. Getting up two or three times 

a night and taking them out still didn’t end the behavior. It gets frustrating and exhausting 

pretty quickly. We have also had clients that were experiencing the exact same problem with 

their puppies and our solution is the same for them and it works. 

 

The solution is not a pleasant one to carry out but sometimes it is necessary. Many crates come 

with a divider so that you can adjust the size of the space. Use this divider to make the space 

that your puppy has in the crate VERY small. How small? Just large enough that they can stand 

up and lay down. If they can’t turn around, or struggle to get turned around, then the space is 
just right.  

 

It will break your heart to confine your puppy to this tiny space, it did ours. However, do not let 

your puppy know that you’re heartbroken by making a big fuss about it. Just put them in the 

crate very calmly and confidently, close the door, and go to bed. In our experience, you will 

wake up the very next morning to a pee-free crate. Do this for a couple of nights. If your puppy 



is successful, move the divider back a couple of inches. After two or three more successful 

nights, move it again a couple of inches. Keep doing this until the divider is eventually removed. 

If at some point in the process your puppy has an accident, then you will have to reduce the size 

slightly for a couple of nights. 

 

Generally, soiling in the crate is a nighttime problem due to the amount of time involved and the 

fact that you are not supervising them because you’re asleep. If you do have to resort to this 

method, you may need two crates, a daytime crate and a nighttime crate.  

 

Even very young puppies can hold it overnight if they have to. However, if your puppy does 

wake you up by whining, or making a fuss of some kind, by all means take them outside. But…as 
soon as they go potty, it’s back inside the crate. You don’t want to inadvertently teach your 

puppy that it’s great fun to wake you up and go outside and play for a while. 

 

If you are experiencing this problem with your puppy, don’t wait and think it will just go away or 
the dog will grow out of it.  The earlier you adopt this method of dealing with this issue, the 

faster it will resolve. If this method does not work, please take your puppy to your veterinarian 

and make sure that there is not a medical issue of some kind that is causing an incontinence 

problem. 

 

- Soiling on their bed or toys 

If your puppy soils on their bed or toys, take away those items. Belongings are resources and 

they must earn their resources by not peeing on them! As your puppy matures and his 

housebreaking skills improve, you can gradually reintroduce their belongings. 


