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Homeward Bound Golden Retriever Rescue 
Golden Rule Training 

 
 

Nipping or Mouthing Behavior 
 
There is a big difference between nipping, mouthing and biting; a puppy nips as it plays 
and has to be taught nipping with other puppies is fine, but with humans is not 
appreciated.  For an adult dog that nips or mouths, they probably were never trained as 
a puppy, someone played rough with them in the past, or they get over excited. Training 
for puppies is a little different than it is for an adult dog.   
 
Dog is 4 months old and nips at fingers and toes: 
Puppy nipping and mouthing is normal and not aggressive at this stage (although it 
could become aggressive).  The puppy needs to learn early on that the human 
hands/skin are not chew toys.   
 
Action: The goal is to teach the puppy the nipping hurts, say “OUCH” very loud so is 
startles the puppy, and then ignore her. Do not jerk your hand away; she may think it is a 
game.  If she gets no attention for that activity it will not be so much fun and she will 
stop. Be consistent. 
 
Action: Replace your hand with an appropriate chew/teething toy for the puppy to chew 
on for starters.  Use Bitter Apple on your hands as a deterrent, the taste is unpleasant 
and the puppy should stop. 
 
Dog is 10 months old and will grab hands and arms with his mouth whenever he gets 
excited. 
 
At this point the dog is as big as an adult and the nipping can be harmful and very 
painful, so the sooner the dog learns to stop the better. 

 
Action: Implement leadership techniques as soon as possible (see leadership article) 
and act as the one setting the rules.   Start by not pulling back on the hand, but leave it 
there with no reaction, no affection and no attention.  Say “NO” or “eh-eh” only when the 
dog stops nipping or mouthing does he get praise and positive attention.   
 
Along with praise and attention, try to have delicious food treats handy and ignore him 
when he engages in any rough nipping behavior.  Use the food treat 3 seconds after the 
mouthy behavior stops, and say “good.”  He will get the idea that nipping or mouthing 
does not get him what he wants, but when he stops he gets a treat or praise.  The 3 
seconds is used to pause between cues so the dog does not confuse one with the other. 
 
Replace his need to nip or mouth with an appropriate chew toy; by redirecting the 
behavior he will learn what he CAN chew and what he cannot.  This is the most effective 
choice, be consistent and have a toy ready to replace the behavior.  Say “OUCH” or 
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“NO”!  Then immediately give him the toy, and say “good”!  He will get the idea the only 
thing he can put his teeth on is the toy! 
 

Use the clicker to help eliminate puppy nipping 
All puppies like to play and wrestle and nip each other. When they come to live with 
people, they want to play in the same way. They don't know that our skin is far more 
tender than their littermate's fur—so sometimes those nips can hurt! 

If the puppy has no littermates, he may be particularly nippy because it did not have a 
chance to learn "bite inhibition" the natural way. Teething may also be a cause of 
nipping, as the puppy wants something in its mouth to chew on and will grab hold of 
anything at first. 

The Rules: 

1. Don't let the puppy play with your hands or clothes. Simply stop the fun, and 
leave. If biting always stops the fun, biting at hands and clothes will occur less 
often. Often this is enough to extinguish playful nipping, but probably not enough 
to extinguish nipping due to teething discomfort. 
 

2. Have a safe and comfortable spot where you can leave the puppy when you 
cannot play with him or watch him; an X pen with his bedding and some toys in it, 
or an area fenced off with baby gates. Nippy puppies go back to their own space 
for a while. 
 

3. When the puppy grabs you or your clothing, stop moving!!! The movement 
seems like play to the dog. The fun is gone if you are still. 
 

4. When the puppy grabs a hand or sweater, for example, disengage him gently 
and provide a suitable replacement; such as a chew toy instead. Keep a couple 
of chewable replacements for your clothes and hands handy in each room where 
the puppy spends time. Ideas: rawhide, toys, knotted rope, an old sock with a 
tennis ball in it, empty marrow bone. Rotate the chew toys. 
 

5. Give your puppy something he can chew on, while you scratch his back and 
belly. This helps him to learn that some things are OK to chew on. Many puppies 
have learned in this way to grab a chew toy before they come over to you, as a 
way of telling you that they know what the rules for safe play are! Reinforce that 
with the scratching and rubbing they want! 

 
Source: 
Karen Pryor, Clicker Training 
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