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Early puppyhood represents one of 

the most influential periods in shaping 

lifelong welfare, behaviour, and the 

quality of the human–dog relationship. 

Yet today’s owners face a confusing 

landscape of inconsistent guidance, 

unregulated online content, rising 

costs, and limited access to qualified 

trainers. The result is increasing 

stress, preventable behaviour issues, 

and growing pressure on veterinary, 

insurance, and welfare systems.

To understand how structured, science-

based digital coaching can help 

bridge this gap, Zigzag partnered with 

the University of Lincoln to analyse 

data from over 700 owners across 

three groups: Zigzag users, users 

of other remote apps, and owners 

who undertook no training. The 

researchers assessed how different 

approaches — and different levels of 

engagement — relate to key dimensions 

of the puppy–owner relationship.

Executive 

Summary
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Owners who engage deeply with 

Zigzag show consistently healthier, 

more realistic, and more positive early 

relationship patterns — including 

reduced emotional over-dependence, 

fewer perceived burdens, and more 

proactive socialisation behaviours.

Headline Insight

While the cross-sectional design 

does not allow causal claims, the 

overall pattern of associations 

presents a compelling case for 

early, structured digital support as 

a welfare and retention tool.

Lower perceived burden: 

Higher engagement 

correlates with fewer 

negative perceptions 

of puppy ownership, 

supporting resilience and 

long-term retention.

Proactive socialisation & shared 

experiences: More structured 

engagement leads to increased 

outings, socialisation, and 

positive routines, promoting 

secure behavioural development.

Incremental improvements in 

dog quality-of-life: Even small 

gains in owner perception of 

puppy welfare may enhance 

long-term outcomes.

Stronger household fit & 

owner confidence: Users 

completing Zigzag report 

better perceived compatibility 

between puppy and family, 

and greater confidence 

in handling their puppy.

Healthier emotional balance: 

Engaged Zigzag users 

report less emotional over-

dependence, reducing 

risks of separation-related 

problems and owner anxiety
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Why this 
matters now

Across sectors — veterinary, 

insurance, training, behaviour, 

rescue — there is growing 

recognition that early-life 

support is the single most 

effective lever for improving 

long-term welfare and reducing 

behaviour-related risks.

Against this backdrop, scalable, 

evidence-informed digital 

guidance offers a way to provide 

high-quality support to every 

puppy owner — not just those who 

can access traditional services.

Key industry pressures:

Behaviour-related relinquishment 

is rising, with early-life mismatch of 

expectations cited as a major factor.

In-person training access is shrinking 

due to geography, cost, and post-

pandemic capacity issues.

Unregulated online advice contributes to 

misinformation and unrealistic expectations.

Insurers are experiencing increased claims 

related to early life behaviour and stress.

Veterinary teams face growing emotional labour 

supporting overwhelmed first-time owners.

Against this backdrop, scalable, evidence-informed 

digital guidance offers a way to provide high-

quality support to every puppy owner — not just 

those who can access traditional services.
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This white paper translates the University of Lincoln’s analysis 

into a clear, actionable format for partners and professionals. 

It aims to help industry stakeholders understand:

How structured digital 

learning influences early 

relationship patterns

Why emotional balance, 

realistic expectations, and 

socialisation behaviours matter

How Zigzag can support 

existing systems and 

reduce downstream risk

Where early-life digital 

support can integrate 

into partner pathways

Research Questions

Does the puppy–owner relationship 

differ between Zigzag users, other app 

users, and owners with no training?

How does the relationship change as 

Zigzag engagement increases?

Measures
Researchers used:

• The Monash Dog Owner 

Relationship Scale (MDORS)

• Additional questions on emotional 

closeness, perceived burdens, 

household fit, and quality-of-life

Analytical Approach

• Adjusted for confounders: puppy age, 

owner gender, prior dog experience

• Compared:

• Group differences

• Engagement differences (percentage 

completion of Zigzag’s first four chapters)

The engagement model produced more 

reliable, meaningful findings.

Sample

From 3,567 initial responses, 

735 were eligible for analysis:

Purpose of this 

White Paper

Zigzag

432

No training

236
Other remote 

apps

67
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Key Findings

Zigzag engagement is associated 
with healthier emotional balance

Owners who completed more of 

Zigzag were less likely to:

• Feel they must always be near their dog

• Wish never to be apart from their dog

• Use their dog as primary emotional support

• Report constant dog attentiveness

Why this matters:

Emotional over-dependence is a risk factor for 

separation-related problems, owner anxiety, 

and insecure attachment. Zigzag appears to 

promote realistic, secure emotional patterns.

Engaged Zigzag users perceive 
fewer burdens of ownership

Higher completion predicted lower 

endorsement of statements such as:

• “My dog costs too much money”

• “My dog is messy”

• “There are aspects of ownership I dislike”

• “My dog is more trouble than they’re worth”

Why this matters:

Reduced burden perception is linked to 

increased resilience, reduced relinquishment 

risk, and healthier long-term outcomes.
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Zigzag engagement is associated 
with more shared experiences 
and proactive socialisation

The more users completed, the more they:

• Took their puppy out in the car

• Visited people and new locations

• Engaged in shared routines with treats 

and positive interactions

Why this matters:

Early-life shared experiences are protective against 

fear, reactivity, and poor socialisation outcomes.

Owners report better household 
fit and more positive feelings

Higher Zigzag completion predicted:

• More confidence about coping

• More positive feelings about living with the puppy

• Better overall sense of “fit” between 

the puppy and family life

Why this matters:

Confidence and perceived fit are 

strong protective factors for long-

term stability and welfare.

3.

4.

Small but encouraging 
improvements in perceived 
dog quality-of-life

Owners who completed more of 

Zigzag reported slightly higher 

dog quality-of-life scores.

Why this matters:

Even incremental improvements in 

owner perception can reduce stress 

and improve engagement.

5.

D
o

g
-o

w
n

e
r 

in
te

ra
c

ti
o

n
 M

D
O

R
 i

te
m

s

Odds Ratio

0.25

P=0.007

P=0.029

P=0.01

P=0.813

P=0.648

P=0.213

P=0.123

P=0.207

P=0.881

visit people

food treats

take in car

play

buy presents

kiss

hug

relax with dog

groom

0.50 1.00 2.00 4.00 8.00

Zigzag Completion %

P
re

d
ic

te
d

 P
ro

b
a

b
il

it
y

(A) Feelings towards puppy

0.75

0.50

0.52

0.0

0% 25% 50% 75%1 00%

Regret puppy

Problem Severity

Substantial concerns

Generally positive

Very positive

Zigzag Completion %

P
re

d
ic

te
d

 P
ro

b
a

b
il

it
y

(B) Fitting in

0.6

0.4

0.2

0.0

0% 25% 50% 75%1 00%

Out of control

Problem Severity

Not at all well

Generally well

Very well



Strengthening the Puppy–Owner Relationship at Scale 8

For Veterinary Teams

• Supports owners between 

consults with consistent, 

fear-free advice

• Reinforces messaging 

around realistic expectations 

and socialisation

• Reduces emotional load 

by providing structured 

behavioural guidance

For Insurers

• May reduce behaviour-

related claims by improving 

early-life success

• Aligns with responsible pet 

ownership frameworks

• Offers value-added onboarding 

for new puppy customers

For Behaviourists & Trainers

• Complements in-person 

services by preparing owners 

with foundational knowledge

• Helps triage support needs earlier

• Encourages structured 

progress between sessions

For Rehoming Organisations 
& Charities

• Could reduce future 

relinquishment risk by improving 

early-life experiences

• Offers scalable post-

adoption support

Implications for Partners
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The findings suggest 
clear opportunities 
for partners to embed 
Zigzag into:

Veterinary puppy 

consultations

Pre-purchase 

education

Rehoming 

aftercare packages

Behaviour triage 

systems

Insurance 

onboarding 

journeys

Opportunities 

for Integration

Limitations and 
Responsible 
Interpretation

• Cross-sectional study design limits causal claims

• “Other remote apps” group was small and heterogeneous

• Multiple comparisons increase risk of false positives

• Completion was approximated from chapter 

progression, not internal behavioural analytics

Despite these, the consistent direction and strength of 

associations — especially across engagement analyses — 

provide meaningful insight.
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Join our Partner network

Partner with Zigzag to provide evidence-based, 

scalable puppy support. Join a network of 

vets, insurers, behaviourists, and rehoming 

organisations driving better outcomes at scale.

A shared goal: Better 
beginnings for every puppy.

We invite partners across veterinary, insurance, 

behaviour, and welfare sectors to explore how 

Zigzag can shape early-life pathways, reduce system 

pressure, and support long-term behaviour and welfare 

outcomes at scale.

Become a Partner

Contact us at:

contact@zigzag.dog

Conclusion

The University of Lincoln’s analysis 

offers compelling evidence that 

structured digital guidance like Zigzag 

can strengthen early puppy–owner 

relationships, improve owner confidence, 

reduce perceived burdens, and promote 

healthier emotional patterns.
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