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Introduction: You're Not Failing

If you're reading this at 2 AM after cleaning up another accident — you're not
failing. Every pet owner goes through this. This guide will get you through it.

Here's what the Pets Decoder wants you to understand first: house breaking is not
about your pet's intelligence or your competence. It's about biology and
scheduling.

A puppy's bladder is tiny and their bowel control is still developing. A rescue dog may
have spent months or years without consistent outdoor access. A cat avoiding the litter
box is almost always telling you something is wrong with the setup — not being spiteful.

Once you understand the why, the how becomes straightforward. This guide gives you:

* Exact schedules by age — no guessing when to go out

* Crate training done the humane, effective way

* Cleanup methods that actually eliminate odor (so your pet doesn't return to the
same spot)

* Troubleshooting for rescues, apartments, regression, and marking

* Complete cat section: litter box science, stress triggers, kitten timelines

* Clear guidance on when it's medical — see a vet, not a trainer

The One Rule

Never punish accidents. No yelling, no rubbing noses in it, no "time out" after the fact.
Here's why: your pet cannot connect punishment to something they did minutes ago. All
punishment teaches is that you're scary and unpredictable — which creates anxiety,
which causes more accidents. Every modern veterinary behaviorist agrees on this. The
Pets Decoder is firm: reward the right behavior, manage the environment to prevent the
wrong behavior, and be patient.

How fast will this work? Puppies: most families see major improvement in 2-4 weeks
of consistent scheduling. Adult rescues: 2-6 weeks depending on history. Cats: litter box
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issues often resolve within days once the setup is corrected. Consistency matters more
than speed.
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‘2 DOGS

Chapter 1: The Schedule That Works

Here's the secret the entire guide hinges on: puppies don't have accidents because
they're bad. They have accidents because nobody took them out in time. The
schedule is the training.

The Non-Negotiable Times

Take your puppy out at every single one of these times. No exceptions for the first month:

1. Immediately after waking up — morning, naps, any sleep. Bladder is full.

2. Within 15 minutes after eating or drinking — food and water activate the
digestive system fast in puppies.

. After every play session — excitement loosens everything up.

. After chewing — chewing stimulates digestion.

. Every 1-2 hours during the day (see age chart below).

. Right before bed — last chance, no water 2 hours before.

N O U B~ W

. Once overnight (for puppies under 12 weeks) — set an alarm. Yes, really.

Age-Based Schedule

Rule of thumb: a puppy can hold it roughly one hour per month of age, up to about 6
hours. An 8-week-old puppy needs to go out every 1-2 hours. A 4-month-old can stretch
to 4 hours.

The Pets Decoder ¢ 5



Daytime

. Overnight
interval
8-10 Every 1-2 Every 2-3 hours (set Maximum supervision. This is the
weeks hours alarm) hardest phase and it's temporary.
10-12 . , .
Every 2 hours  Every 3-4 hours Start stretching nighttime gradually.
weeks
3-4 4-5 hours (may Many puppies start signaling at the door
Every 3 hours
months sleep through) now.
4-6 Should be mostly reliable with consistent
Every 4 hours  6-7 hours
months schedule.
6+ Every 4-6 , Adult patterns emerging. Keep the
Through the night )
months hours routine.

The Outdoor Routine (Do This Every Time)

Leash up and go to the same spot every time. The scent reminds them what this
trip is for.

Stand still and boring. No playing, no walking around. You're there for business.

The instant they go, mark it: "YES! Good potty!" in your happiest voice + a treat
right there outside (not back inside).

Use a cue word consistently: "go potty," "do your business" — whatever you pick,
use it every time as they're going.

If nothing happens in 5 minutes, go back inside, confine or supervise closely for 15
minutes, then try again. Don't give them unsupervised freedom after a failed trip.

Why treat outside? If you wait until you're back indoors to reward, your dog learns
that coming inside earns the treat — not going potty. The reward must happen at the
scene, within seconds.

Adjusting for Your Work Schedule

* Working from home: Follow the age chart strictly. Set phone alarms — you'll
forget.
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* Out 4-6 hours: Use a puppy pen (not just a crate — too long for a young puppy)
with a potty pad at one end and bed at the other. Hire a midday dog walker if
possible for puppies under 4 months.

* Out 8+ hours: A puppy under 6 months cannot hold it this long. Arrange a midday
break (walker, neighbor, family) or expect accidents. This isn't a training failure —
it's biology.
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‘2 DOGS

Chapter 2: Crate Training Done Right

A crate is not a cage or a punishment. Used correctly, it's your puppy's bedroom — a safe
den where they sleep and relax. Dogs are den animals; most take to crates quickly when
introduced properly.

Why Crates Work

Dogs instinctively avoid soiling their sleeping area. A properly sized crate leverages this
instinct: the puppy will hold it (within their physical limits) rather than soil their den. This
accelerates house training dramatically.

Choosing the Right Size

* Big enough to stand up, turn around, and lie down comfortably.

* Not bigger. Too much space and the puppy will sleep at one end and potty at the
other — defeating the purpose.

* For growing puppies: buy the adult size and use the divider panel to shrink it,
expanding as they grow.

e Wire crates (with divider) are the most versatile. Plastic airline crates feel more den-
like for anxious dogs.

Introduction Plan: Day 1 Through Day 7
0 Day 1-2: Leave the crate open with the door removed or tied open. Toss treats and
meals inside. Let the puppy explore freely. No closing the door yet.

a Day 3-4: Feed all meals in the crate. Start closing the door for 5-10 seconds while
they're eating, then open. Gradually extend to a few minutes.

e Day 5-6: Close the door for 15-30 minutes while you're nearby. Give a stuffed Kong
or chew. Open before they get distressed.

o Day 7+: Start using the crate for naps and when you can't supervise. Build duration
gradually — 1 hour, then 2. Always potty before crating.
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Common Crate Mistakes

* Too long too soon. A screaming puppy in a crate for 4 hours on day one will hate
the crate forever. Build up slowly.

* Using it as punishment. Never put a dog in the crate angry. The crate must
always predict good things.

* Skipping the potty trip first. Always empty the tank before crating. A puppy who
has to go will go — crate or not.

* Bare crate. A blanket or crate pad makes it cozy. (Remove bedding temporarily if
the puppy chews or soils it — try again later.)

When NOT to use a crate: Dogs with severe separation anxiety (crating can cause
panic and injury), dogs with certain medical conditions, or any dog who has been crated
so long they're soiling it regularly — that's a sign the schedule needs fixing, not more
crate time.
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‘2 DOGS

Chapter 3: Accidents Happen — Cleanup &
Recovery

Accidents will happen. How you clean them determines whether they happen in the same
spot again.

Why Regular Cleaners Don't Work

Urine contains uric acid crystals and proteins that standard household cleaners don't
break down. You might not smell anything — but your dog's nose (10,000-100,000x more
sensitive than yours) absolutely does. If the scent remains, the spot reads as "bathroom"
to your dog.

What You Need: Enzymatic Cleaner

Enzymatic (bio-enzymatic) cleaners contain live bacteria that digest the uric acid and
proteins. This is the only cleaner type that truly eliminates pet urine odor. Look for
products labeled "enzymatic" or "bio-enzymatic" — popular options include Nature's
Miracle, Rocco & Roxie, and Simple Solution. Keep a bottle on hand before you need it.

Step-by-Step Accident Cleanup
Blot, don't rub. Press paper towels or a clean cloth firmly into the spot. Rubbing
spreads it deeper.

Remove as much liquid as possible. For carpet, stand on the towels to press
deep.

Saturate with enzymatic cleaner. Use more than you think — it needs to reach
as deep as the urine did. Follow the product's dwell time (usually 10-15 minutes).

Blot again and let air dry. Don't rinse — the enzymes need time to work.

For hard floors: same process, but also check grout lines and baseboards — urine
seeps.
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What NOT to Do

* Don't use ammonia-based cleaners. Ammonia smells like urine to dogs. You're
literally marking the spot as a toilet.

* Don't use steam cleaners on urine spots (before enzymatic treatment). Heat
bonds the proteins permanently.

* Don't punish. If you find an accident after the fact, just clean it. Your dog has no
idea why you're upset.

* Don't assume one cleaning is enough for old or repeated spots. Treat twice.

Getting Back on Track After a Regression

Had three clean weeks and then two accidents in one day? Don't panic — and don't
change everything. Go back to the puppy schedule for 3-5 days (more frequent outings,
closer supervision). Most regressions resolve within a week when you tighten the routine.
See Chapter 4 for deeper regression troubleshooting.
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Chapter 4: Special Situations

Rescue Dogs: Undoing Old Habits

An adult rescue may never have been house trained — or may have learned to go indoors
from months in a kennel. Treat them like an 8-week-old puppy for the first 2-3 weeks:
same schedule, same supervision, same rewards. Don't assume age equals training. Most
rescues catch on fast because they want to get it right — they just need to learn your
specific routine.

e Limit freedom initially: one room, then expand as reliability grows.

* Learn their "tells" — circling, sniffing, heading to a quiet corner.

* Be extra generous with rewards in the first month. You're building a new habit from
scratch.

Apartment Living: No Yard? No Problem.

* Designate one outdoor spot and use it every time — consistency matters more
than convenience.

* Leash + elevator plan: keep the leash by the door, shoes ready. Every second
counts with a puppy.

* Balcony grass patch: real-grass delivery services (or a DIY turf tray) work as a
backup for emergencies — but still do real outdoor trips as the primary.

* Potty pads: useful as a bridge for very young puppies or high-rise living, but
transition to outdoor-only as soon as practical. Dogs trained exclusively on pads
often struggle to generalize to grass.

Regression: Why Trained Dogs Backslide

Common triggers: schedule change (new job, new baby), moving house, new pet in the
home, illness, anxiety, or simply too much freedom too fast. The fix is almost always the
same: go back to basics for 1-2 weeks. Tighter schedule, closer supervision, generous
rewards. Don't punish the regression — address the cause.
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Marking vs. Peeing: How to Tell the Difference

Marking Regular urination

Amount Small squirts Full emptying

Location Vertical surfaces, new objects, doorways Anywhere (often the same spots)
Posture Leg lift (even females sometimes) Squat

Trigger New smells, other animals, visitors Full bladder

Marking is communication, not a house-training failure. Management (belly bands indoors
temporarily), neutering/spaying (reduces but doesn't always eliminate), and rewarding
outdoor marking (give them a designated "marking post" on walks) all help. If marking
starts suddenly in a previously trained dog, rule out medical causes first.
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Chapter 5: Litter Box Mastery

Here's the good news about cats: most want to use a litter box. When they don't, it's
almost always a setup problem — not a behavior problem. Get the setup right and you
prevent 90% of issues before they start.

The n+1 Rule

One litter box per cat, plus one extra. Two cats = three boxes. This isn't optional
luxury — it's the single most important rule in cat house training. Cats are territorial
about elimination spots, and a cat who feels crowded will find their own spot (your
laundry basket, the guest bed).

Box Types: What Actually Matters

* Size: Bigger is better. The box should be at least 1.5x your cat's body length. Most
commercial boxes are too small for average adult cats. Large storage tubs with a
cut-out entrance work great and cost less.

* Covered vs. uncovered: Most cats prefer uncovered. Covered boxes trap odor
(for the cat, who has to go inside) and limit escape routes — a nervous cat won't
use a box they feel trapped in. If odor is your concern, scoop more often instead.

* High sides vs. low entry: Kittens, seniors, and arthritic cats need low-entry
boxes. Young healthy adults handle standard sides fine.

* Self-cleaning boxes: Convenient but noisy mechanisms scare some cats. If your
cat avoids it, go back to a basic box — a used basic box beats an avoided fancy

one.
Litter Types
Type Pros Cons
Unscented Cats' #1 preference in studies;
. . Dust; not flushable; heavy
clumping clay easy scooping
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Scented clumping ) Many cats dislike the perfume — can
Odor masking for humans ,
clay cause avoidance

Crystal/silica Low dust; good odor absorption Texture bothers some cats; pricier

Doesn't clump; needs frequent full
Paper pellets Low dust; good post-surgery
changes

Pine/wheat/corn Natural; lighter Some cats reject the texture or scent

The Pets Decoder's recommendation: Start with unscented clumping clay. It's what
most cats prefer and what most were raised on. Only switch if there's a specific reason
(allergies, dust sensitivity), and transition gradually over 7-10 days by mixing.

Placement: Where Boxes Go (and Where They Don't)

* Spread them out. Three boxes in one room = one location in your cat's mind. Put
them in different areas.

* Quiet but accessible. Not next to the washing machine, not in a dead-end closet.
Cats want privacy and an escape route.

* One per floor in multi-story homes. A cat won't run downstairs if the urge hits.

* Away from food and water. Cats don't eat where they eliminate.

* Senior/accessibility: ground floor, low-entry, well-lit path (nightlights help older
cats).

Cleaning Schedule That Prevents Problems

* Scoop daily — minimum. Twice daily is better. A dirty box is the #1 cause of "my
cat suddenly stopped using the box."

* Full litter change: every 2-4 weeks for clumping litter (scoop daily); weekly for
non-clumping.

* Wash the box with mild soap and water during full changes. Avoid strong
disinfectants — residue odor deters cats.

The 90% rule: Right number of boxes + right litter + right placement + daily scooping
= 90% of litter box problems never happen. Most "problem cats" just have a setup
problem.
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Chapter 6: When Cats Go Outside the Box

Medical first, always. If a previously reliable cat suddenly starts going outside the box,

see a veterinarian before assuming it's behavioral. Urinary tract infections,

bladder stones, kidney disease, diabetes, and arthritis (can't climb into the box) are

common culprits. This is especially urgent for male cats straining to urinate — that can

be a life-threatening blockage.

After Medical Is Ruled Out: The Behavioral Checklist

Count your boxes. n+1 rule — are you short?
Check cleanliness. When did you last scoop? Be honest.

Anything change? New litter brand, moved a box, new furniture near the box, new
pet, new baby, houseguests, construction noise? Cats are change-sensitive.

Location stress. Is the box near something scary (appliance, high-traffic area, a
dog that ambushes)?

Territorial stress. New cat in the home? Stray cats visible through windows? Add
boxes and vertical territory (cat trees, shelves).

Retraining Steps

Clean all soiled spots with enzymatic cleaner (same as dogs — regular cleaners
don't eliminate the scent marker).

Fix the setup issue you identified above.

Confine the cat to one room with the (clean, correct) litter box for 3-7 days to
rebuild the habit. Include food, water, bed, and scratcher — make it a pleasant
room, not a punishment.

Gradually expand access room by room as reliability returns.
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What NOT to Do

* Don't punish — it creates fear and makes the problem worse.

* Don't "show them" the mess — they know. It doesn't teach anything.

* Don't lock them in a tiny space long-term — the confinement in step 3 is temporary
retraining, not a lifestyle.

& CATS

Chapter 7: Kittens — Week by Week

Good news: mama cats teach kittens to use the litter box. Your job is mostly setup —
provide the right box in the right place and let instinct work.

Age What's happening Your job
0-3 Mama stimulates elimination; i .
i Nothing (unless hand-raising — see below)
weeks kittens can't go alone
3-4 Kittens start eliminating on their Introduce a shallow box with low sides near
weeks own the nest. They'll stumble in.
4-6 ) ) Keep the box clean. Expect misses — they're
Learning by watching mama )
weeks babies.
6-8 . ) Add a second box as they explore more
Reliable with the box nearby
weeks rooms.
8-12 ) _— .
K Fully trained (usually) Maintain n+1 as they claim the whole house.
weeks

Orphaned / Hand-Raised Kittens: Extra Steps

Without mama, you stimulate elimination: after each feeding, gently rub the kitten's
lower belly and genital area with a warm, damp cloth or cotton ball. They should urinate
every time and defecate at least once daily. Introduce the litter box at 3-4 weeks — place
them in it after meals. They'll get it quickly.
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Kitten-proofing the box area: Use non-clumping litter for kittens under 8 weeks (they
taste everything, and clumping litter can cause blockages if ingested). Switch to
clumping after 8 weeks.
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Part 3: When to Worry — See a Vet

The Pets Decoder is a training guide, not a veterinary practice. Here's how to tell the
difference between a training issue and a medical one.

Veterinary disclaimer: The Pets Decoder team are not veterinarians. This guide provides
training and behavioral information only. If your pet shows any signs below, consult your
veterinarian promptly. When in doubt, call your vet — that's always the right move.

Dogs: See a Vet If You Notice...

 Straining to urinate, or producing only drops

* Blood in urine or stool

* Sudden increase in frequency (could signal UTI, diabetes, Cushing's)

* Drinking dramatically more water than usual

* A previously house-trained adult suddenly having frequent accidents

* Signs of pain during elimination (crying, hunching)

* Incontinence while sleeping (different from incomplete training — often medical)

Cats: See a Vet If You Notice...

* Male cat straining to urinate — potential urinary blockage, which can be fatal
within 24-48 hours. Emergency.

* Crying in the litter box

* Blood in urine or stool

* Going in and out of the box repeatedly with little output

* Sudden litter box avoidance in a previously reliable cat

* Excessive thirst + increased urination (kidney disease, diabetes, hyperthyroidism)

* Senior cat missing the box — could be arthritis, cognitive decline, or vision loss

What to Tell Your Vet

Bring specifics: when the accidents started, how often, what the urine/stool looks like,
any diet changes, any household changes, and whether the pattern is new or gradual. A
phone video of the behavior (if safe to capture) helps enormously.
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It's not your fault. Medical issues masquerade as training problems all the time.
Ruling out health causes is responsible ownership — not giving up on training.
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Quick-Reference Printables (print these pages)

Puppy Potty Schedule by Age

Daytime Overnight Key reminders
Every 1-2 Every 2-3 After waking, eating, playing, chewing — every
8-10 weeks )
hrs hrs time
10-12 Every 3-4 . .
Every 2 hrs Start stretching nights
weeks hrs
3-4 months Every 3 hrs 4-5 hrs Watch for door signals
4-6 months Every 4 hrs 6-7 hrs Mostly reliable — keep routine
Every 4-6 .
6+ months h All night Adult patterns
rs

Accident Cleanup Checklist

Blot (don't rub) with paper towels — press firmly
Remove as much liquid as possible

Saturate with enzymatic cleaner — use plenty
Wait the full dwell time (10-15 min)

Blot again, air dry — don't rinse

No ammonia cleaners, no steam before enzyme treatment

O o o o o o O

No punishment — just clean and move on

"Is This Normal?" Quick Guide

Situation Action

Puppy accidents in week 1-2 Yes Tighten schedule, be patient
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Regression after 3 clean weeks

Rescue dog accidents in month 1

Cat avoids a dirty box

Sudden accidents + straining

Blood in urine/stool

Male cat can't urinate

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

No — emergency
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Back to basics for 1-2 weeks

Treat like a puppy, build the habit

Scoop daily — problem solved

Vet visit — rule out medical

Vet visit promptly

Emergency vet immediately



BONUS: 2 Free Trick Trainings )

You bought a house-breaking guide. The Pets Decoder is including two foundational trick
trainings free — because a pet who knows "sit" and "come" is easier to house train,
manage, and live with. These are the two most useful cues any pet can learn.
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Bonus Training 1: Sit

What it looks like: Your dog sits on cue and holds it. The foundation of all
obedience — and the default "please" behavior you'll use a hundred times a day.

What you need: Treats. That's it.
Step-by-step

Hold a treat at your dog's nose, then slowly move it up and back over their
head — like drawing a line from nose to ears.

Their nose follows the treat up; their rear drops down. It's biomechanics —
they almost can't help it.

The instant the rear touches the ground, mark ("YES!") and treat.

Repeat 10-15 times. Most dogs are sitting reliably by the end of the first
session.

Add the cue: say "sit" just before luring. After 10-15 paired reps, try the word
alone.

Build duration: wait 2 seconds before marking, then 5, then 10. A sit that

holds is far more useful than a quick sit-and-pop.

How long it takes

Most dogs: 1-3 days. This is often the first thing dogs learn.
Make "sit" the default: Ask for a sit before meals, before going outside, before
greeting people, before getting a toy. Within weeks, your dog will start offering sits

automatically when they want something — which means a calmer, more
manageable dog with zero extra training.

Troubleshooting: Dog jumps instead of sitting? You're holding the treat too high
— keep it close to the nose. Dog backs up? Do it with their rear near a wall. Won't
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hold the sit? You're asking for duration too fast. Reward 1-second sits first, then
build.
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Bonus Training 2: Come (Recall)

What it looks like: Your dog comes to you when called — reliably,

enthusiastically, every time. This is the most important cue for safety.

What you need: High-value treats (the best you've got — this cue must always

pay well). A long line for outdoor practice. A helper is useful but optional.

Step-by-step

Charge the word first (indoors): Say your dog's name + "come!" in a
happy voice, then immediately treat — even if they were already next to you.
Repeat 15-20 times over two days. You're building the association: "come" =
amazing things happen.

Short distance: Have a helper hold your dog (or wait until they're mildly
distracted a few feet away). Say "come!" once, crouch down, open your arms.
When they come, throw a treat party — multiple treats, praise, excitement.

Add distance gradually: 6 feet, 15 feet, across the room, across the yard.
Only increase distance when the current distance is 90% reliable.

Add mild distractions: another person nearby, a toy on the ground. If they
fail, reduce the distraction — don't repeat the cue louder.

Outdoor practice on a long line: Let them wander, then call. If they don't
come, gently reel the line in (no yanking) — then reward the arrival anyway.
Never punish a slow recall.

The Golden Rules of Recall

* Never call for something unpleasant. If "come" means bath time, nail

trims, or the end of fun, your dog will stop coming. Go get them for
unpleasant things instead.

* Always reward. Every single recall gets a treat — for life. This is the one cue

where you never fade the reward.

* Never chase. If your dog won't come, run away from them (they'll chase

you) or crouch and be interesting. Chasing teaches them that running away is
a game.
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* One call, then wait. Repeating "come come come COME!" teaches your dog
that the first three don't count.

How long it takes
Basic indoor recall: 1-2 weeks. Reliable outdoor recall with distractions: 2-3 months

of consistent practice. This is a cue you train for life — keep practicing.

Safety note: Until recall is reliable outdoors, use a long line or fenced areas. An
unreliable recall near roads is dangerous. There's no shame in management while
training — that's responsible ownership.
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What's Next

House breaking is the foundation — but it's just the beginning. Once the accidents stop,
here's where to go:

* Basic manners: You've already started with "sit" and "come" from the bonus
section. Add "down," "stay," and "leave it" next.

* Fun training: The Pets Decoder's 8 Simple Tricks to Teach Your Pet guide picks up
right where this one leaves off — 12 tricks with step-by-step instructions.

* Deeper programs: For structured training that goes beyond basics, Brain
Training for Dogs (by certified trainer Adrienne Farricelli) is the Pets Decoder's
recommended next step for dogs who are ready for more.

You made it through the hardest part of pet ownership. The accidents, the 2 AM
cleanups, the worry — that's behind you now. What you built in these weeks is a
communication system with your pet that will pay off for years. Well done.

© 2026 The Decoder Network — Pets Decoder. Training guidance for healthy pets.
We are not veterinarians. Consult your veterinarian for health or behavioral concerns.
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