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Identifying risks factors for therapy dog welfare -When it's "too much"

Animal-Assisted interventions (AAI) are defined as "a goal oriented and structured intervention that intentionally includes or incorporates animals in health, education and human services (e.g., social work) for the purpose of therapeutic gains in humans".

Animals are central in these interspecific practices, whereas yet studies on their impact on them are still rare. Focusing on the canine species, therapy dog welfare in AAI is an actual concern because interactions with a variety of unfamiliar and sometimes fickle humans, which are common in AAI, have a stressful potential for dogs. However, there is currently little consensus on the consequences of such interventions on the dogs involved.

Instead of answering the question "are therapy dogs stressed ?", which is questionable because of the individuality of each animals but also the diversity of setting, we choose to identify risks factors for dog's welfare in AAI in respect to the representativeness of the field and its heterogeneity The objective of our research was to identify risks factors for dog's wellbeing in AAI.

Related literature

Observations were carried out from October 2019 to March 2020, based on the voluntary participation of handlers.

In total, we observed 54 sessions from 11 human-dog teams, with 16 dogs Settings were various : individual or group sessions, in prisons, retirement homes, medical-educational institutions

We used different tools to study mediation dog welfare: -A 12-items questionnaire about handler's training in dog behavior, their representations on therapy dog welfare -A session sheet with the characteristics of each session -A list of dog and human (handler and beneficiaries) behaviors to be completed by the handler in one-zero (occurred or not) -Behavioral analysis : ethological and ethnographic analysis of sessions;

focal animal sampling with humans as variables that could impact dog's stress -Paper pencil or video (BORIS®)

Methods and Materials

Dog behaviors -Dogs show first stress signals, then avoid interactions with beneficiaries -Dogs are more likely to seek visual or physical contact with the handlers than with the beneficiaries -We observe restrictive behaviors in some handlers and referents -Some handlers do not recognize the signs of stress in their dogs and do not respect their choice not to interact -There is some behaviors that could stress dogs in AAI : petting on the top of the head, sudden gestures, agitation, screaming, restrictive behaviors -There are risk factors in the settings of the sessions: too many beneficiaries, no referent present, rooms too hot and/or too noisy, interruption of the medical team

Primary results (data analysis in progress…)

We interrogated handlers to characterize AAI in France and study their representations on mediation dog welfare. Two articles have been published (Mignot, 2021).

Study 1

April 2018 to September 2019

We observed sessions of AAI in various settings to underline risks factors for dog's stress. Therefore, the study presented in this poster is the last part of a PhD, which is still on analysis.

Study 2

October 2019 to November 2021 
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 4 Figure 4. relaxed dog in session playing alone.

Figure 1 .

 1 Figure 1. dog petted by beneficiary, held by caregiver to stay, ears back, lip licking.
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 2 Figure 2. Two dogs lying down during discussions, on a table witha non-slip mat and an access ramp.
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 3 Figure 3. Dog doing a lip licking during brushing