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Abstract	
The	purpose	of	this	discussion	paper	is	to	capture	our	recent	review	of	the	clinical	
evidence	that	is	based	in	the	peer	reviewed	professional	literature.	This	review	is	
focused	on	behaviour	therapy	with	children	in	disabilities,	particularly	with	Autism	and	
Intellectual	Disability,	and	where	the	studies	used	trained	assistance	canine	support.	
This	paper	does	not	discuss	an	individual	case	but	rather	provides	an	overview	of	the	
current	clinical	evidence	that	advocates	canine-assisted	behaviour	support	planning	
with	Autism	and	Intellectual	Disability.	This	paper	can	be	used	as	a	resource	by	parents,	
families,	agencies,	and	by	behaviour	specialists,	occupational	therapists,	and	speech	
pathologists	working	in	the	disability	space	in	Australia.	In	our	role	as	a	Senior	
Specialist	Behaviour	Lifestyle	Health	Counsellor	Psychotherapist,	we	have	applied	this	
information	to	clinical	analysis	of	cases	under	the	NDIS	Act	2013	and	Behaviour	
Support	Rules	2018	with	successful	funding	outcomes.	We	found	that	the	key	is	not	only	
to	offer	assessment	of	need	but	also	to	provide	evidence	of	utility	and	positive	outcomes	
for	the	participant	and	within	an	interprofessional	plan	that	maps	how	the	assistance	
canine	will	be	used	by	different	therapists	and	environments;	how	the	intervention	
differs	and	provides	outcomes	other	therapies	cannot;	and	with	timelines	and	
measurable	outcomes	during	the	duration	of	the	intervention	plan.	
	
Introduction	
In	Australia,	behaviour	support	provisions	under	NDIS	provide	for	specialist	review.	
Behaviour	review	tends	to	provide	assessment	of	functional	behaviour	and	ideally	a	
comprehensive	report	leading	to	a	behaviour	support	plan	that	is	implemented	by	
people	in	the	everyday	world	of	the	child.	The	NDIS	does	not	provide	implementation	
per	se,	except	were	conducted	by	DSWs	and/or	a	disability	provider.	

	
When	profiling	a	child’s	circumstances,	parents	and	immediate	family,	school,	and	
perhaps	disability	support	workers	will	provide	the	bulk	of	every	day	behaviour	
support	in	situ,	as	it	were.	What	people	need	to	understand	is	that	the	support	system	
already	provides	generic	and	basic	level	of	behavioural	support,	and	that	clinical	review	
will	in	most	cases	capture	this	baseline.	Ongoing	clinical	behaviour	support	as	provided	
by	the	NDIS	appears	generally	to	fund	annual	specialist	review	to	provide	assessment,	
advice,	and	planning.	
	



© 2021 Ability Therapy Specialists Pty Ltd and Ability Academy Australia 2 

Therapies	offered	under	the	NDIS	need	to	fall	under	reasonable	and	necessary	criteria	
and	tend	to	address	specific	areas	like	disability	Counselling,	Occupational	Therapy,	
Speech	Pathology,	Physiotherapy	and/or	the	Behaviour	Support	allocations.	NDIS	
funding	may	allow	some	ongoing	therapist	involvement	specific	to	
relationships/behaviour,	and	these	recommendations	come	out	of	behaviour	support	
annual	reviews.	
	
Assistance	dog	provision	relies	on	addressing	various	criteria	under	the	NDIS	Act	2013	
and	Behaviour	Support	Rules	2018.	We	would	usually	seek	to	clarify	how	a	therapeutic	
dog	would	interact	with	every	day	and	uniquely	staged	behavioural	supports.	Would	a	
dog	be	needed	in	addition	to,	or	instead	of,	certain	supports?	What	can	a	dog	do	that	
other	supports	cannot,	and	where	is	the	value-added	component	and	outcomes	
associated	with	the	intervention?	
	
There	are	a	number	of	ways	to	answer	these	questions.	If	the	assistance	dog	is	trained	
for	Autism,	or	for	any	other	specific	diagnosis,	the	animal	would	serve	in	some	respects	
as	a	“DSW	on	four	legs,”	i.e.	providing	
	

• Companionship,		
• Social	interaction,		
• Practice	of	boundaries,		
• Focus	and	direction	in	tasks,		
• Engagement	with	daily	needs	of	self	and	animal,		
• Planning	of	routines,		
• Facilitating	social	and	environment	access	and	social	interaction	with	others,		
• Easing	social	communications	with	people,	and		
• Providing	a	third	element	in	human	interactions	that	makes	communication	less	

direct	and	confronting;	and	with	attention	of		
o Skill	development	in	planning,	boundaries,		
o Skill	development	in	stress	and	anxiety	resolution	and	sensory	overload,	

and	
• Movement	toward	an	exterior	focus	in	the	care	of	another	creature	that	builds	

skills	in,	
o Empathy,		
o Consideration,		
o Understanding,		
o Trust-building	as	a	process	to	learn,		
o And	thus,	over	several	years,	to	be	able	to	translate	these	skills	to	human	

interactions.		
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The	assistance	animal	would	be	central	to	a	more	intentionally	structured	and	
comprehensive	developmental	learning,	and	ideally	would	be	integral	to	working	with	a	
human/two	legged	DSW,	parents,	OT,	relational/behaviour	therapist	and/or	counsellor.		
	
In	this	way,	the	people	in	the	child's	world	would	need	to	learn	to	work	alongside	the	
animal	sometimes	simply	as	a	side	and	at	other	times	as	central	to	interventions	(i.e.	
strategies	for	skill	development).		
	
While	conceiving	of	an	assistance	animal	as	in	situ,	i.e.	24/7	and	in	the	family	home,	
there	are	aspects	of	assistance	animal	therapy	that	are	provided	in-therapy	and	more	so	
in-program.	The	latter	refers	to	the	ways	in	which	a	program	is	developed	to	be	
comprehensive	such	that	it	is	integral	to	behaviour	support	planning	as	well	as	ideally	
as	well	to	occupational	therapy,	speech	pathology,	and	other	methods	and	forms	of	
support,	education,	community	participation,	and	learning.		
	
Much	like	a	sighted-dog	dwells	with	the	blind	person	24/7	an	Autism	or	Disability	Dog	
also	provides	the	same	level	of	comprehensive	assistance,	and	companionship	is	an	
integral	and	vital	part	of	this	profile	–	especially	for	a	child	and	youth	whose	
developmental	issues	require	stability,	safety,	responsibility,	and	trust	building	over	
time	in	relationship	with	a	specialist	animal.	
	
Assistance	dog	therapy	can	be	used	in	conjunction	with	a	therapist;	and	we	would	see	
an	Autism	trained	dog	as	a	modality	of	therapy	much	like	CBT,	psychodynamic,	psycho-
educational,	hypnotherapy	-	but	more	like	an	in	situ	form	of	therapy	because	the	animal	
lives	with	the	patient	24/7.		
	
The	question	about	if	this	can	be	offered	in	another	way	within	existing	supports	is	
moot.	The	answer	is	simply	NO.	An	assistance	dog	is	a	unique	modality	that	relies	on	its	
own	body	of	research	and	efficacy	data.	We	discuss	this	below.	However,	in	the	limited	
number	of	studies	that	have	compared	modalities	such	as	assistance	animals	with	
conventional	therapy	suggest	that	where	the	animal	is	present	positive	outcomes	
outweigh	conventional	methods.	One	such	study	is	discussed	below.	
	
In	addition	to	situations	where	an	assistance	animal	may	be	“owned”	or	“utilised”	by	a	
therapist,	and	so	have	limited	and	therapy-specific	exposure	to	the	child,	where	the	
assistance	animal	lives	in	situ	24/7,	the	qualitative	nature	of	the	child’s	relationship	
with	the	animal	cannot	be	replicated	in	any	other	way;	and	we	have	not	even	addressed	
the	child’s	exponentially	increased	capacity	to	observe	social	interactions	between	the	
animal	and	other	family	members	and	how	this	generates	a	valuable	learning	process	
over	time.		
	
The	only	comparison	is	perhaps	to	a	typically	neuro-wired	child	taking	up	music	or	art	
as	a	passion	where	the	child	develops	specialised	interests	in	say,	playing	the	
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instrument	and	becoming	part	of	a	concert	band	and	doing	shows	and	performances	
etc...	However,	given	the	patient	with	disability	with	perhaps	Autism	or	other	
sensitivities,	issues,	and	patterns	these	other	options	may	not	be	possible.		
	
The	key	with	the	specialist	animal	is	that	there	is	a	program	that	builds	focus	and	more	
in-depth	work	over	time,	and	that	the	main	part	of	this	is	the	child's	having	consistent	
support	to	develop	awareness	and	communications	with	the	animal	and	with	others	in	
most	areas	of	his	or	her	life	and	activities.	
	
Clinical	Observations	of	Assistance	Dogs	in	Therapy	
Our	literature	review	in	animal	assisted	therapy	began	several	years	ago	and	has	looked	
at	horses,	dogs,	and	other	animals.	The	 interest	 to	engage	this	study	was	 in	providing	
support	to	disability	patients	across	the	New	England	region	of	NSW,	a	largely	rural	and	
farming	type	environment.	We	had	seen	many	examples	of	coincidental	clinical	evidence	
wherever	a	patient	lived	with	an	animal	and/or	had	relationships	with	animals	and/or	
when	requested	to	engage	with	an	animal	during	therapy.		
	
Over	these	years	we	supported	several	dogs	of	the	Maltese	breed	whose	small	size	and	
well-trained	behaviour	enabled	them	to	engage	in	therapeutic	interactions.	During	these	
therapeutic	 engagements	with	 children	 and	 adults	we	 took	 note	 of	 several	 outcomes	
arising	from	dog-assisted	therapy.		
	

1. Decreased	 social	 anxiety	 and	 stress,	 with	 observed	 increases	 in	 physiological	
peacefulness	and	mindfulness,	as	measured	by	specific	physiological	observations	
in	sensory	modalities	

2. Engagement	of	a	‘third	element’	in	therapy	where	the	dog	took	the	part	of	process-
oriented	psychotherapy	to	facilitate	change,	reflection,	and	indirect	focus	

3. Increased	 interest	 in	 the	 relational	 dimensions	 of	 therapy,	 facilitated	 by	 the	
animal’s	proximity	and	capacity	to	be	touched	by	the	patient	

4. Greater	 ease	 in	 self-disclosure,	 discussion	 of	 feelings,	 and	 sharing	 of	 personal	
information	

5. Among	patients	with	more	extreme	Autism	and	sensory	issues,	increased	capability	
to	communicate	with	less	stress	and	anxiety	in	the	presence	of	a	therapy	animal	

6. Over	time	in	therapy	of	this	kind,	where	the	dog	was	engaged	always	in	part,	and	
not	in	the	whole	of	therapy,	we	observed	across	all	cases	an	increased	rapport	in	
the	therapeutic	relationship	with	attendant	willingness	to	work	on	issues	and	to	
improve	life	skills	

	
Review	of	Literature	to	2021	
For	the	purpose	of	this	discussion,	we	highlight	the	most	recent	papers	published	and	
available	 via	 Google	 Scholar.	 The	 search	 criteria	 were	 on	 “dog	 assisted	 therapy,”	
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“behaviour,”	and	“autism”	with	a	selective	 interest	on	papers	 focused	on	children.	We	
noted	 that,	 in	 line	with	 the	 international	 interests	 in	 these	areas,	 from	2017	 research	
studies	have	exponentially	increased	in	number	and	that	there	are	now	a	few	systematic	
reviews	of	the	literature	which	tend	to	appear	around	the	turn	of	each	decade.		
	
In	keeping	with	our	scholarly	emphasis	on	both	qualitative	and	quantitative	measures,	
we	 note	 that	 the	 so-called	 gold-standard	 in	 research	 relies	 on	 randomised	 controlled	
trials.	However,	these	kinds	of	studies	first	rely	on	qualitative	in-depth	analysis	that	can	
provide	the	boundaries	and	measures	for	a	quantitively	relevant	study.	Both	relevance	
and	 validity	 rely	 primarily	 on	 the	 inherent	 logic	 that	 makes	 up	 the	 contextual	
environment	of	 a	 study.	This	data	must	 initially	 come	 from	qualitative	 studies,	which	
overall	tend	toward	smaller	sample	sizes	because	the	“sample”	is	certainly,	and	in	part,	
the	inherent	need	to	define	the	area	of	study	itself.		
	
We	 note	 that	 particularly	 in	 the	 clinical	 field,	 smaller	 and	 case-based	 studies	 are	
normative	and	highly	regarded.	Historically	the	medical,	psychiatric,	and	psychological	
fields	are	largely	based	on	patient-observational	studies.	This	also	tends	to	remain	true	
and	relevant,	particularly	in	areas	where	clients	are	minorities	and/or	where	there	are	
less	social	and	research	resources	at	play	such	as	in	the	disability	and	mental	health	fields	
and	among	rural	and	regional	populations.	
	
This	being	said,	we	see	overall	a	continuation	of	the	qualitative	emphasis	in	the	literature	
on	assistance	animals	and	dogs	in	therapy	with	Autism.	At	the	same	time,	we	see	efforts	
toward	 more	 “scientifically	 robust	 studies”	 (which	 we	 understand	 in	 light	 of	 the	
qualifications	noted	above)	and/or	meta-analysis	of	the	existing	literature.	
	
London	et	al	(2020)	looked	at	parent’s	perspectives	on	the	impact	of	assistance	animal	
sessions	 involving	 trained	 dogs	with	 their	 children	with	 Autism.	 They	 used	 in-depth,	
semi-structured	 interviews	 with	 thematic	 data	 analysis.	 Parents	 reported	 that	 the	
presence	of	the	dogs	facilitated	their	children’s	engagement,	enjoyment,	and	motivation	
in	 therapy.	 This	 dynamic	 was	 viewed	 as	 contributing	 to	 gains	 in	 the	 child’s	
communication	with	others	and	 the	dog,	 in	behavioural	 regulation,	and	 in	community	
participation.	Parents	appeared	to	support	the	use	of	assistance	dogs	as	positive	and	with	
therapeutic	outcomes.	
	
Hill	 et	 al	 (2020)	 sought	 to	 understand	 the	 possible	 benefits	 and	 challenges	 of	 using	
assistance	animals	in	therapy	practice	from	the	perspectives	of	occupational	therapists	
who	were	trained	in	canine-assisted	therapy.	Using	inductive	analysis,	the	researchers	
worked	with	experts	in	the	field	via	phone	interviews.	Dominant	themes	including	using	
assistance	dogs	in	therapy	toward	perceived	acceleration	of	the	child’s	initial	motivation	
to	engage	in	the	therapeutic	process.	The	experts	expressed	the	views	that	the	presence	
of	the	dog	facilitated	the	development	of	a	more	secure	therapeutic	relationship	while	
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also	supporting	autonomous	task	involvement	by	the	child	with	a	measurable	increase	in	
observed	self-confidence	in	the	child	toward	task	completion.		
	
Hill	et	al	(2020)	further	revealed	that	the	challenges	associated	with	inclusion	of	a	dog	in	
therapy	relied	on	the	therapist's	ability	to	maintain	a	goal-directed	focus	when	including	
a	therapy	dog.	The	key	element	here	appeared	to	be	planning	well	for	inclusion	of	the	
animal	in	task	execution	and	completion,	use	of	the	animal	during	‘down	time’	and	for	
relational	 gains	 that	 needed	 to	 be	 holistically	 incorporated	 in	 the	 therapy,	 and	 being	
creative	around	ways	to	observe	the	physiological,	emotional,	and	social	responses	of	the	
child	 with	 the	 assistive	 animal	 and	 then	 to	 feed	 these	 observations	 into	 therapeutic	
strategies.	
	
Hill	et	al	(2020,	2)	conducted	a	randomised	control	trial	that	was	completed	to	explore	
the	impact	of	canine	assisted	occupational	therapy	on	the	on-task	behaviours	and	goal	
attainment	of	autistic	children	when	compared	to	occupational	therapy	sessions	as	usual.	
The	study	included	22	cases	and	may	not	have	had	the	numbers	to	engage	in	this	level	of	
scientific	statistical	analysis.	The	authors	shared	that	the	results	showed	that	although	
there	 was	 a	 positive	 trend	 for	 on-task	 behaviour	 and	 goal	 attainment	 within	 the	
treatment	group,	results	were	not	statistically	significant.	These	results	are	promising	
and	 appear	 to	 support	 the	 need	 for	 further	 research	 in	 the	 area	 of	 canine	 assisted	
occupational	therapy	for	autistic	children.	
	
Discussing	the	prevalence	of	social	challenges	among	children	with	Autism,	Ávila-Álvarez	
et	al	(2020)	discuss	that	animal	assisted	therapy	is	becoming	increasingly	utilised	within	
early	 intervention	community	care	settings.	The	authors	explored	 the	 feasibility	of	an	
early	 intervention	 based	 on	 the	 use	 of	 therapy	 dogs	 and	 to	 examine	 their	 impact	 on	
communication	and	social	interaction	skills.	Using	clinical	instruments,	the	researchers	
placed	analysis	on	Autism	related	measures	of	child-dog	response	measures	and	child-
therapist	response	measures.	They	witnessed	significant	increase	in	scores	when	using	
the	therapy	animal	with	increased	interactional	capacity	up	to	just	under	twenty	minutes,	
which	is	significant	for	the	population	and	their	normative	capacity.		
	
Over	 the	 course	 of	 sessions,	 participant’s	 scores	 increased	 significantly	 between	 the	
initial	 and	 final	 assessments	 of	 the	 study,	with	 communication	 and	 social	 interaction	
skills	 improving	 with	 what	 the	 authors	 describe	 as	 a	 large	 effect	 size.	 The	 team	
determined	that	animal	assisted	therapy	was	feasible	as	a	modality	of	therapy	and	that	
the	approach	appears	to	improve	communication	and	social	interaction	skills,	which	they	
saw	 as	 essential	 elements	 in	 social	 participation.	 The	 authors	 suggested	 that	 animal	
assisted	 interventions	may	be	a	 form	of	quite	beneficial	non-pharmacological	 therapy	
that	serves	as	a	complementary	approach	within	community	care	for	children	with	ASD	
and	in	early	intervention.	
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Hardy	and	Weston	(2020)	looked	at	a	systematic	review	of	the	literature	to	examine	
questions	around	how	use	of	dogs	in	therapy	is	shown	to	increase	prosocial	behaviour	
in	children	diagnosed	with	Autism.	They	found	that	all	articles	reviewed	had	found	that	
the	presence	of	a	therapy	dog	was	correlated	with	increased	frequency	and	duration	of	
social	behaviour	both	throughout	treatment	and,	in	the	case	of	one	study,	at	follow-up.	
They	recommended	further	exploration	of	this	area	of	research	using	methodologically	
strong	studies.	
	
Of	significance	for	the	Australian	NDIS	and	human	rights	measures	that	relate	to	the	
rationale	behind	the	use	of	assistance	dogs	in	behaviour	support	and	occupational	
therapy,	Starkweather	(2020)	examined	through	qualitative	in-depth	interviews	the	
experiences	of	parents	of	children	with	Autism	who	had	worked	with	and	lived	with	an	
assistance	dog	for	at	least	one	full	year	of	time.	The	interviews	engaged	thematic	
analysis.	The	author	sought	to	describe	the	role	of	Autism	assistance	dogs	in	promoting	
participation	and	engagement	in	occupations	and	activities	of	daily	living	(ADLs)	of	
children	with	Autism.	The	research	team	found	that	the	role	of	Autism	assistance	dogs	
is	multifactored	and	that	these	dogs	improved	children’s	participation	and	engagement	
across	all	domains	of	occupation.	All	the	participants	reported	that	the	benefits	of	
Autism	assistance	dogs	outweigh	the	challenges	associated	with	owning/using	an	
assistance	dog.		
	
The	study	concluded	that	Autism	assistance	dogs	are	a	valuable,	alternative	form	of	
adaptive	equipment	for	children	with	ASD	that	can	serve	a	broad	purpose	in	increasing	
participation	in	daily	life.	Further,	the	study	suggests	that	there	are	considerable	
benefits	for	advocating	for	and	assisting	families	in	acquiring	an	Autism	assistance	dog,	
along	with	helping	families	to	best	use	the	dogs	to	support	participation	of	their	
children.	The	author	suggests	that	this	is	an	area	of	practice	that	is	appropriate	for	
occupational	therapy	interventions	in	when	working	with	families	with	children	with	
Autism.		
	
These	qualitative	outcomes	appear	fairly	robust	and	we	can	see	the	human	rights	
implications	are	compelling,	as	there	does	not	appear	to	be	another	form	of	therapy	that	
can	match	these	outcomes	where	well	combined	and	integrated	with	mainstream	
disability	supports.	We	note	that	including	assistance	animals	as	a	form	of	“adaptive	
equipment”	for	children	with	Autism	may	fit	under	NDIS	funding	categories	that	allow	
for	use	of	Core	Support	funding.	We	can	see	how	using	Core	Support	funding	in	this	way	
may	provide	greater	flexibility	under	the	NDIS	Act	2013	where	parallel	and	well-
integrated	therapy	supports	can	be	provided	under	CB	Daily	Activities	and	CB	
Relationships.	
	
Carlisle	et	al	(2020)	explored	the	use	of	companion	animal	(CA)	ownership	in	families	of	
children	with	Autism	and	included	analysis	of	parents’	beliefs	about	the	benefits	and	
burdens	of	living	with	a	companion	animal,	as	well	as	parent	stress.	Participants	were	
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764	respondents	who	completed	an	online	survey	instrument	anonymously.	Findings	
revealed	that	parents	with	lower	incomes	perceived	more	benefits	of	companion	
animals	and	their	children	were	more	strongly	bonded	with	their	companion	animal.	
Parents	owning	both	a	dog	and	cat	perceived	more	benefits	than	those	with	only	a	dog	
or	cat.	Dog	owners	perceived	more	benefits	than	cat	owners.	Parents	who	perceived	
their	companion	animal	as	providing	more	benefits	had	less	stress.	The	authors	
suggested	that	providers	consider	recommending	companion	animals	to	families	of	
children	with	Autism.	

Discussing	the	fact	that	dog	assisted	therapy	is	now	a	prevalent	part	of	the	therapeutic	
process	in	the	paediatric	population,	Pawluczuk	(2020)	reviewed	the	literature	and	
found	that	as	a	contemporary	and	evolving	practice,	dog	assisted	therapy	is	now	
utilized	with	pervasive	development	disorders.	The	author	found	that	most	studies	
confirmed	that	Autistim	Spectrum	Disorder,	Down	Syndrome,	and	Cerebral	Palsy	may	
benefit	from	dog	assisted	therapy.	The	author	emphasised	the	role	of	dog	assisted	
therapy	in	improving	children’s	mental	and	physical	development.	

Hill	et	al	(2019)	looked	at	Autism	as	a	neurodevelopmental	condition	impacting	
individuals’	social	communication	and	interactions.	They	sought	to	examine	animal-
assisted	interventions	(AAI)	as	practice	modalities	for	children	with	ASD.	They	
conducted	a	systematic	review	of	the	literature	addressing	the	impact	AAI	has	on	the	
social	behaviours	of	children	with	ASD.	Outcomes	comprised	verbal	communication,	
non-verbal	communication,	identified	desired	and	undesired	behaviours.	Findings	
suggested	that	AAI	can	have	a	positive	impact	on	the	social	behaviours	of	children	on	
the	autism	spectrum.	They	concluded	that	more	rigorous	research	methods	are	
required	to	determine	the	effectiveness	of	AAI	for	children	with	ASD.	

Charry-Sánchez	et	al	(2018)	sought	to	synthesize	the	results	of	controlled	studies	
evaluating	the	effectiveness	of	animal-assisted	therapy	(AAT)	in	children.	The	authors	
conclude	that	animal-assisted	therapy	may	be	useful	as	a	complementary	intervention	
in	the	management	of	children.	Although	results	are	in	general	positive	for	the	
management	of	children	with	Down	syndrome	and	Autism,	they	suggest	that	the	field	
overall	needs	to	focus	on	creating	unified	measures	and	outcomes	that	can	allow	the	
collective	evidence	to	become	more	clearly	defined	and	robust.		

Becker	et	al	(2017)	suggested	that	recent	research	indicates	that	youth	with	autism	
spectrum	disorder	(ASD)	show	increases	in	prosocial	behaviours	in	the	presence	of	
animals.	Their	study	evaluated	the	effectiveness	of	an	animal-assisted	social	skills	
training	group	for	youth	with	Autism.	The	team	hypothesized	that	incorporating	dogs	
into	social	skills	training	(SST)	would	produce	a	greater	effect	on	improving	social	skills,	
theory	of	mind,	and	feelings	of	inclusion	than	would	be	obtained	from	SST	without	an	
animal	present.	They	compared	social	skills	groups	with	therapy	dogs	to	traditional	
social	skills	groups	without	an	animal	present.	
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Students	with	Autism	attended	school	at	a	therapeutic	treatment	facility	(n	=	31;	ages	
8–14)	and	they	were	assigned	to	either	experimental	or	control	groups	that	were	both	
provided	with	12	weeks	of	weekly	treatment.	Following	participation	in	SST,	
participants	in	the	groups	with	dogs	were	rated	as	significantly	less	symptomatic	than	
participants	in	the	traditional	social	skills	group	on	the	Social	Responsiveness	Scale	
(SRS-2),	a	teacher-rated	measure	of	autism-related	symptoms.		

Based	on	self-report	ratings	using	the	Children’s	Depression	Inventory	(CDI-2),	
participants	in	the	groups	with	dogs	experienced	significantly	greater	reductions	in	
symptoms	measured	by	the	Interpersonal	Problems	and	Functional	Problems	subscales,	
and	not	on	the	other	subscales	of	the	CDI-2.	Both	groups	showed	improvement	in	
theory	of	mind	and	decreased	feelings	of	isolation	and	overall	depressive	symptoms;	
however,	the	effect	of	group	on	change	over	time	was	not	significant.	On	the	Social	
Language	Development	Test	(SLDT),	no	significant	differences	were	observed.	The	
current	findings	indicate	animal-assisted	social	skills	training	may	be	more	beneficial	
for	improving	social	skills	and	reducing	related	affective	symptoms	than	traditional	
therapy	models.		

Future	comparison	studies	need	to	be	supported	in	the	Australian	context	to	explore	
the	utility	of	various	approaches	among	the	NDIS	population.	We	also	note	that	while	
the	emphasis	of	the	study	was	on	therapy,	suggesting	that	social-emotional	skills	may	
have	been	given	emphasis,	in	other	studies	we	have	reviewed	the	language	and	
occupational	skill	sets	of	other	therapists	appears	to	be	rated	positively.	The	
implications	suggest	that	participants	pick	up	on	the	positive	intentions	and	hopes	of	
the	researchers	and	therapists	and	may	seek	to	support	or	please	the	
therapist/practitioner.	These	dimensions	of	interpersonal	relationships	between	
subjects	and	professionals	are	long	part	of	the	therapeutic	literature	and	while	not	often	
addressed	in	the	current	context	are	certainly	worth	considering.	

O’Haire	(2017)	conducted	a	systematic	literature	review	to	collate	and	synthesize	all	
empirical	research	on	animal-assisted	intervention	(AAI)	for	Autism	published	for	over	
a	decade,	from	2012	to	2015.	Findings	from	28	included	studies	revealed	that	AAI	
programs	generally	included	one	animal	per	participant,	with	a	total	contact	time	of	
approximately	10	hours	over	the	course	of	8	to	12	weeks.	The	author	found	that	
research	methodology	was	diverse	and	though	limited	in	many	cases,	had	overall	
improved	over	time.	The	most	commonly	reported	outcome	was	increased	social	
interaction,	which	was	unanimously	significant	across	22	studies.	The	need	for	further	
research	was	highlighted,	calling	for	a	focus	on	refining	AAI	techniques,	identifying	
optimal	circumstances	for	positive	change,	as	well	as	pointing	out	individuals	who	may	
not	benefit,	and	independent	replication	of	high-quality	studies	to	move	AAI	from	an	
enrichment	activity	to	an	evidence-based	practice	for	Autism.	We	note	that	subsequent	
studies,	many	of	which	being	reviewed	above,	have	examined	similar	themes	and	
outcomes.		
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Grigore	and	Bazgan	(2017)	conducted	a	study	looking	at	the	social	and	emotional	
development	of	children	with	Autism	and	the	role	of	assistance	animals.	They	studied	
the	effects	of	animal-assisted	therapy	on	improving	the	socio-emotional	skills	
development	of	children	with	Autism.	They	incorporated	a	multifactorial	design	that	
included	case	studies,	interview-based	surveys,	document	analysis,	and	observational	
methods.	Along	with	providing	interview	guides	for	therapists	and	for	parents,	and	
observation	grids	for	children	with	autism,	their	results	confirmed	the	efficacy	of	
animal-assisted	therapy	in	improving	the	development	of	socio-emotional	abilities	of	
children	with	Autism.	
	
Discussion	
We	note	that	in	our	exposure	to	the	literature	prior	to	2017,	research	outcomes	show	
similar	and	consistent	outcomes	with	the	trends	noted	in	this	review.	For	immediate	
consideration,	we	note	that	our	brief	under	NDIS	and	as	requested	by	clients,	is	to	
address	the	notion	of	‘reasonable	and	necessary’	definitions	in	the	NDIS	Act	2013	as	
against	animal	assisted	therapy	and	behaviour	behaviour	support.		
	
Within	this	question	is	the	issue	of	the	cost	of	a	trained	assistance	animal	versus	the	
costs	of	other	forms	of	therapy.	We	will	address	the	latter	issue	toward	the	end	of	this	
discussion.	In	terms	of	comparing	modalities	in	therapy	against	efficacy,	because	there	
are	few	studies	to	date	that	examine	outcomes	of	assistance	animal	therapy	versus	
other	forms	of	therapy	with	children,	we	must	rely	on	longer	standing	trends	in	the	
therapy	fields	to	answer	these	questions.	However,	were	limited	studies	engaged	the	
question	of	comparison	these	studies	appear	to	support	assistance	animal	interventions	
as	having	greater	qualitative	merit	and	more	robust	outcomes.	
	
During	our	PhD	in	health	psychotherapy,	we	conducted	a	systematic	review	of	the	
outcome	literature	in	counselling	and	psychotherapy.	The	issue	has	been	vital	to	the	
field	overall	because	there	are	so	many	approaches	to	therapy	that	have	historically	
competing	claims	about	efficacy.	The	outcome	literature	has	been	consistent	over	time,	
suggesting	that	across	all	outcome	studies	on	normative	and	mainstream	therapy	that	
all	forms	of	therapy	are	basically	on	par	with	each	other	with	notable	exceptions.	We	
note	particularly	around	the	issue	of	disability	options	in	therapy	and	outcome	studies	
the	mainstream	literature	is	silent.	We	cannot	directly	apply	the	mainstream	outcome	
studies	to	work	in	disabilities	and	with	children,	as	the	comparison	is	false.	Rather,	
methods	must	first	be	developed	in	disability	and	early	childhood	intervention	that	are	
studied	and	then	compared	with	each	other.	We	are	likely	at	least	a	few	years	away	
from	this	level	of	analysis	in	terms	of	comparing	assistance	animal	therapy	with	other	
forms	of	therapy	among	children	with	Autism	in	Australia.		
	
When	learning	from	the	trends	more	generally,	the	exceptions	we	noted	in	the	outcome	
literature	are	worth	considering.	The	exceptions	relate	more	to	success	in	outcome	as	
measured	against	the	appropriate	nature	of	any	given	therapy.	Appropriateness	is	often	
rated	as	to	how	a	therapy	addresses	and	supports	the	age,	developmental	status,	
culture,	values,	and	experiential	knowledge	of	the	person	undertaking	therapy.	Where	
there	were	incongruities	noted	in	these	factors,	outcomes	tend	to	be	compromised.		
	
Likewise,	outcome	studies	overall	relied	heavily	on	the	perception	of	the	client	and	less	
so	of	the	therapist.	The	take	away	from	this	particular	insight	rests	with	the	fact	that	
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success	in	therapy	outcomes	must	be	measured	by	the	evaluative	perceptions	of	the	
client,	patient,	customer,	or	participant.	This	is	fascinating,	when	considering	the	core	
human	rights	values	of	the	NDIS	with	emphasis	on	choice	and	control	and	more	so	on	
the	value	and	centrality	of	the	participant’s	evaluation	of	the	utility	and	effectiveness	of	
therapy	options	to	then	measure	the	quality	of	NDIS	funded	services.		
	
This	core	human	rights	question	of	where	evaluative	value	rests	bears	important	
implications	when	discussing	the	qualitative	nature	of	animal	assisted	therapy.	The	
studies	noted	above	appear	to	overall	attach	significantly	higher	value	on	the	
perception	of	merit	based	within	participant’s	and	their	family’s	subjective	experience.	
In	the	Australian	context,	this	translated	into	the	perception	of	the	child	and	parents	in	
wanting	to	commit	to	the	24/7	and	many-year	commitment	that	an	assistance	animal	
implies;	as	well	as	to	their	perceptions	of	living	with	and	working	with	the	specialist	
animal	over	time.	Both	these	factors	need	to	be	taken	into	consideration	by	the	NDIA	in	
light	of	the	relevance	of	the	intervention	in	keeping	with	its	qualitative	nature,	i.e.	all	
outcome	literature	relies	heavily	on	the	perceived	merit	of	the	therapy	by	the	client	and	
where	there	is	merit	there	is	motivation	to	effect	change.	Often,	we	see	that	client’s	
perception	of	merit	and	motivation	greatly	increase	in	the	presence	of	assistance	
animals.	This	factor	alone	can	enhance	the	likelihood	of	positive	outcomes.	
	
Instead	of	asking	whether	dog	assisted	therapy	is	as	effective	or	on	par	with	other	forms	
of	therapy,	the	question	needs	to	be	asked	whether	any	other	forms	of	therapy	can	
provide	the	qualitative	dimensions	of	24/7	built-in	social	and	emotional	responsibility,	
companionship,	familial-formal	programming,	and	staged	learning	that	is	in	situ	and	
that	is	deemed	as	most	appropriate	to	a	child	with	complex	disability	status	with	its	
concomitant	elements	of	unique	developmental	status,	culture,	values,	and	experiential	
knowledge	of	the	child	undertaking	therapy.	In	this	case,	engaging	with	animal-assisted	
developmental	learning	is	integral	to	a	whole-of-life	approach.	
	
To	our	knowledge,	no	other	therapy	can	provide	the	qualitative	depth	and	scope	of	in-
situ	animal	assisted	lifestyle	therapy	with	such	a	wide	range	of	comprehensive	
potentials	for	learning,	social	and	emotional	skills	acquisition.	No	other	therapy	per	se	
appears	to	potentially	mitigate	and	offset	some	of	the	inherent	challenges	of	Autism	
through	a	combination	of	naturalised	and	therapeutically	strategic	methods.		
	
Difficult	to	compare,	and	not	entirely	appropriate	in	any	case,	the	only	other	
environment	that	comes	close	is	specialist	Autism	supports	and/or	centres	where	
children	have	a	range	of	exposures	to	consistent	programming	and	environmental	
stimulus	which	is	normally	provided	within	specialist	units	in	schools	in	Australia.	The	
other	environment	is	of	course	where	families	are	able	to	engage	the	child	in	various	
naturalised	experiential	learning	that	can	simulate	consistent	and	appropriate	forms	of	
socialisation.		
	
This	being	the	case,	where	existing	supports	are	being	deployed	as	much	as	is	possible,	
the	use	of	an	assistance	animal	appears	to	warrant	consideration.	This	itself	is	an	
important	evaluative	concept	when	seeking	to	access	NDIS	funded	support.	You	need	to	
clearly	show	how	all	forms	of	support	are	being	deployed,	and	how	using	an	assistance	
animal	will	provide	outcomes	that	other	forms	of	therapy	do	not.		
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To	make	such	reviews	as	effective	as	possible,	we	suggest	that	having	a	comprehensive	
lifestyle	review	and	plan	makes	sense.	We	see	this	kind	of	plan	as	separate	from	a	
behaviour	support	plan,	as	the	purpose	is	slightly	more	wholistic.	The	two	could	be	
integrated	and	under	current	funding	restrictions	this	is	more	than	likely	the	case.	
Behaviour	specialists	will	not	usually	be	funded	to	provide	the	level	of	lifestyle	planning	
and	coordination	of	supports	that	is	necessary	for	a	well-placed	lifestyle	plan.	Most	
Support	Coordinators	in	our	experience	are	not	qualified	nor	experienced	enough	nor	
given	enough	funding	to	provide	this	level	of	planning.		
	
However,	such	a	tool	is	developed,	the	lifestyle	plan	ideally	places	the	assistance	animal	
program	within	a	whole-of-life	model	and	is	built	upon	the	behaviour	support	plan.	In	
the	NDIS	context,	in	our	experience	the	senior	behaviour	specialist	may	take	on	these	
tasks	that	help	to	guide	a	wide	range	of	therapies	and	services	within	an	ecological	
model	of	assistance	canine	intervention.	
	
In	our	experience,	assistance	dogs	in	therapy	can	also	be	integrated	within	telehealth	
methods	in	counselling	and	behaviour	support.	Both	with	an	animal	who	sits	with	the	
therapist	and/or	with	the	child	or	both.	We	have	seen	in-person	and	distance	therapy	
incorporating	the	use	of	a	therapy	animal	as	a	naturalised	and	programmable	element	
within	therapy	that	enhances	the	child	and	parent	experience,	relieves	stress	and	
anxiety,	provides	both	diversion	and	focus	when	guided	by	the	therapist,	and	that	builds	
upon	the	goals	of	the	therapy	including	how	an	animal	requires	care,	consideration,	and	
physical	response	cues	that	build	on	motor,	physiological,	social,	and	emotional	skills.	
	
This	being	said,	when	costing	the	use	of	assistance	animals	over	the	many-year-period	
that	tends	to	be	involved	due	to	the	need	to	train	the	animal	to	work	within	Autism	and	
with	a	particular	child	and	family	placement,	in	our	estimation	the	costs	per	year	are	on	
par	with	other	forms	of	therapy.	We	however	suspect	that	the	in	situ	benefits	of	animal	
assisted	therapy	far	outweigh	the	qualitative	outcomes	of	mainstream	disability	
therapies	when	purely	appreciating	how	much	value-added	lifestyle	factors	come	into	
play	by	having	a	dog	live	with	a	child	over	several	years	during	the	most	impressionable	
and	vital	developmental	period	of	the	person’s	life.		
	
However,	the	key	in	this	discussion	is	acknowledging	that	animal	assisted	Autism	and	
ID	support	is	one	among	several	components	that	need	to	run	in	tandem	in	early	
intervention	or	with	adults	with	Autism.	As	such,	a	team	of	people	including	the	
participant,	parents,	family,	therapists,	school,	and	community	need	to	play	their	part	in	
making	the	program	successful.	
	
Greater	choice	and	control	over	using	Core	Support	budgets	for	assistance	animals	as	a	
form	of	therapeutic	equipment	appears	to	be	in	tandem	with	the	goals	and	directions	of	
the	NDIS	in	Australia	and	is	congruent	with	the	definitions	of	“reasonable	and	
necessary”	under	the	NDIS	Act	2013.	It	also	appears	that	the	use	of	assistance	animals	
can	be	well	integrated	within	the	Behaviour	Support	Rules	2018	that	further	provide	
quality	measure	for	relationship	support	and	holistically	addressing	behavioural	
concerns.		
	
Within	these	considerations	we	see	that	safe	and	well	planning	assistance	animal	
interventions	can	provide	a	vital	and	dynamic	form	of	primary	prevention	in	social	and	
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emotional	dysregulation	and	with	behavioural	concerns.	Positive	behaviour	support	
values	and	methods	are	central	to	a	well-formed	assistance	animal	intervention	plan	
within	childhood	development	and	with	adults	with	disabilities.	Such	programs	need	to	
be	inter-professional	and	will	include	a	range	of	therapists,	educators,	schools,	primary	
animal	handlers,	trainers	and	specialists,	as	well	as	organisations	dedicated	to	animal	
welfare	in	human	services.	
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