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Background – Catalysts for encounters?

 One of the consistent failures of supported accommodation and supported living 
options is around the domains of social inclusion and interpersonal relationships
(Bigby et al., 2016). 

 What might be a catalyst for encounters in the community for individuals with 
intellectual disabilities?
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Background – Companion animals can be catalysts for social interactions

 Companion animals can be catalysts for incidental social interactions; becoming known 
and formation of new friendships in local communities.

 In an Australian survey, 58% of pet owners indicated they had got to know people and 
made friends through having pets.
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Background – Companion animals can be catalysts for social interactions

 Few people with intellectual disabilities in supported 
accommodation and supported living have a pet
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Background – Benefits of Service Dogs

 Increase the number of social interactions

 Reduce the negative effects of social ostracism

 Feel more secure and confident in public

 Benefits of service dogs for adults and children with physical disabilities:

 These studies provide support of the potential role of dogs 
to facilitate encounters
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Aim of the Study

 Using the concept of ‘encounter’, we aimed to explore: 

 Differences in the types and number of encounters with other community members.

 Trialled a program in collaboration with Righteous Pups Australia to provide individual 
support to adults with intellectual disabilities to regularly go out into their local 
community with and without a dog.
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Dog Walking Program

6 RPA Labrador dogs

2 Handlers from RPA –

Both received additional 
training prior to the program
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What we did

Group 1 
(n = 8)

Group 2 
(n = 8)

Recruited 16 participants
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What we did

Group 1 
(n = 8)

Group 2 
(n = 8)

14, one hour outings with an RPA handler 
and a dog 

14, one hour outings with a handler alone 
(i.e. minus the dog)

Recruited 16 participants
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What we did

Group 2 
(n = 8)

5, one hour outings with an RPA 
handler and a dog 
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Analysis – Group 1 & Group 2 Characteristics 

 No statistically significant differences between the two groups

Group 1 Group 2 p

N/n 8 8
Part 1 ABS score M 178 171

p=0.674Range 130-234 81-241

Percentage with autism (n = 1) 13% (n = 1) 13% p=1.000

Percentage socially impaired (n = 2) 25% (n = 3) 38% p=0.590

Age (years) M 47 43 p=0.462
Range 21 to 64 32 to 56

Percentage male (n = 2) 25% (n = 3) 38% p=0.590

Total score on the ABC M 21 24
p=0.793

Range 2-42 3-62
Percentage with a physical 
impairment

(n = 4) 50% (n = 3) 38% p=0.614
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Analysis
Group 1 
(n = 8)

Group 2 
(n = 8)

vs.

vs.
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Results – Average number of encounters each outing for participants in Group 1 and Group 2
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 Group 1 = 2.6 vs. Group 2 = 1.2
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Results – Average number of encounters each outing for participants in Group 1 and Group 2

 Average Outings 15-19
 Group 2 (with a dog)= 3.4

 Average Outings 1-14
 Group 2 (without a dog) = 1.2
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Encounters

Qualitative Results
Group 1 Group 2

vs.
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Qualitative Results

vs.
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Presence of a dog helps avoid unfulfilled or negative encounters 

I am noticing an interesting pattern in the 
outings where there is no dog present. Only 
shop attendants’ initiate conversation. Some 

say hello to me, but they try not to look at the 
person with the disability. (P8, without a dog, outing 8).

Three high school kids were making fun of Lyle as we 
were having a drink today. They were laughing and 

giggling, and when Lyle looked over, they covered their 
mouths, and it was clear they were making Lyle the 

subject of their jokes. (P5, without a dog, outing 4).
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Presence of a dog helps avoid unfulfilled or negative encounters 
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Presence of a dog helps becoming acknowledged in regular places more quickly

 It took until outing 13 for Mark in Group 2 to be acknowledged

We have been coming to the same café each week, and we 
now have a waitress that remembers our orders and 

how Mark likes things. (P15, without a dog, outing 13).

 This occurring by outing 4 for Frankie in Group 1

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 that was Seraphim wasn't it (he had 
remembered from the week before). (P3, with a dog, outing 4).
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Presence of a dog helps becoming acknowledged in regular places more quickly

 A neighbour also begun to acknowledge one participant

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. (P1, with a dog, outing 3).
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Presence of a dog helps initiate convivial and fleeting encounters
 No interactions without a dog

For Lauren, no one talks to her, and she talks to no one other than the 
staff at the cafe where we get afternoon tea. No one thinks to say hello 

to two people having coffee. Nor does Lauren seek interaction with 
anyone other than me - unless there is a purpose to it, i.e. a 

transaction of some kind. (P14, without a dog, outing 13).

 Two outings later when she visited the same café with a dog,

People came up to Lauren and myself today and asked if they 
could pat the dog. Lauren said to me “People are friendlier 
when you have a dog, I have seen people look and smile”. 
(P14, with a dog, outing 15).
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Dog acts as a catalyst for convivial encounters with strangers

One of Michelle’s neighbours seems to like dogs, so she has started coming over to 
Michelle and I when we are out walking.  Today the neighbour began talking about 
her dogs in the past and then Michelle started talking about how she loves Ivy.  The 
neighbours’ cat then appeared from nowhere and Michelle started talking about the 
cat, and the two continued to talk for about ten minutes. (P1, with a dog, outing 5).  

Rachael was excited to see Murphy, and wanted to take him out for a walk. 
Whilst out walking, a lady and her young sons wanted to meet Murphy, 
and Rachael told the mum about her two young nieces. I cannot get over 
the transformation with Rachael.  I struggled to get her to go out before, as 
she can be incredibly shy, but she is really coming out of her shell. (P9, with a 
dog, outing 16).

We were walking and a man yelled out “I love your dog” 
and Claire thanked him with the biggest smile on her face.
(P7, with a dog, outing 1).
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Discussion

 With a dog participants had significantly more encounters of a different and 
more convivial nature.

 Our findings support research with non-disabled individuals and individuals 
with physical disabilities demonstrating a dog: 

 Acts as a social stimulant. Members of the community often initiated 
contact to ask questions about the dog

 Helps to reduce some of the negative effects of social ostracism

 Increases individual’s confidence in public
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Conclusions

 The study highlights the potential for a dog walking program to help 
people with intellectual disabilities build a sense of identity and 
belonging in the community. 

 It is a timely project, given the heightened awareness of people with 
disability in the community due to the launch of the NDIS. 

 Limitations
 Methods of data collection

 Sample size

 Further research is required! 
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Key Question

 How do we increase the size of this research?



27La Trobe University

References
Allen, K., & Blascovich, J. (1996). The value of service dogs for people with severe ambulatory disabilities. A randomized controlled trial. Journal of the American Medical Association, 275(13), 1001–1006.

Aman, M. G., Burrow, W. H., & Wolford, P. L. (1995). The Aberrant Behavior Checklist-Community: Factor validity and effect of subject variables for adults in group homes. American Journal on Mental 
Retardation, 100(3), 283-292.

Beadle-Brown, J., Bigby, C., & Bould, E. (2015). Observing practice leadership in intellectual disability services. Journal of Intellectual Disability Research. 

Becker, M. (2002). The Healing Power of Pets: Harnessing the Amazing Ability of Pets to Make and Keep People Happy and Healthy. New York: Hyperion.

Bigby, C., Bould, E., & Beadle-Brown, J. (2016). Conundrums of supported living: The experiences of people with intellectual disability. Journal of Intellectual & Developmental Disability Research. doi: 
10.3109/13668250.2016.1253051 

Bigby, C., & Clement, T. (2010). Social inclusion of people with more severe intellectual disability relocated to the community between 1999-2009: Problems of dedifferentiated policy? La Trobe University.

Bigby, C., Cooper, B., & Reid, K. (2012). Making life good in the community: Measures of resident outcomes and staff perceptions of the move from an institution. Melbourne: Department of Human Services.

Bigby, C., Knox, M., Beadle Brown, J., & Bould, E. (2014). Identifying good group homes for people with severe intellectual disability: Qualitative indicators using a quality of life framework. Intellectual and 
Developmental Disability, 52(5), 348-366.

Bigby C., & Wiesel I. (2011). Encounter as a dimension of social inclusion for people with intellectual disability: beyond and between community presence and participation. Journal of Intellectual and 
Developmental Disability, 36(4), 263–267.

Bigby, C., & Wiesel, I. (2015). Mediating community participation: Practice of support workers in initiating, facilitating or disrupting encounters between people with and without intellectual disability. Journal 
of Applied Research in Intellectual Disability, 28(4), 307-318. 

Bredewold, F., Tonkens, E., & Trappenburg, M. (2015). Urban encounters limited: The importance of built-in boundaries in contacts between people with intellectual or psychiatric disabilities and their 
neighbours. Urban Studies, 53(4), 1–17. 

Clement, T., & Bigby, C. (2009). Breaking Out of a Distinct Social Space: Reflections on Supporting Community Participation for People with Severe and Profound Intellectual Disabilities. Journal of Applied 
Research in Intellectual Disabilities, 22(3), 264–275.

Clement, T., & Bigby, C. (2010). Group Homes for People with Intellectual Disabilities: Encouraging Inclusion and Participation. London, Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical power analysis for the behavioural sciences (2nd ed.). Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Craig, D., & Bigby, C. (2015). Critical realism in social work research: examining participation of people with intellectual disability. Australian Social Work, 68(3), 309–323. 

Eddy J., Hart, L.A,. & Boltz, R.P. (1988). The effects of service dogs on social acknowledgements of people in wheelchairs. Journal of Psychology, 122(1), 39-45.

Fairman, S.K., & Huebner, R.A. (2000). Service dogs: a compensatory resource to improve function. Occupational Therapy in Health Care, 13(2), 41–52.

Forrester-Jones, R., Carpenter, J., Coolen-Schrijner, P., Cambridge, P., Tate, A., Beecham, J., Hallam, A., Knapp, M., & Woof, D. (2006). The Social Networks of People with Intellectual Disability Living in the 
Community 12 Years After Resettlement from Long-Stay Hospitals. Journal of Applied Research in Intellectual Disabilities, 19(4), 285–295.

Fritz, C.O., Morris, P.E. & Richler, J.J. (2012). Effect size estimates: Current use, calculations, and interpretation. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 141(1), 2-18. 



28La Trobe University

References
Garrity, T.F., & Stallones, L. (1998). Effects of pet contact on human well-being. Review of recent research. In C.C. Wilson & D.C. Turner (Eds), Companion animals in human health (pp 3-23). London: Sage.

Hart, L.A., Hart, B.L., & Bergin, B. (1987). Socializing effects of service dogs for people with disabilities. Anthrozoös, 1(1), 41–44.

Hatton, C., Emerson, E., Robertson, J., Gregory, N., Kessissoglou, S., Perry, J., Felce, D., Lowe, K., Walsh, P.N., Linehan, C., .& Hillery, J. (2001). The adaptive behavior scale-residential and community (part I): 
towards the development of a short form. Research in Developmental Disabilities, 22(4), 273-288.

Kellett, M., & Nind, M. (2001). Ethics in quasi-experimental research on people with severe learning disabilities; dilemmas and compromises. British Journal of Learning Disabilities, 29(2), 51-55.

Kinsella, P. (1993). Supported living: A new paradigm. Manchester, UK: National Development Team.

Mader, B., Hart, L.A., & Bergin, B. (1989). Social Acknowledgments for Children with Disabilities: Effects of Service Dogs. Child Development, 60(6), 1529–1534.

Mansell, J., Beadle-Brown, J., & Bigby, C. (2013). Implementation of active support in Victoria, Australia: An exploratory study. Journal of Intellectual & Developmental Disability, 38(1), 48–58. 

McHarg, M., Baldock, C., Heady, B., & Robinson, A. (1995). National people and pets survey. Sydney: Urban Animal Management Coalition.

McNicholas, J., & Collis, G. (2000). Dogs as catalysts for social interactions: Robustness of the effect. British Journal of Psychology, 91(1), 61–70.

Miller, J. & Ingram, L. (2000). Perioperative nursing and animal-assisted therapy. Association of Operating Room Nurses Journal, 72(3), 477–483.

O’Brien, J., & Lyle, C. (1987). A Framework for Accomplishment. Decatur, GA: Responsive Systems Associates.

Podbercek, A. L., Paul, E. S., & Serpell, J. A, editors (2001). Companion animals and us. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Robins, D.M., Sander, C.R., & Cahill, S.E. (1991). Dogs and their people. Pet-facilitated interaction in a public setting. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 20(1), 3–25.  

Rogers, J., Hart, L.A., & Boltz, R.P. (1993). The role of pet dogs in casual conversations of elderly adults. The Journal of Social Psychology, 133(3), 265–277.

Shyne, A., Masciulli, L., Faustino, J., & O’Connell, C. (2012). Do Service Dogs Encourage More Social Interactions between Individuals with Physical Disabilities and Nondisabled Individuals than Pet Dogs? Journal 
of Applied Companion Animal Behavior, 5(1), 16–24.

Simplican, S., Leader, G., Kosciulek, J., & Leahy, M. (2015). Defining social inclusion of people with intellectual and developmental disabilities: an ecological model of social networks and community 
participation. Research in Developmental Disabilities 38(1), 18-29.

Verdonschot, M.M., De Witte, L.P., Reichrath, E., Buntinx, W.H., & Curfs, L.M. (2009) Community Participation of People with an Intellectual Disability: a Review of Empirical Findings. Journal of Intellectual 
Disability Research, 53(4), 303–318.

Whitaker, A., & McIntosh, B. (2000). Changing days. British Journal of Learning Disabilities, 28(1), 3–8.

Wiesel, I., Bigby, C., & Carling Jenkins, R. (2013). ‘Do you think I’m stupid?: Urban encounters between people with and without intellectual disability. Urban Studies, 50(12), 2391- 2406.

Wing, L., & Gould, J. (1978). Systematic recording of behaviors and skills of retarded and psychotic children. Journal of Autism and Childhood Schizophrenia, 8(1), 79-97.

Wood, L., Giles-Corti, B., & Bulsara, M. (2005). The pet connection: Pets as a conduit forsocial capital? Social Science & Medicine, 61(6),1159–1173. 

Wood, L., Martin, K., Christian, H., Nathan, A., Lauritsen C., Houghtton, S., Kawachi, I., & McCune, S. (2015). The Pet Factor - Companion Animals as a Conduit for Getting to Know People, Friendship Formation 
and Social Support. PLoS ONE, 10(4): e0122085. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0122085



Thank you

latrobe.edu.au CRICOS Provider 00115M

Contact
E.Bould@latrobe.edu.au

C.Bigby@latrobe.edu.au

Pauleen.Bennett@latrobe.edu.au

T.Howell@latrobe.edu.au


	Slide Number 1
	Background – Catalysts for encounters?
	Background – Catalysts for encounters?
	Background – Companion animals can be catalysts for social interactions
	Background – Companion animals can be catalysts for social interactions
	Background – Benefits of Service Dogs
	Aim of the Study
	Dog Walking Program
	What we did
	What we did
	What we did
	Analysis – Group 1 & Group 2 Characteristics 
	Analysis
	Results – Average number of encounters each outing for participants in Group 1 and Group 2
	Results – Average number of encounters each outing for participants in Group 1 and Group 2
	Qualitative Results
	Qualitative Results
	Presence of a dog helps avoid unfulfilled or negative encounters 
	Presence of a dog helps avoid unfulfilled or negative encounters 
	Presence of a dog helps becoming acknowledged in regular places more quickly
	Presence of a dog helps becoming acknowledged in regular places more quickly
	Presence of a dog helps initiate convivial and fleeting encounters
	Dog acts as a catalyst for convivial encounters with strangers
	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Key Question
	References
	References
	Slide Number 29

