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Investigating the Human-Animal Bond Between a Therapy Canine and Children with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder or Developmental Delay 

The purpose of this research study is to investigate the human-animal bond between a therapy 

canine and children with developmental delay (DD) or autism spectrum disorder (ASD). 

Enrolled participants attended AAT sessions bimonthly for 12 weeks. Each session used the 

therapy canine to interact with the child by completing puzzles, playing hide and seek, fetching, 

being brushed, being petted, or providing comfort measures such as resting his head on the 

child’s leg or foot or leaning against the child’s leg. Human-animal interaction (HAI) 

assessments measured canine behavior and interaction with pediatric participants, noting 

differences between HAI between the therapy canine and children with varying verbal and 

intellectual abilities, genders, ages, and ethnicities. Outcomes include enhanced understanding of 

HAI in the pediatric ASD and DD populations and recommendations of activities to incorporate 

into AAT sessions to improve prosocial behavior in ASD and DD populations. 

IRB approval for this study was obtained in October 2022 from the University of Arkansas. 

This study was partially funded by the University of Arkansas Honors College. 
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ABSTRACT
PURPOSE:  The purpose of this study 
was to assess human-animal 
interaction between a trained therapy 
canine and children identified at risk 
for developmental delay and/ or ASD, 
noting if interaction differs among 
cultures or verbal ability. 

DESIGN/METHODS: Measurements 
of human and canine interactions 
were scaled for frequency and 
severity. Canine affiliative, stress-
related and avoidance behaviors were 
measured  during 30-minute AAT 
sessions that occurred weekly for 12 
weeks. Affection, play, care, 
communication, comfort, and 
withdrawal behaviors demonstrated by 
participants during AAT sessions were 
analyzed to assess human behavior 
among ethnic groups, races, and 
verbal abilities. 

SAMPLE: The sample included 8 
pediatric participants aged 3 to 11 
years old identified at risk for ASD with 
varying levels of verbal abilities. 

CONCLUSIONS: There was no 
difference in human-animal interaction 
among ethnic groups, races, or verbal 
abilities.

The only instance of canine avoidance behavior was noted in a 
session with the Hispanic female participant who also had limited 
verbal abilities. The canine demonstrated more stress-related 
behaviors, especially whining, and affiliative behaviors, particularly 
nudging, with the group of White participants. The most frequent 
human behavior categories displayed were affection, play, 
communication, and comfort. There were no behaviors observed 
under the “care” category. The only participant to demonstrate 
withdrawal behaviors was a male with limited verbal abilities. 
Limitations of this study include a small sample size with mostly 
White male participants.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the HAI 
between a therapy canine and children with 
developmental delay and/ or ASD. The study seeks to 
classify patterns of HAI and to set a standard for canine 
care by observing canine behavior during therapy 
sessions. Outcomes of this study will be used to address 
specific recommendations for future research implications 
to promote evidence-based practice in pediatric 
healthcare.

Pediatric participants from various cultural groups interacted 
similarly with the therapy canine. The canine displayed more 
social behaviors rather than stress or avoidance behaviors with 
both White and Hispanic participants. AAT was successful in 
promoting human social behaviors and minimizing human 
stress behaviors evidenced by decreased displays of emotional 
dysregulation in the participants.

CONTACT

1. Flynn, E., Jaci, G., Mueller, M. K., & Morris, K. N. (2020). Animal-assisted 
interventions as an adjunct to therapy for youth: Clinician perspectives. Child & 
Adolescent Social Work Journal, 37(6), 631-642. https://doiˌorg/10ˌ1007/s10560-
020-00695-z

2. Avila‐Álvarez, A., Alonso-Bidegain, M., De‐Rosende‐Celeiro, I., Vizcaíno‐Cela, M., 
Larrañeta‐Alcalde, L., & Torres‐Tobío, G. (2020). Improving social participation of 
children with autism spectrum disorder: Pilot testing of an early animal‐assisted 
intervention in Spain. Health & Social Care in the Community, 28(4), 1220–1229. 
https://doiˌorg/10ˌ1111/hscˌ12955

3. Fine, A.H., Beck, A.M., Ng, Z. (2019). The state of animal-assisted interventions: 
Addressing the contemporary issues that will shape the future. International 
Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 16(20), 3997. 
https://doiˌorg/10ˌ3390/ijerph16203997

4. O’Haire, M. (2017). Research on animal-assisted intervention and autism spectrum 
disorder, 2012-2015. University of Pennsylvania. (2021). About the C-BARQ. 
https://vetapps.vet.upenn.edu/cbarq/about.cfm

.
.

METHOD
This mixed methods investigated canine and human 
behaviors throughout 30-minute AAT sessions. Canine 
affiliative, avoidance, and stress-related behaviors were 
measured during each AAT session. Prosocial behaviors 
were identified in 6 categories: affection, play, care, 
communication, comfort and withdrawal. A convenience 
sample enrolled 8 children, ages 3-11 years, who were 
enrolled in the Access for Autism program. The sample 
included one Hispanic female and seven White males. All 
participants had been referred for developmental delay, 
behavioral concerns, and possible ASD. The Subjective 
Units of Distress Scale (SUDS) scale was used to 
measure participant’s anxiety level before the session, 
screening participants for behavior that could be 
dangerous to the canine. Participants were provided 
multiple activities to interact with the canine, such as hide 
and seek, fetch, playing puzzles, reading books, and 
playing chase. Sessions were recorded so that human 
and animal behavior could be coded and evaluated after 
the session ended.

Applications of animal-assisted therapy (AAT) are 
becoming increasingly popular and are utilized more 
frequently in the pediatric autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
population despite the lack of standardized protocol and 
policies to ensure proper care of the animals involved in 
therapy1. Therapy animals can act as an alleviator and 
buffer to the social stress felt by children with mental 
health concerns in clinical settings by acting as a positive 
focus of attention that goes above and beyond what 
caregivers and other standard toys may typically be able 
to provide2,3.However, few studies have examined 
human-animal interaction (HAI) between the canine and 
children with ASD, resulting in a lack of practice 
standardization4. Additionally, more research examining 
interactions between the canine and differing cultural 
groups to assist a handler to properly conduct an AAT 
session in historically marginalized populations, 
Furthermore, few studies have investigated the ethical 
use of therapy canine by evaluating their well-being 
before, during, and after AAT sessions. 
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FUTURE IMPLICATIONS
This study was the preliminary study for a larger, longitudinal study 
that will further investigate human-animal interaction and bonding 
that occurs during AAT sessions. Understanding HAI between the 
canine and children with developmental delay and/ or ASD are 
essential to promote best practice for the use of AAT in this 
population. Future studies should investigate cultural perspectives 
of AAT and caregiver perception of the effect of AAT on prosocial 
behavior and emotional regulation . Additionally, investigation into 
canine behavior as the canine ages can be analyzed and compared 
to the beginning stages of the study. 
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Date Number of 
Observations (%)

July 2022 5 (21.74%)

August 2022 7 (30.43%)

September 2022 6 (26.09%)

October 2022 5 (21.74%)

Total 23 (100%)

Canine Terms Operational Definition
Avoidance Behavior Retreat (escaping stimulus/situation); evade 

(refusal or reluctance to approach

Stress-Related Behaviors Grooming, snout-licking, paw-lifts, panting, 
shaking body, yawning, pacing, trembling, whining

Social Behavior Licking child, nudging, pawing, presenting belly, 
presenting toy, pushing body against child, 
vocalizing for attention
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Canine Behaviors Amongst Varying Ethnicities

Hispanic White

Category Operational Definition
Affection 
(during play)

Laughing
Petting

Play Fetch
Hide and Seek
Puzzles

Care Brush
Walking

Communicatio
n

Name
Command
Verbal Affirmation (VA)

Comfort Comfort- head
Comfort- face
Comfort- back
Comfort- belly
Comfort- ears
Hugs
Kiss
Treat
Floor
Laying

Withdrawal Moving away
Hides
Crying
No!

Category White Hispanic
Behavior:Frequency/Duration/
Intensity Score*

Behavior:Frequency/Duration
/Intensity Score

Affection (during 
play)

Laughing: 7/ 5-15 seconds
Petting: 5/ 2-10 seconds/
2-3 intensity

Laughing: 1/ 12 seconds
No petting observed

Play Fetch: 15/ 1-8.5 minutes
Puzzles: 9/ 1-3 minutes

Fetch: 1/ 45 seconds

Care No behaviors observed No behaviors observed
Communication Name: 27/ 5-45 seconds

Command: 27/ 5-90 
seconds
VA: 11 behaviors

No behaviors observed**

Comfort Head: 27/ 2-30 seconds/ 
2-3 intensity
Back: 18/ 2-20 seconds/ 3 
intensity
Ears: 2/ 1-2 seconds/ 2 
intensity
Treat: 15/ not measured
Floor: 6/ 20-55 seconds

Head: 2/ 15 seconds/ 3 
intensity
Back: 2/ 4-8 seconds / 3 
intensity
Ears: 1/ 2 seconds/ 2 
intensity

Withdrawal Moves away: 2 behaviors No behaviors observed
*Note intensity scores were only measured for petting and comfort behaviors that involved touching
**Note patient is nonverbal
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