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Assistance Animals

ÁSpecific tasks for people with physical, 
sensory, psychiatric, intellectual, or other 

mental disability

e.g., service, psychiatric, mobility, seeing-eye, guide, hearing, 
diabetic alert, seizure alert/response, autism support,  FASD, 

allergy detection

ÁDogs most commonly employed animal

ÁDistinct from companion, comfort, therapy, 
and wellness animals
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Dell et al. (2018); Veterans Affairs Canada (2018); Crowe & Nguyen (2018); OõHaire& Rodriguez (2018); Saunders et al (2017) 

ÅTherapy dogs positively influenced: memory recollection and reminiscence, wellbeing, 
perceived meaningful support, perceived love and support

Modified instrumental case study; older 
veterans at Veterans Affairs Canada 

residence in SK; 13 weekly individual and 
group therapy dog visits

ÅSlight increase physical activity, fewer nightmares, improved sleep quality, reduced 
PTSD symptoms, moderate depressive symptom reduction, increase in venturing into 
communities, increased comfort public places, no reduction in medication use

Veterans Affairs Canada pilot study on 
service dogs for veterans with PTSD; 18 

veterans who had service dog 1 year; 18-
month study period

ÅImproved occupational performance; main themes: 1) provided physical safety and 
peace of mind; 2) supported healthy behaviours; 3) service dog is personal hero; and 
4) influenced family and friend relationships

Qualitative study (interviews) examining 
veterans with PTSD and support from 

service dogs on occupational 
performance in homes

ÅClinically significant PTSD symptom reduction following receipt of service dog; lower 
depression, increased quality of life, higher social functioning

Service dogs as complementary 
treatment for military members and 
veterans with PTSD; non-randomized 

efficacy trial

ÅOngoing  study; outlines detailed methodology, but also methodological challenges

Randomized, multi-site clinical trial 
comparing service dogs and emotional 

support dogs in veterans with PTSD



Criticisms of Animal 
Assistance Research & 

Programs

ÅFlawed design and methods 
ü small sample sizes

ü lack of no-treatment control 
groups

ü lack of random assignment

ü lack of control/accounting 
for moderating or 
confounding variables

ü lack of control for 
researcher bias

ü no written manual for 
treatment procedures 
needed for standardization 
and replication

ü reliance on self-reports 
rather than objective 
measures

ü lack of long-term follow-up 
studies

ü putting a positive spin on 
negative results

ü cherry picking results

ü file drawer effect

ü limited data collection

ü observation in unnatural 
settings

Herzog, 2014; van Houtert et al., 2018; Marino; Rodriguez et al., 2020

Å Not enough quantitative measures; too qualitative 

Å Separating role of animal and handlers

Å Primarily correlational, rather than causal conclusions


