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The pilot study highlights the potential for a dog walking program to encourage encounters, which in
the long term could be catalysts to help people with intellectual disabilities build social connections in
their communities. The current Australian context, where major reform of the disability service system
is being rolled out is particularly conducive to further exploration of this type of program. The
researchers are now seeking further funding.

“More people talk to you when you have a dog”
Dogs as catalysts for social inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities
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Research has shown Australian group homes, and supported living options do not
support people with intellectual disabilities well to develop social connections.
Furthermore, there is a lack of evidence about effective strategies to support social
inclusion.

We thought dogs could help! This pilot study evaluated the effectiveness of a
visiting dog walking program to facilitate encounters between people with intellectual
disabilities and others in the community.

Sixteen people with intellectual disabilities were assigned to one of two groups. Half had 14 one-hour outings with a dog and their handler,
while the other half had 14 outings with a handler alone, followed by five outings with a handler and a dog. Differences in the average
number of encounters were compared when a dog was present and absent. The qualitative data provided insights into the nature of these
encounters.

Figure 1 shows the average number of encounters for participants in Group 1 and Group 2 for each outing. The number of encounters was
significantly higher when a dog was present than when participants went out into the community with a handler alone. This pattern was
reflected in the qualitative data, which also suggested the presence of a dog helped to break social norms about speaking to strangers and
discouraged disrespect towards people with intellectual disabilities.

This work was supported with funding from a La Trobe University Building
Healthy Communities RFA Grant. We acknowledge the contributions of
Joanne Baker and Jenn Atkins from Righteous Pups Australia.

Figure 1 Average number of encounters each outing for participants in Group 1 (with a dog) and Group 2 (without a dog; with a dog).
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When Frankie walked into the café today,
he was greeted directly by the staff, by
name, with, 'Hello Frankie'. The other shop
attendant commented to him that [the
dog] was Seraphim, wasn't it? (He had
remembered from the week before).
(Participant 3, Dog present, Outing 4).

At the start of the program Michelle had
spoken about not liking any of her
neighbours because they never talk to
her. She had said “they just ignore me”.
However, today one smiled and said hello
to Michelle, and Michelle smiled and said
hello back.
(Participant 1, Dog present, Outing 3).

We were walking and a man yelled out “I
love your dog” and Claire thanked him
with the biggest smile on her face.
(Participant 7, Dog present, Outing 1).

Encounters are “neither simply anonymous free mingling (usually seen as community presence) nor interaction based on established
relationships (usually seen as community participation)” (Bigby & Wiesel, 2015, p. 308). They include fleeting or more sustained exchanges
with neighbours, consumers, shopkeepers, and passers-by.


