


Welcome, fellow members, to our comprehensive guide on DIY Grooming Best Practices! As part of 
our community, we’re dedicated to helping you provide the very best care for your canine companions. 
Grooming your dog at home isn’t just about keeping them looking tidy; it’s a fantastic opportunity to 
strengthen your bond, monitor their health closely, and empower yourself with valuable skills.

While professional groomers are indispensable, learning the fundamentals of home grooming can save 
you money and integrate pet care seamlessly into your routine. This guide is designed to walk you 
through the essential steps for safe, effective, and positive grooming experiences right in your own home. 
It takes patience and practice, but the rewards – a happy, healthy, and well-groomed dog, plus a deeper 
connection with them – are immense.

Why Home Grooming is a Valuable Skill

Regular grooming sessions offer numerous benefits beyond just appearance. They provide a consistent 
time to physically connect with your dog, building trust and reinforcing positive association with being 
handled. More importantly, grooming allows you to conduct frequent health checks. While brushing or 
bathing, you can inspect their skin for any unusual lumps, bumps, rashes, parasites like fleas or ticks, or 
signs of irritation. Checking their ears, eyes, mouth, and paws is crucial for early detection of potential 
issues that might require veterinary attention.

Regular grooming also helps manage shedding, prevents painful and damaging matting, and ensures your 
dog is comfortable. For many dogs, familiar home surroundings can be less stressful than visiting a salon. 
By learning these practices, you can keep your dog feeling fresh and healthy between professional visits 
or handle much of their grooming yourself, tailored specifically to their needs and temperament.
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GETTING READY: ESSENTIAL PREPARATION

Successful grooming starts long before you pick up your first tool. Proper preparation minimises stress 
for both you and your dog and ensures everything you need is at your fingertips.

1.	 Choose the Right Moment: Pick a time when your dog is calm. This is often after they’ve had a 
good walk or playtime and have burned off some energy. Avoid grooming when they are overly 
excited or tired and grumpy.

2.	 Set Up Your Space: Find a well-lit, quiet area where you won’t be interrupted. A non-slip surface 
is vital – a specific grooming table with a non-slip mat is ideal as it brings the dog to a comfort-
able height, saving your back, and provides a secure platform. Ensure the space is warm enough 
but not too hot, and free from draughts.

3.	 Gather All Tools: Before you bring your dog into the grooming area, have absolutely everything 
you will need laid out and within easy reach. This includes all brushes, combs, scissors, clippers, 
nail care tools, shampoo, towels, and yes, plenty of high-value treats! This prevents you from hav-
ing to leave your dog unattended or breaking the flow mid-session.

4.	 Exercise is Your Friend: A tired dog is much more likely to cooperate than one buzzing with 
pent-up energy. A brisk walk or a game of fetch beforehand can make a world of difference to 
their patience levels during grooming.

5.	 Adopt a Calm Mindset: Your dog is highly attuned to your emotions. If you approach grooming 
feeling rushed, frustrated, or anxious, your dog will sense this and likely become fearful or resis-
tant. Take a deep breath, speak in a soothing voice, and be prepared to be patient. This should be 
a positive interaction, not a confrontation.
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MUST-HAVE GROOMING TOOLS

The specific tools you need will depend on your dog’s breed and coat type, but investing in good quality 
equipment makes the job easier and safer.

Brushes:

1.	 Slicker Brush: Great for removing loose and dead hair, especially on breeds with medium to long 
hair or thick undercoats. Use with gentle strokes to avoid “brush burn” on the skin.

2.	 Pin Brush: Useful for longer, silky, or curly coats to detangle and lift hair, often used after initial 
de-shedding.

3.	 Bristle Brush: Best for short, smooth coats to remove loose hair and distribute natural skin oils 
for shine.

	� Combs: A sturdy metal comb with both wide and fine-spaced teeth is essential for checking for 
tangles the brush might miss and ensuring you’ve brushed effectively right down to the skin.

	� Clippers: If you plan to trim or shave fur, invest in dog-specific clippers. Look for models with 
multiple speeds and compatible interchangeable blades or guard combs for different lengths. 
Blade numbers indicate cutting length (higher number = shorter cut; e.g., #10 is very short, #3F 
or #4F leave more length). Always have blade coolant spray handy as blades can heat up quickly 
and cause burns.

	� Scissors: Blunt-tip scissors are crucial for safety when trimming sensitive areas like around 
the eyes, ears, paws, and sanitary regions. The rounded tips significantly reduce the risk of 
accidentally poking your dog.

Nail Care:

	� Nail Clippers: Guillotine or scissor-style are common. Choose whichever you feel most confident 
using.

	� Nail Grinder: An alternative that gradually wears down the nail. Many find it offers more control, 
though some dogs are initially wary of the noise and vibration.

	� Shampoo and Conditioner: Only use products formulated for dogs. Human shampoos can 
disrupt a dog’s skin pH balance, leading to dryness, itching, or irritation. Choose a product based 
on your dog’s needs (e.g., hypoallergenic, de-shedding, puppy-specific).

	� Drying Equipment: Absorbent towels are a must. A pet-specific force dryer is highly 
recommended, especially for thick or double coats, as it quickly removes water and loose 
undercoat, prevents matting, and ensures skin dries properly. If using a human hairdryer, always 
use the cool or lowest heat setting and keep it moving constantly to avoid burns. Protect your 
dog’s ears from the noise.
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HANDLING AND DESENSITISATION: BUILDING A POSITIVE ASSOCIATION

This is perhaps the most important step, especially for puppies or dogs new to home grooming. You need 
to make your dog comfortable with being touched all over and with the sights, sounds, and feel of the 
grooming tools. As we often discuss in our [Link to Forum - Puppy Raising Category], positive, gradual 
introductions are key.

Start with very short sessions (even just a minute or two). Gently touch your dog’s paws (including 
between the toes), ears (inside and out), tail, belly, and face/muzzle. Pair each touch with a small, high-
value treat and calm praise. Build up the duration and intensity of touch over many sessions. The goal is 
for them to not just tolerate, but actively enjoy or feel neutral about being handled in these areas because 
good things happen.

Once they are comfortable with touch, introduce the tools. Let them sniff brushes, clippers (while off), 
nail clippers, etc., rewarding their calm curiosity. Then, introduce the sensation or sound. Brush them for 
a few seconds, treat. Turn clippers on at a distance, treat. Gradually move the sound closer. Touch their 
paws with the cool, off nail clippers, treat. Keep it positive, slow, and end before your dog shows signs of 
stress. Celebrate even tiny wins!

Brushing and Tackling Mats

Regular brushing is fundamental. It removes dead hair, dirt, and 
debris, stimulates the skin, distributes natural oils, and prevents 
mats. Frequency depends on coat length and type – aiming for daily 
on long or curly coats, a few times a week for medium, and weekly 
for short coats is a good general rule.

Brush in the direction the hair grows. Work systematically over 
the entire body, ensuring you get your brush or comb right down 
to the skin, especially with double-coated breeds where loose 
undercoat can cause significant problems if not removed. Be gentle, 
particularly around sensitive areas like the belly or behind the ears.

Dealing with Mats: Mats are tightly tangled clumps of fur that 
can be very painful, pulling on the skin and potentially hiding skin 
infections. Prevention through regular brushing is paramount. If you 
find small mats, try to gently tease them apart with your fingers or 
the end of a metal comb. You can use a detangling spray designed 
for dogs to help. Never pull or yank hard on a mat. If a mat is tight 
against the skin, the safest method is usually to carefully cut it out. 
Use blunt-tip scissors, sliding one blade parallel to the skin under 
the mat and cutting carefully away from the skin. If your dog has 
extensive, severe matting, clipping is often the kindest option, but 
it’s often best left to a professional groomer who has the experience 
and tools to do this safely without injuring the skin underneath 
the matting. Severe matting can hide bruising or sores, so care is 
essential.
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BATHING YOUR DOG SAFELY

Bathing removes accumulated dirt, oil, and loose hair, keeping your dog clean and fresh. The frequency 
varies, but typically every few weeks to every few months is sufficient for most dogs, unless they get 
particularly dirty or have specific skin conditions requiring more frequent baths.

1.	 Brush First: Always brush your dog thoroughly before bathing. Water tightens knots, making 
them exponentially harder to remove and turning small tangles into large mats.

2.	 Prepare the Area: Have your dog-specific shampoo, conditioner (if using), towels, and a non-slip 
mat ready in the bath or shower.

3.	 Water Temperature: Use lukewarm water that feels comfortable on your inner wrist. Too hot or 
too cold can be stressful and uncomfortable for your dog.

4.	 Wet Thoroughly: Use a shower head or jug to completely wet your dog’s coat down to the skin 
everywhere.

5.	 Shampooing: Apply a small amount of shampoo and gently massage it into a lather over their en-
tire body. Be careful to avoid getting soap in their eyes and ears. You can protect ears by placing a 
small piece of cotton wool gently in the opening (remember to remove it afterwards!).

6.	 Rinsing is Key: Rinse, rinse, rinse! This is perhaps the most important part of the bath. Leftover 
shampoo residue can dry out the skin, cause itching, and lead to hot spots or infections. Continue 
rinsing until the water runs completely clear and their coat feels free of any slick or soapy resi-
due.

7.	 Conditioning: If using conditioner, apply as per the product instructions and rinse thoroughly 
again.

8.	 Drying: Gently squeeze excess water from their coat. Towel dry vigorously with absorbent towels. 
For most dogs, especially those with thick or long coats, you must blow-dry to ensure the coat 
and skin are completely dry, preventing matting, mildew, and skin problems. Use a pet-specific 
force dryer or a human dryer on a cool or lukewarm setting, always keeping it moving and pro-
tecting their ears from the noise. Make sure they are bone dry before allowing them into colder 
environments outside.
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Nail Trimming

Keeping your dog’s nails trimmed is crucial for their comfort, gait, 
and paw health. Overgrown nails can cause pain, make walking 
difficult, and lead to splayed feet or even joint issues over time.

Get your dog comfortable with paw handling first (see 
Desensitisation). You need to avoid cutting the quick, the part of 
the nail containing blood vessels and nerves. On clear or white 
nails, you can see the pink quick. On black nails, it’s much harder; 
only trim the very tip. As you trim tiny slivers, watch the cut 
surface – just before the quick, a small dark circle will appear in 
the centre of the nail. Only take off tiny amounts at a time. It’s far 
better to trim a little frequently than risk cutting the quick, which 
is painful and will bleed. If you do accidentally cut the quick, 
apply styptic powder (or even cornflour/cornstarch) and gentle 
pressure until the bleeding stops. Stay calm – accidents happen.

If using a grinder, introduce the noise/vibration slowly. Grind off 
small amounts from the tip, checking frequently to avoid the quick.

Ear Cleaning and Health Checks

Regularly checking your dog’s ears (frequency 
varies, but weekly or bi-weekly is often 
appropriate) is vital for catching infections early. 
Look for redness, swelling, discharge, or a foul 
odour – these are signs you need to contact your 
vet.

Use only a dog-specific ear cleaning solution 
recommended by your vet. Never use water, 
alcohol, or human products. Gently pull the ear 
flap up to open the ear canal. Instil the amount of 
cleaner recommended on the bottle into the canal. 
Gently massage the base of the ear for about 30 
seconds – you should hear a squishing sound. This 
helps break up wax and debris. Allow your dog to 
shake their head (stand back!). Use cotton wool or 
a soft cloth wrapped around your finger to wipe 
away the visible dirt and excess cleaner from the 
outer ear and the entrance of the canal. Never use 
cotton buds (Q-tips) deep inside the ear canal, 
as this can push debris further in and potentially 
damage the eardrum.
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BASIC FUR TRIMMING AND TIDY-UPS

For many owners, home grooming includes basic trimming to 
keep their dog comfortable and neat.

1.	 Face: Use blunt-tip scissors. Always place your free 
hand between the scissors and your dog’s eye or skin 
as a safety barrier. Carefully trim any fur obstructing 
their vision around the eyes. Tidy up the muzzle area 
if needed. Some find small clippers with a guard 
comb easier and safer around the face once the dog is 
desensitised to them.

2.	 Paws: In addition to trimming between pads, you can 
tidy the fur around the outer edge of the paw using 
blunt-tip scissors, following the natural round shape of 
the paw pad.

3.	 Sanitary Area: For hygiene, trim the fur around 
the anus and genitals very carefully using blunt-tip 
scissors or small clippers with a short blade/guard 
comb. Always pull the skin taut to ensure you don’t 
cut loose skin. This area is very sensitive.

4.	 Body Tidy-ups: If using clippers for body trimming, 
ensure blades are cool. Start with a longer guard 
comb than you think you need – you can always go 
shorter. Clipping with the direction of hair growth 
typically leaves a slightly longer, more natural finish 
than clipping against it.

5.	 Safety is paramount: When using scissors or clippers, 
always know exactly where the skin is and use your 
non-dominant hand to hold the skin flat and taut in 
the area you are working on. Never rush, and take 
breaks if your dog becomes restless.

 

Eye Care

Some breeds are prone to tear staining or eye 
discharge. Gently wipe the area around your dog’s 
eyes daily using a soft, damp cloth (use a clean 
part for each eye to avoid spreading infection) or 
a veterinary-approved eye cleaner. Be extremely 
careful not to touch the eyeball itself. If you notice 
excessive or coloured discharge, redness, swelling, 
or if your dog is squinting or rubbing their eye, 
consult your vet immediately.

Paw Care

Check your dog’s paws regularly, especially after 
walks, for any cuts, scrapes, thorns, or foreign 
objects lodged between the pads. Trim the fur 
that grows between their paw pads using small, 
blunt-tip scissors or clippers. Hold the paw flat 
and the skin taut to avoid cutting the sensitive 
pads. Keeping this fur short prevents mats forming 
between the pads, which can be very painful, 
and also helps improve traction on smooth floor 
surfaces.
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KNOWING WHEN TO CALL A PROFESSIONAL

Recognising your limits is a sign of responsible pet ownership. 
DIY grooming is fantastic for maintenance and basic care, but 
some situations are best handled by a professional groomer. 
These include:

•	 Severe Matting: Extensive, tight matting is painful and risky 
to remove at home. Professionals have specialised tools and 
techniques.

•	 Complex Breed Clips: Many breeds require intricate clips 
best performed by someone trained in that specific style.

•	 Extremely Fearful or Aggressive Dogs: If your dog becomes 
highly stressed or aggressive during grooming attempts, 
forcing the issue can damage your relationship and lead to 
bites. A professional may have techniques or facilities to 
handle these dogs safely.

•	 Health Concerns: While home grooming helps you identify 
issues, treatment for skin infections, ear infections, or 
injuries should always come from your veterinarian.

Don’t hesitate to seek professional help when needed. It’s the 
safest and kindest option for your dog.

MAINTAINING YOUR GROOMING ROUTINE

Consistency is key to making grooming a positive 
experience and keeping your dog in good condition. 
Establish a routine based on your dog’s coat type and 
needs:

•	 Daily or Few Times a Week: Brushing (for long/
curly coats), quick check of eyes and paws, 
especially after walks.

•	 Weekly or Bi-weekly: Brushing (most coats), 
checking ears, nail trims (as needed), basic eye/
face tidy, paw fur trim.

•	 Monthly or As Needed: Bathing, more extensive 
fur trimming/body clipping.

Stick to your schedule as much as possible, and you’ll 
find that each session becomes easier.
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