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SUMMARY

Introduction

Assistance dogs are dogs that have been specially trained to carry out various
tasks intended to mitigate the effects of a disability or disorder [ADI, 2019a].
Traditionally used to compensate for a physical disability, these dogs represent a
relatively recent avenue of intervention for youths with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) and persons with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Currently,
Quebec offers the Mobility Assistance Dog Reimbursement Program and the
Visual Aids Program, which are covered by the Régie de I'assurance maladie du
Québec (RAMQ). These programs pay a portion of the annual maintenance
expenses incurred by people using mobility assistance dogs and guide dogs
(e.g., food, grooming, veterinary care, etc.). The relevance of such a program for
persons with ASD or PTSD still needs to be clarified. To help gain insight on this
issue, the Ministére de la Santé et des Services sociaux (MSSS) sought the
support of the Institut national d’excellence en santé et en services sociaux
(INESSS) in documenting the effects of using assistance dogs on persons with
ASD or PTSD. As part of this mandate, the MSSS also wanted to know the
effects of companion animals on these two populations in order to assess the
added value offered by assistance dogs.

Methodology

A systematic review of the scientific literature published between January 2008
and January 2019 was carried out. Two evaluators independently selected the
studies. A total of 38 publications were chosen for review, of which 21 focused on
ASD and 17 on PTSD. All of the ASD-related studies were conducted with youths
and parents, while the PTSD-related studies were carried out with military
members or veterans. The efficacy results for assistance dogs and companion
animals are presented in the form of a narrative review. A statement of scientific
evidence is provided for each outcome of interest, and a level of evidence (high,
moderate, low or insufficient) was assigned on the basis of the following four
criteria: the methodological properties of the studies involved; the consistency of
the results; the clinical impact of these results; and the possibility of generalizing
the results to the population and context that were targeted.

Results

The analysis of the scientific publications showed that the use of assistance dogs
and the presence of companion animals can have various types of effects on
persons with ASD or PTSD and on their families. Such effects may be positive or
negative and, for some of them, the level of evidence was higher than for others.
Some challenges and concerns regarding the integration of assistance dogs or
companion animals were also identified. Other issues related to the acceptability
and applicability of using assistance dogs were raised by the members of



INESSS’ Clinical Excellence Committees on Social Services and are presented
in the section entitled “Regulatory, Ethical and Clinical Implications.”

Effects of assistance dogs on youths with ASD and on their families

The study results showed, with a high level of evidence, that assistance dogs
have positive effects on the interactions and social skills of youths with ASD and
on their family dynamics.

The results revealed, with a moderate level of evidence, that assistance dogs
have a positive influence on the emotional sphere of youths and their parents
(e.g., in terms of stress regulation, as a source of comfort for the child, as a boost
to the parents’ sense of competence). A small minority of children, however,
found it difficult to become attached to a dog, and this fact could diminish the
potential emotional benefits for them. Assistance dogs also help to improve
social interactions outside the family. They facilitate family outings, travel and
excursions, even though such activity requires more preparation, and access to
some public places can be difficult in the presence of the dog.

The data suggested, with a low level of evidence, that assistance dogs could
make young people’s routines easier (e.g., meal times, sleeping habits), improve
their behaviour (e.g., fewer outbursts, improved attention) and enhance some
aspects of their development (e.g., motor development, independence).
Integrating dogs into a school setting can, however, create certain difficulties.

Effects of companion animals on youths with ASD and on their families

The study results showed, with a moderate level of evidence, that companion
animals have positive effects on the emotional sphere of youths with ASD (e.g.,
as a means of diminishing anxiety, as a source of calm and comfort). A minority
of youths, however, found it difficult to become attached to these animals, and
this fact could diminish the potential emotional benefits for them. Companion
animals also help to reduce stress on parents, despite the additional daily stress
that results from their having to look after the well-being of both the animal and
their children. Companion animals also help to improve family functioning, i.e.,
they contribute to reducing family difficulties and help to encourage interactions
and cohesion within the family. In addition, the care required by a companion
animal gives youths an opportunity to exercise their sense of responsibility.

The data suggested, with a low level of evidence, that companion animals could
help to mitigate youths’ problematic behaviours (e.g., agitation, stereotyped or
repetitive behaviours). However, some youths were occasionally aggressive
towards these animals. Companion animals might also foster young people’s
social interactions and enhance the quality of their friendships and social skills.
Other data collected concerning the effects of companion animals on youths and
parents was too incomplete to draw conclusions.






Effects of assistance dogs on persons with PTSD and on their families

The study results showed, with a high level of evidence, that assistance dogs
help to mitigate PTSD symptoms in general; they also contribute to the mitigation
of re-experiencing symptoms (e.g., recurrent memories, flashbacks and
nightmares), the avoidance of stimuli associated with the trauma, depressive
symptoms and feelings of loneliness and isolation.

The study results revealed, with a moderate level of evidence, that assistance
dogs contribute to reducing alterations in arousal and reactivity (e.g.,
hypervigilance, angry outbursts), stress or anxiety. They also help to improve
social interactions and relations, although the presence of a dog may sometimes
lead to situations in which the user feels obligated to interact, especially when
being asked questions by the public. Assistance dogs also make it easier to carry
out certain daily activities outside the home (e.qg., driving, shopping and buying
groceries), despite the fact that users with a dog occasionally experience
difficulty accessing certain public places. Additionally, these dogs help to
increase physical, family and social activities and to potentiate other therapies
being used.

The data suggested, with a low level of evidence, that assistance dogs could
encourage people to return to school or work and reduce absenteeism. They
could also stimulate greater social involvement (e.g., through volunteer work with
the agency supplying the dog), reduce self-judgment and improve self-
compassion and self-confidence. According to the studies, these dogs would also
help to lower the need for psychiatric medications and reduce problematic
behaviours linked to drug and alcohol use. Finally, some data suggested that
assistance dogs could contribute to alleviating the burden and concerns of family
members, although some of these members initially felt “displaced” or “replaced”
by the dogs.

Effects of companion animals on persons with PTSD

Only three publications addressed the effects of companion animals on army
veterans with PTSD. Overall, only limited conclusions could be drawn. The small
amount of data collected suggested, with a low level of evidence, that companion
animals could help to reduce alterations in arousal and reactivity (e.g.,
hypervigilance, angry outbursts), stress or anxiety and depressive symptoms.
Companion animals could also help to increase a person’s level of physical
activity. The other data collected was too incomplete to draw conclusions.

Other considerations potentially impacting the integration or the effects of
assistance dogs or companion animals

Beyond the efficacy results, the studies highlighted a certain number of
challenges or concerns linked to acquiring an assistance dog or companion
animal. Some of these challenges applied to both types of animals, i.e.,



maintenance costs (e.g., the cost of food, veterinary fees), the time required to
look after the animals and fears related to the possibility of losing them. The
animals may also present certain behavioural issues (e.g., breaking objects,
problems with cleanliness/hygiene). Other challenges were specific to assistance
dogs, particularly the time needed to practice the commands and thus maintain
their training. Some users found it demanding to participate in a training program
prior to acquiring an assistance dog (e.g., being away from their families, learning
multiple commands in a short period of time, etc.). As for companion animals,
some parents of children with ASD reported that they found travel to be more
difficult since acquiring their companion animal.

Finally, some participants stressed the importance of ensuring that the animals
and users were well paired in order to facilitate the integration of the assistance
dog or companion animal, maximize the benefits and limit the drawbacks. In the
case of assistance dogs, this pairing is ensured by the supplying agency; with
companion animals, the responsibility lies with the individuals acquiring them. In
this regard, some parents of children with ASD did not always feel equipped to
choose a companion animal that would meet their children’s needs and be
adapted to their temperament.

Comparing assistance dogs and companion animals

The literature did not allow a comparison between the efficacy of assistance dogs
and companion dogs with respect to persons with PTSD. In the case of youths
with ASD and their families, the data collected indicated that assistance dogs
provide more benefits — or at least benefits that are better documented — than
companion animals. The literature also pointed to a few more drawbacks
associated with companion animals, despite the fact that some challenges were
specific to each type of animal.

Limitations of the selected studies

The studies selected for this systematic review had certain limitations. In the first
place, only one study included an optimal study design for judging the efficacy of
an intervention, i.e., a randomized controlled trial (RCT). Moreover, no study has
been conducted with adults with ASD or with individuals with PTSD who are not
military members or veterans (e.g., victims of crimes or road accidents). In other
words, the data collected covered only a portion of the populations that were
targeted by this review.

Regulatory, ethical and clinical implications

Some of the issues surrounding the use of assistance dogs are worthy of
consideration. In the first place, this type of intervention is not very accessible
because it is relatively onerous, and demand for these animals greatly outstrips
supply. Moreover, there are currently no regulations governing the certification of
assistance dogs, and this may open the door to the possibility of fraud (e.g.,



selling “assistance dogs” that lack the skills required to perform the expected
duties). Integrating assistance dogs into public institutions also raises questions
with regard to the individuals who might have allergies or a fear of dogs. In
addition, the animal’s well-being must be taken into consideration and it must be
kept in mind that it did not choose to fill the role it has been assigned.

Moreover, from a clinical perspective, some researchers consider that assistance
dogs may represent a form of physical restraint for children with ASD when they
are attached to the animal by a strap as they move about. However, not all
agencies seem to teach this technique. Finally, it is important to know how to
evaluate a person’s needs and to determine which of the various possible
interventions would be the most appropriate, such as the use of an assistance
dog — but not ruling out recourse to animal therapy, emotional support dogs or
simply a companion animal.

Conclusion

The review of the scientific publications showed that the use of assistance dogs
has positive effects on youths with ASD and on their families, as well as on
military members or veterans with PTSD. In keeping with the definition of an
assistance dog [ADI, 2019a], these animals can be considered as a way to
mitigate the disabilities associated with ASD and PTSD. However, some
guestions remain unanswered, particularly concerning the profile of those users
most likely to benefit from such an intervention (e.g., their age, severity of their
disorder, etc.).

To a lesser extent, it can be concluded from the analysis of the scientific
publications on companion animals that they, too, provide certain beneficial
effects, especially on youths with ASD and on their families. This type of
intervention for persons with PTSD is very poorly documented. However,
assistance dogs, when compared with companion animals, are not very
accessible because it is expensive to acquire them and they are available in
limited numbers. In addition, users of assistance dogs regularly run up against
the public’s lack of knowledge or scepticism regarding the relevance of using
these animals and the issue of access rights in public places for persons with
ASD or PTSD. Other studies and consultations with various stakeholders would
help to stimulate a reflection on the applicability of this type of intervention and on
the acceptability of assistance dogs for users and their families, for clinical
practice environments and for society in general.



Institut national
d’excellence en santé
et en services sociaux

Québec

Siege social

2535, boulevard Laurier, 5° étage
Québec (Québec) G1V 4M3
418 643-1339

Bureau de Montréal

2021, avenue Union, 12¢ étage, bureau 1200
Montréal (Québec) H3A 259

514 873-2563

inesss.qc.ca



