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Up the leash: Exploring canine 
handlers’ perceptions of 
volunteering in canine-assisted 
interventions 
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Abstract: To date, research on university and college based canine-assisted 
interventions for post-secondary students have focused on identifying the effects 
of spending time with therapy dogs on the well-being of participants and, to a 
lesser extent, exploring the effects of canine-assisted interventions on therapy 
dogs as a means of safeguarding canine welfare. Little empirical attention has 
focused on understanding the experience of volunteer canine handlers – agents 
at the heart of the success of canine-assisted interventions. The aim of this 
exploratory research was to first capture the voice of these key stakeholders to 
better understand their experience as canine handler volunteers and second to 
provide preliminary insights into their well-being. Sixty volunteer handlers with 
varying volunteer experience with a canine therapy program at a mid-size 
Canadian university responded to a series of open-ended prompts related to 
their volunteer work and completed a battery of well-being measures. 
Qualitative findings revealed that most participants identified social benefits to 
volunteering for themselves (64%) and for their dog (55%). The perceived 
impact on students (33%) and the ability to help university students (36%) were 
the most rewarding aspects of volunteering. Though enticed to volunteer by 
qualities of the CAI program (36%), participant motivations to continue 
volunteering were predominantly associated with personal benefits of 
volunteering (44%). Most handlers reported no challenges associated with 
volunteering (73%) and described their dog as happy after sessions (71%). 
Participants commonly described good therapy dogs as relaxed, calm, and 
respectful (66%) and strong handlers as having good awareness of their dog 
(48%). Quantitative findings revealed volunteer handlers reported elevated 
levels of positive affect (p = < 0.001, d = 1.19), greater satisfaction with life (p = < 
0.001, d = 0.85) and lower levels of avoidant attachment to their therapy dog (p = 
< 0.001, d = -1.16) when compared to normative samples. Implications for the 
governing of university and college based programs and handler well-being are 
discussed.  
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HIGHLIGHTS

Rousseau, Binfet, Green, Tardif-Williams, Draper, Maynard Pet Behaviour Science

    

•  Handlers disclosed being  drawn to volunteer due to the aspects of the 
program and the staff (e.g., I heard amazing things about the program, I met the 
program director), but motivations to continue volunteering were 
predominantly associated with the social benefits derived from volunteering

•   Handlers described their dogs as happy after a session and recognized that 
therapy dogs must be relaxed, calm, and respectful to participate in sessions.

•   Handlers reported few obstacles or challenges associated with volunteering 
as a canine handler in a community-based program.

 INTRODUCTION

There has been a proliferation in research on the effects of spending time with 
therapy dogs on a variety of clients. Often referred to as animal-assisted 
visitation (Crossman and  Kazdin 2015) or as canine-assisted intervention (CAI; 
Binfet and Hartwig 2019; Silas et al. 2019), this protocol provides clients access to 
therapy dogs to boost their well-being.  Spending time with therapy dogs elicits 
a number of favorable outcomes across a variety of contexts and clients 
including, but not limited to, reduction in anxiety in hospitalized children (Hinic 
et al. 2019), increase in children’s reading motivation (Rousseau and Tardif-
Williams 2019), and reduction in depression in older adults in assisted-living 
(Friedmann et al. 2019). There has also been an abundance of research conducted 
within the context of university and college based CAIs (i.e., on-campus CAIs) 
and, collectively, this research attests to the positive effects on students from 
spending time with therapy dogs (Binfet 2017; Barker et al. 2016; Pendry and 
Vandagriff 2019; Ward-Griffin et al. 2018).  

Recently, concerns have been raised over animal welfare (Hatch 2007; Ng et al. 
2015; Serpell et al. 2010) and calls have been put forward to ensure that therapy 
dogs providing support to clients are not themselves stressed by the experience 
(Silas et al. 2019). Consequently, there has been an increase in research examining 
the effects of CAIs on the experience of therapy dogs themselves (e.g., Clark et 
al. 2020, Glenk 2017, Ng et al. 2014). Researchers and handlers alike are 
encouraged to ensure canine welfare protocols are in place when CAIs are 
delivered to constantly monitor, accurately recognize and appropriately manage 
stress associated behaviours in dogs when they occur. Moreover, researchers 
have an ethical responsibility to ensure that animal welfare protocols are in place 
during all research activities. 

The above brief review of the literature attests to the empirical interest in the 
experiences of two of the three key stakeholders involved in any given CAI – the 
clients targeted by the interventions and the therapy dogs. However, there is a 
paucity of research and a distinct knowledge gap around the experience of 
volunteer handlers who play an integral role in facilitating interactions between 
all partakers of CAIs (i.e., therapy dogs and clients alike). Handlers, or the 
community volunteers who share their dogs with the public, are an essential 
stakeholder driving all CAIs. Without them, the countless programs in operation 
across college campuses and in varied community programs would be unable to 
operate. Moreover, their well-being holds implications for their ability to 
support the well-being of clients. It follows that, safeguarding the well-being of 
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handlers is central to the retention of dog-handler teams and the continuation of 
CAI programs. Yet little is documented about them, the benefits they derive 
from volunteering, and their viewpoints and experiences as volunteers.

In one of the few studies investigating canine handlers working in CAIs, recent 
research by Kuzara, Pendry and Gee (2019) suggests that handlers may vary 
across dimensions of responsiveness and demandingness with respect to the 
attention they give to their dogs. Accordingly, they fall into one of four 
interaction styles that differ in their combination of handler warmth and control. 
These styles include authoritative, authoritarian, permissive, and hands-off.  
These authors also suggest that handlers shift their interaction style in response 
to a student’s presence. Shifts in interaction styles depended on the initial 
interaction style before students were introduced. Authoritarian handlers 
commonly shifted to an authoritative style and permissive handlers became 
more hands-off when students were present. More research is needed to 
understand why handlers might increase their positive, warm behaviours to 
their dog (authoritarian to authoritative) or distance themselves (permissive to 
hands off) when interacting with students, as little is known about handlers 
experience volunteering in CAIs.   

A review of the literature revealed no peer reviewed publications investigating 
handlers’ perceptions, and their associated well-being, that arise from 
participating in CAIs. However, a number of student dissertations examining 
the experience of handlers were identified (e.g., Cable and Pulcini 2018; Collins 
2014; Moorhead 2012; Paige 2010; Reece 2012). Of these papers, Reece’s research 
merits mention as she conducted interviews with 10 animal-assisted therapy 
(AAT) handlers to explore the benefits arising from volunteering in AAT.  
Whereas AAI can be considered “an umbrella term that refers to the deliberate 
and meaningful inclusion of animals into human health, wellbeing, or 
educational interventions” (Jones et al. 2019, p. e0210761), AAT is defined as “. . . 
a goal oriented, planned and structured therapeutic intervention directed and/
or delivered by health, education and human service professionals.” (IAHAIO 
2014). The analysis of handlers’ responses in Reece’s study revealed seven salient 
themes that included: 1) the joy of helping others; 2) enlightenment: (i.e., enrichment 
and learning experiences) 3) a sense of pride and accomplishment; 4) connecting with 
other people; 5) human/animal bond; 6) a need to provide AAT, some even describing 
it as a "calling" (p.60); and 7) a positive experience across conditions/populations (e.g., 
seeing amazing things, [AAT] was rewarding, always feeling great; Reece 2012, 
p. 41-42). Although the handlers in this study were working within the context 
of more formalized therapy for clients, the themes identified here nevertheless 
inform our understanding of what motivates handlers to volunteer with their 
therapy dogs.  

The Present Study

Informed by social support theory, the aim of this mixed-methods, exploratory 
research was to access handlers’ insights (i.e., thoughts and observations) 
around their experiences as volunteers and assess their perceptions of their well-
being. Social support theory outlines the conditions of social companionship 
that foster positive health effects (Cobb 1976; Hupcey 1998). For example, 
research indicates that having a social support network including friends, family 
and peers is a vital resource that mediates between stress and mental and 
physical health, and can offset academic stress in undergraduate students 
(Schaefer et al. 1981; Wilks and Spivey 2010).

Although originally theorized about human companionship, the model 
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endorses a social support hypothesis that can be applied to explain the 
physiological and psychological benefits of interacting with companion animals 
(Fine and Weaver 2018; O’Haire 2010).   

Questions driving this exploratory study of handlers’ well-being were:

1) What are the perceived benefits and challenges associated with volunteering 
in an on-campus CAI for both volunteer handlers and their dogs?; 

2) What motivates handlers to volunteer with their dogs in an on-campus CAI?; 

3) What thoughts and observations do handlers have regarding their 
experiences, their dogs, and the students they support?

4) What is the well-being profile (i.e., positive and negative dimensions of 
psychological functioning) of volunteer canine handlers?    

METHOD

Participants

Sixty certified volunteer canine handlers (87% female; Mage = 41.92, SD = 12.96) 
participated in this exploratory study and were recruited from the Building 
Academic Retention through K9s (B.A.R.K) program, a CAI program at the 
University of British Columbia (UBC) Okanagan.  Experience volunteering as a 
therapy dog handler ranged from 0 to 6 years with an average of 7.9 hours per 
semester (SD = 7.5 years).  Most participants self-identified as Caucasian (96.7%), 
lived with at least one other person in their household (86.7%), and had at least a 
university or college degree (76.7%).  Half of the participants were employed 
full-time (51.7%) and had only one companion animal (51.7%). Smaller 
proportions of the sample included part-time workers (13.1%), retirees (13.1%), 
students (13.1%), and participants with more than one companion animal 
(48.3%). When asked to rate their level of experience as a canine handler, 
participants reported none (16.6%), little (8.3%), some (51.6%), high (21.6%) and no 
response (1.6%).  Within the context of this study, canine handlers were defined as 
trained and certified individuals who were responsible for the behaviour and 
management of their dog while participating in organized CAI activities. 

Program

Standing for “Building Academic Retention through K9s,” B.A.R.K. is a CAI 
program at UBC Okanagan. At the time of the study, the program  had 60 
volunteer handlers and 57 therapy dogs, who routinely participated in a variety 
of canine-assisted programs. Before participating in any B.A.R.K. programs, all 
handlers are required to undertake an assessment process which consists of a 
handler training session, a canine-assessment workshop, canine assessment, 
mock session, and a 4-8-month internship period. Handler-dog teams are 
routinely monitored after full-integration and therapy dogs are monitored for 
signs of stress/distress within all sessions. 

Handlers in this program regularly volunteer in stress-reduction programs 
serving university students (see Binfet 2017; Binfet and Passmore 2016; Binfet et 
al. 2018) and Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP; see Binfet et al. in press); 
social-emotional learning workshops for children aged 5-12; and visits to local 
elementary or high schools, campus events, or fundraisers. In their role as 
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handlers, volunteers interact one-on-one with clients, work alongside student 
mentors in small-groups, or alongside other handler-dog teams as part of larger-
scale events. All handlers receive information about wellbeing resources 
available to them, and regularly attend the University’s Suicide Prevention 
Workshop (https://wellbeing.ubc.ca/qprtraining). 

Procedure 

University research ethics approval (H18-02555) and participant informed 
consent was obtained for this study. Handlers were given an information 
package that included information about the study, a consent form, a survey that 
included a demographic questionnaire, a qualitative survey comprised of 13 
open-ended questions, a series of well-being scales, a $25 gratuity gift-card, and 
a prepaid envelope to return the completed forms and measures by mail.  

Measures 

Demographic questionnaire

To collect demographic information regarding age, gender, educational 
attainment, years of volunteer experience, and information about each handler’s 
therapy dog, a brief questionnaire was administered. 

Qualitative measure

To capture and understand the voice of handlers around their experiences as 
volunteer handlers, participants were asked to complete a qualitative survey by 
handwriting responses to 13 open-ended questions addressing the benefits and 
challenges, motivation, and personal insights related to volunteering in an on-
campus CAI (see questions listed in Tables 1-3). 

Quantitative measures

To investigate canine handlers’ well-being, a series of well-being measures was 
administered to participants. These measures allowed us to create an initial 
profile of canine handler well-being. Although a control or comparison group 
was not included as part of the study’s design, the results stand to provide a 
baseline for subsequent comparative studies.   

The Flourishing Scale (Diener et al. 2009) is an 8-item scale of psychological well-
being, with a Cronbach’s α of 0.87 (α for the current study was 0.85), measuring 
individuals’ perceptions of their success. Items are rated on a 7-point Likert-type 
scale ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7).  A higher total 
score indicates greater psychological well-being and more psychological 
resources. 

The Friendship Scale (Hawthorne 2006) is a 6-item scale, with a Cronbach’s α of 
0.83 (α for the current study was 0.86), measuring connections to other people 
during the past four weeks. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale 
ranging from “almost always” to “not at all.” A higher score indicates a greater 
frequency of social connectedness (i.e., less social isolation). 

The Gratitude Questionnaire (GQ-6  ; McCullough et al. 2002) is a 6-item scale, 
with a Cronbach’s α of 0.82 (α for the current study was 0.85), measuring 
thankfulness using a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from “strongly 
disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7).  Higher scores indicate a higher likelihood 
of experiencing gratitude in daily life.
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The Monash Dog Owner Relationship Scale (MDORS; Dwyer et al. 2006) is a 28-
item survey assessing dog-owner relationships across three subscales: 1) the 
frequency that certain dog-owner interactions occur (S1); 2) emotional closeness 
between the owner and the dog (S2); and 3) the perceived costs of dog 
ownership (S3). The internal consistency of the subscales ranges from 0.67 to 0.84 
(αs for the current study ranged from 0.56 to 0.82). Items are rated using a five-
point, Likert-type scale (1 = weakest, 5 = strongest). Higher scores on S1, S2, and 
S3 respectively indicate more positive interactions between the handlers and 
their dog, more emotional proximity to their dog, and a lower perceived cost of 
dog ownership. 

The Pet Attachment Questionnaire (PAQ; Zilcha-Mano et al. 2011) is a 26-item 
scale measuring attachment to a companion animal on two dimensions: 1) 
avoidant attachment; and 2) anxiety attachment. The internal consistency of the 
items ranges from 0.86 to 0.89 (αs for the current study ranged from 0.75 to 0.82) 
and items are rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree.” A higher score in the avoidant attachment 
subscale and anxiety attachment subscale indicate a higher level of each type of 
attachment. 

The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; Cohen et al. 1983) is a 10- item scale, with a 
Cronbach’s α of 0.90 (α for the current study was 0.88), measuring feelings of 
stress in participants over the past 30 days.  Items are rated on a 5-point Likert-
type scale ranging from “never” to “very often.” Higher total scores reflect 
higher perceived stress, with scores ranging from 0-13 considered as low stress, 
scores between 14-26 considered as moderate stress, and scores between 27-40 
considered as high perceived stress. 

The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al. 1988) is a 20-
item scale measuring positive and negative affect (10 items each), and 
Cronbach’s αs are 0.87 and 0.88, respectively (αs for the current study were 0.81 
and 0.82). Items are rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from “very 
slightly or not at all” to “extremely.” Higher total scores for each subscale reflect 
higher levels of positive affect and of negative affect. 

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al. 1985) is a 5-item scale, with 
a Cronbach’s α of 0.87 (α for the current study was 0.89), measuring general 
perceptions of contentment with one’s life. Items are rated on a 7-point Likert-
type scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” A higher score 
indicates a greater satisfaction with life. 

The Self-Compassion Scale – Short Form (SCS-SF; Raes et al. 2011) is a 12-item 
scale, with a Cronbach’s α of 0.86 (α for the current study was 0.89), measuring 
how individuals typically act towards themselves in difficult times. Items are 
rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from “almost never” to “almost 
always.” Higher scores indicate a greater level of self-compassion.

The Social Connectedness Scale-Revised (SCS-R; Lee et al. 2001) is a 20-item 
scale, with a Cronbach’s α of 0.92 (α for the current study was 0.95), that 
measures social connectedness as a psychological sense of belonging or 
enduring interpersonal closeness.  Items are rated on a 6- point Likert-type scale 
ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” A higher total score 
indicates a stronger sense of social connectedness.

The Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky and Lepper 1999) is a 4-item 
scale, with a Cronbach’s α of 0.87 (α for the current study was 0.87), measuring 
general happiness using a 7-point Likert-type scale (e.g., “not a very happy 
person” to “a very happy person”). Higher scores indicate greater levels of 
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happiness.

The UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3; Russell 1996) includes 20 items designed 
to measure participants’ subjective feelings of loneliness as well as feelings of 
social isolation. The internal consistency of the items ranges from 0.89 to 0.94 (α 
for the current study was 0.94). Participants rate each item on a scale from 
“never” to “often.”  Higher total scores indicate higher levels of loneliness.

The Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI; Clary et al. 1998) is a 30-item (α = 0.80 - 
0.89) measure of functional motivations to volunteer composed of six factors: 1) 
career; 2) enhancement; 3) protective; 4) social; 5) understanding; and 6) values.  
For each item, respondents indicated: “How important or accurate each of the 30 
possible reasons for volunteering were for you in doing volunteer work.”  
Respondents answer each item on a 7- point, Likert-type scale ranging from “not 
at all important/accurate” to “extremely important/accurate.” The internal 
consistency of the items ranges from 0.80 to 0.89 (αs for the current study ranged 
from 0.78 to 0.91). Scores are calculated for each factor and a higher score 
indicates a greater functional motivation to volunteer.  

Data Analytic Strategy

Qualitative analyses

The analysis of the qualitative survey was done in a series of phases.  First, for 
two questions (i.e., items 8 and 9; What three words describe how you feel (or how 
your dog feels) after a session?) where participants were asked to list three 
descriptors, each response was assigned a positive, negative, or neutral valence 
and was scored accordingly (i.e., positive words were scored 1, negative words 
were scored -1, and neutral words were scored 0). A mean valence was 
calculated for each question and the percentage of positive, negative, and neutral 
scores was calculated taking into account the total number of descriptors.  Next, 
for survey questions generating open-ended responses, salient themes 
characterizing participants’ responses were identified.  To do this, a list of global 
or general themes for each question was generated following a conventional 
data analysis strategy (Denzin and Lincoln 2018; Hsieh and Shannon 2005; 
Saldana 2009).  Initial themes and coding categories emerged from the text data, 
and for each question, themes were then winnowed to remove redundancy 
(Wolcott 1990; a range of 8 to 12 winnowed themes were identified across all the 
open-ended questions). Finally, winnowed themes were used to code and 
analyze each participant’s response to each question.  For example, regarding 
what keeps handers volunteering, responses initially coded as physical benefits to 
clients, emotional benefits to clients and social benefits to clients were amalgamated 
into the singular theme of benefits to clients. Coding manuals with complete 
descriptions and examples of all coding themes are provided in Appendix A.  
For each question, two coders independently coded the themes of 20% of 
randomly selected participants’ responses. Where relevant, discordant codes 
were discussed, and discrepancies reconciled.  Across questions, an overall inter-
rater agreement of 92% was attained.  Inter-coder reliability was calculated using 
the iota coefficient, which measures multivariate agreement between raters of 
nominal codes (Janson and Olsson 2001).  For items 8 and 9 of the qualitative 
survey iota represents the multivariate agreement in valence ratings across the 
three words.  For the other items, iota represents agreement across all possible 
codes.  That is, for each observation, each code was assigned a value of 0 (does 
not apply) or 1 (does apply).  Iota is the multivariate agreement across all codes.  
Iota coefficients are presented in Tables 1–3. 
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Quantitative analyses 

Statistical analyses for this study were performed with R, version 3.5.2.  
Variables were coded in an Excel file and analyzed with the statistical software.  
Where relevant, group means of total scores or subscale scores were computed 
for each measure.  Four measures required the computation of subscale scores: 1) 
the PANAS (positive affect; negative affect); 2) the MDORS (dog-owner 
interaction (S1), emotional closeness (S2), and perceived cost (S3)); 3) the PAQ 
(avoidant and anxiety); and 4) the VFI (protective, values, understanding, 
enhancement, career, and social).  Next, normative or comparable samples to our 
study sample were identified for each measure through a review of the 
literature.  When results from normative samples were not available for a given 
measure, data from the most similar study sample available was used.  To give 
meaning to the mean total scores or mean subscale scores of each measure, we 
evaluated each of our means against the corresponding normative or 
comparable samples data through two-tailed, independent samples t tests (see 
Appendix B for a detailed review of comparative samples use for this study).  A 
Bonferroni correction was applied to reduce chances of obtaining a Type 4 error.  
Accordingly, the significance level was adjusted to an alpha level of 0.002. Effect 
sizes were measured with Cohen’s d.

RESULTS

Qualitative Findings

Benefits and challenges

A summary of the findings reflecting the theme benefits and challenges are 
provided in Table 1.  When asked to list the benefits of volunteering in the 
B.A.R.K. program, participants most commonly reported social benefits for 
themselves and their dog (e.g., “It keeps me in contact with people I wouldn’t 
normally have contact with” and “My dog needs the human interaction so he’s 
not shy or fear driven”).  Other notable benefits for handlers concerned their 
relationship with their dog, spending time with the students and sharing, helping, and 
expressing kindness.  Additional notable benefits for the dog reported by their 
handlers included affection and a sense of purpose. 

Participants reported an extensive array of rewards associated with their 
volunteer experiences including but not limited to, social interaction with students, 
the impact on students, and general benefits (e.g., seeing people happy and 
excited).  Still, the most commonly reported reward for volunteering was the 
impact on students with participants quoting examples such as “First year 
university was a very dark and trying time, if we can help kids who find 
themselves in the same places then that is rewarding.”  Rewards pertaining 
specifically to volunteering with a university student population as clientele 
included social connections, community, story swapping, and helping others as key 
themes.  Examples of these common themes included “Building connections 
with them and watching them grow, develop, succeed – it's pretty magical and 
very rewarding” and “to provide empathy, understanding, and the knowledge 
that they are not alone […] I love it all.” 

When asked to list challenges associated with volunteering in the B.A.R.K. 
program, participants most commonly reported no challenges, scheduling and 
availability, and personal challenges (e.g., “I’m an introvert so that in itself can be 
challenging”).  More specifically, almost three-quarters of the handlers indicated 
that there were no challenges associated with volunteering with a university 
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student population, but a small proportion reported student inexperience with dog 
or a fear of dogs, and language or cultural barriers as issues.  

Motivations 

A summary of the findings pertaining to the theme motivations are provided in 
Table 2. Factors that initially drew them to volunteer in the B.A.R.K. program 
were predominantly aspects of the program including the “innovative, exciting, 
and important contribution to UBC campus” and their desire to “be part of 
something impactful.”  Participants also cited the importance of the program and 
their desire to help others as motivations to volunteer.  More specifically, when 
describing what drew them to volunteer supporting university students, 
participants’ responses reflected their understanding of the demands, pressures and 
needs that students face (e.g., “I know what the experience is like, I had a hard 
time in my first year.”) or their own prior university experience.  One participant 
noted, “It is needed.  I am aware of the high-incidence of self-harm and stress 
amongst this population.”  

When asked about volunteering in general, many participants referred to several 
roles that volunteering played in their lives, including the following common 
themes: a way to bring benefit to others through volunteering (e.g., “It keeps me 
socially connected,” “A break from work,” “It warms my heart.”), and a general 
way to give back. Specifically, factors that kept them volunteering in the B.A.R.K. 
program, included benefits to themselves as volunteers, to their dog, and to clients 
and social connections and community.  The most common response, benefits to 
the volunteer, saw responses such as “the feeling of warmth that spreads 
throughout my body and carries me for weeks after.”  

Personal insights

A summary of the findings pertaining to the theme personal insights are provided 
in Table 3.  To describe how they felt after a CAI session, participants 
predominantly used positively valenced descriptors (M = 0.82, SD = 0.55).  
Words with a positive valence were offered 90% of the time (n = 154), whereas 
words with a negative or neutral valence were offered 7.6% (n = 13) and 2.3% (n 
= 4) of the time, respectively.  The most commonly reported descriptors for 
participants’ feelings after a CAI included happy, tired, and fulfilled. Overall, 
participants used positively valenced descriptors (Mean (M) = 0.41, Standard 
Deviation (SD) = 0.90) to describe how their dogs felt after a CAI session.  Words 
with a positive valence were offered 69.1% of the time (n = 154), whereas words 
with a negative or neutral valence were given 28.0% (n = 49) and 2.8% (n = 5) of 
the time, respectively.  Common descriptors for dogs’ feelings after a CAI 
session included happy, tired, and loved. 

With regards to essential skills and qualities of a good canine-handler, 
participants most commonly listed having good awareness of the dog, such as 
“knowing their strengths and weaknesses,” and “read their body language.”  
Other skills that were frequently reported included being able to manage a dog’s 
needs and behaviors and having good communication skills.  In turn, volunteers noted 
that a good therapy dog should be relaxed, calm, and respectful, and friendly, social, 
personable, and engaging.  Just under one-fifth of handlers also stated that a good 
therapy dog should like physical touch.

As part of the exploration of personal insights, handlers were asked to describe 
what they learned about themselves and their dogs by volunteering in the 
program.  Participants stated that they learned other aspects about themselves 
such as “I’ve learned I always have more to learn” and “I have A LOT to offer.”  
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They also reported learning that their dogs are calm, relaxed, patient and adaptable 
and social, friendly, and loving, and that volunteering has developed their 
knowledge about their own dog-handler relationship. Lastly, participants reported 
learning that students are stressed as the most common insight about the 
university student population.  To illustrate, one participant reported that “they 
are experiencing more stress than I realized.”  Other insights offered by 
participants included: other aspects (e.g., students love a good distraction, 
students are open) and that the program benefits students and helps them cope 
with the stressors students face. 

Quantitative Findings

Means and standard deviations for our sample and the comparative samples 
across each measure are presented in Table 4.

Effect sizes and significance levels for the independent samples  t  tests are 
reported in Figure 1 (See Appendix C for a detailed review of statistical 
analyses).  What is apparent from this figure is a trend that saw canine handlers 
report significantly greater scores (illustrated by positive Cohen’s d effect sizes) 
on positively valenced measures and subscales than populations and samples to 
which they were compared.  Positively valenced measures and subscales (i.e., 
assessing positive constructs) include: Flourishing Scale, Friendship Scale, 

Table 2. Most commonly reported themes for questions related to participants’ motivations to 

volunteer
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Table 3. Most commonly reported themes for questions related to participants’ personal insights 

about the canine handler volunteering experience
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MDORS - S1, MDORS - S2, PANAS PA, SCS-R, SCS-SF, SHS, and SWLS.  
Handler volunteers in this study reported being more socially connected (see 
results of the SCS-R),  having greater self-compassion (see results of SCS-SF), 
feeling more satisfied with life (see results of SWLS), engaging in more dog-
owner interactions (see results of MDORS - S1: Dog-owner interaction),  and 
having greater positive affect (See results of PANAS - PA). 

This same trend was not found for negatively valenced measures and subscales, 
which include the MDORS - S3, the PANAS NA, the PAQ (both subscales), the 
PSS, and the UCLA Loneliness Scale.  Participants only scored significantly 
lower in emotional closeness to pets (see results of MDORS - S2: Emotional 
closeness) and avoidant attachment to pets (see results of PAQ avoidant) when 

Table 4. Means and standard deviations for the comparative sample and for our sample across each 

measure
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compared to a corresponding comparative sample.  

However, a trend that saw higher scores across the subscales of the VFI was 
found.  Specifically, our sample indicated being more motivated to volunteer for 
the following reasons: to help the ego grow and develop (Enhancement factor), 
to protect the ego from the difficulties of life (Protective Motives factor), to gain 
knowledge, skills, and abilities (Understanding factor), and to express their 
altruistic and humanitarian values (Values factor).  These results were 
statistically significant.  Our sample also indicated greater motivation to 
volunteer to develop and strengthen social ties (Social factor) and lower 
motivation to volunteer to improve career prospects (Career factor); however 
these differences were not statistically significant.  These findings are discussed 
below.

DISCUSSION

Recall that the aim of this study was to elucidate the experience of volunteer 
handlers working in an on-campus CAI program to reduce student stress and to 
create a well-being profile to better understand the benefits they might garner 

Figure 1. Cohen’s d effect sizes of t tests comparing mean scores on well-being measures between 

the dog handler volunteers in our study and comparable samples taken from the literature. All 

p values were adjusted using Bonferroni correction for 22 significance tests. Camille X. Rousseau
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from their volunteer work.  Although research has been conducted examining 
the effects of CAIs on clients or visitors to programs (Binfet 2017; Dell et al. 2015; 
Pendry and Vandagiff 2019) and more recently researchers have examined the 
experience of therapy dogs working in CAIs (Glenk 2017; Silas et al. 2019), we 
know very little about volunteer canine handlers. Qualitative data from 
responses to a series of open-ended prompts revealed that handlers in this study 
identified many benefits to volunteering for both themselves and for their dog, 
yet few reported challenges associated with volunteering as a canine handler.  
When challenges were recognized, handlers predominantly identified 
availability and scheduling conflicts, students lacking experience interacting 
with dogs, and language barriers.  This is not surprising in light of the timings of 
the programs and the multicultural student population.  Still, identifying 
challenges that handlers encounter as they interact directly with students allows 
CAI program directors and coordinators to ensure that handlers are provided 
appropriate training to work with the populations they support. 

Insights gleaned from participants in this study also advance our understanding 
of the elements that may draw handlers to volunteer in on-campus CAIs.  
Findings hold promise to enhance the structure and delivery of CAIs and to 
inform CAI programs seeking to recruit and retain volunteer handlers.  By 
giving a voice to handlers and learning about how they experience CAI 
programs, we can better support the needs of these individuals who are the 
driving force behind many of these community-based initiatives.  When queried 
about their motivation to volunteer, the quality of the CAI program and 
altruistic concerns for others rose to the forefront as reasons drawing handlers 
into this volunteering context.  Our findings further suggest that the opportunity 
to socialize, for both handlers and dogs, plays a key factor in the retention of 
handlers in our program.  The benefits our handlers identified mirror the 
benefits identified by Reece (2012) who found canine handlers reported feeling 
joy, a sense of pride, and opportunities to interact with others as key reasons for 
volunteering.  

Across participants, handlers reported a common feeling of being tired after a 
session – both for themselves and for their dog. Even though being tired was 
commonly listed, exertion was not perceived as a challenge associated with 
volunteering.  In this way, handlers did not report feeling tired as a challenge or 
something negative but rather as an accepted outcome.  In light of the fatiguing 
nature of this work, new handlers might profit from shorter initial sessions to 
build capacity and avoid over fatiguing themselves or their dogs.  

To the objective of assessing handlers’ perceptions of their well-being, 
quantitative findings revealed that, on average, participants reported greater 
levels of well-being than the normative populations or samples to which they 
were compared, especially in regard to their positive affect. However, 
participants surprisingly reported lower levels of emotional closeness to their 
dog than the comparative sample.  In part, this finding might be explained by 
the “on-task relationship” that handlers and their dogs share in the context of 
the CAI, wherein handlers are often focused on encouraging social and 
emotional connections between their dogs and the students. Future research is 
needed to determine if lower levels of closeness between handlers and their 
dogs extends outside of the CAI context.  Conversely, on measures of ill-being 
(i.e., loneliness, stress, and avoidant or anxious attachment), participants 
reported lower (non-significant) levels of ill-being. It appears generally that, 
across measures, volunteers in the on-campus CAI had greater levels of well-
being and lower levels of ill-being than comparative samples.  

This holds implications for the handler’s ability to support the well-being of 
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others.  Handlers who are not themselves struggling to maintain optimal well-
being are better positioned to help augment the well-being of students seeking 
comfort by attending an on-campus CAI.  The robust well-being of handlers also 
holds implications for the welfare of the therapy dogs themselves.  When 
handlers are characterized by strong social and emotional well-being it is less 
likely that emotional contagion or the emotional spillover of negative affect 
might travel down the leash, negatively affecting the welfare of dogs (Huber et 
al. 2017; Silas et al. 2019). 

The quantitative findings provide support for qualitative insights in at least 
three ways. First, handlers have reported a trend in elevated well-being across 
self-report scales. Indeed, results of the Flourishing Scale suggest handlers have 
elevated levels of psychological well-being and access to psychological 
resources. this way, these quantitative findings resonate with and support 
personal and emotional psychosocial benefits articulated by participants 
regarding benefits and motivations to volunteer for themselves and their dog 
(e.g., “Sharing the joy and happiness I feel with Remy [handler’s dog] in my life 
with others.”). Second, across all VFI factors, the group mean was highest for the 
Values factor, reflecting motivations to volunteer to express altruistic and 
humanitarian values.  This finding parallels the reflections of the participants on 
rewarding aspects of volunteering and motivations to volunteer, as handlers in 
this study largely articulated motivation to volunteer to help others.  Third, self-
reported elevated levels of social connectedness on the SCS-R  are consistent 
with the thematic recurrence of social aspects (e.g., “Opportunity to give back to 
the community, and feeling good about being a positive difference.”) in 
responses to open ended questions about benefits of volunteering for themselves 
and their dog. Additionally, social motivations were underprovided from the 
commonly reported themes for questions related to participants’ motivations to 
volunteer, and this is consistent with the results on the VFI Social factor.  
Handlers reported being less motivated to volunteer to develop and strengthen 
social ties. In this way, it seems that handlers do not engage in CAIs for the social 
aspects, but they are some of the leading benefits of this volunteering context.  
Combined, the qualitative and quantitative findings provide insight into the 
experiences of CAI volunteer handlers in this program, and a measure of 
comparison for future research exploring the well-being profile of this 
population.

Limitations and Future Directions

First, the handlers in this study were recruited from the same CAI program 
delivered on one university campus where the CAI program is very structured 
and has a rigorous assessment process for prospective canine handlers.  We 
acknowledge that these requirements may not be representative of CAI 
programs across other university campuses.  Nonetheless, the sample of this 
study reflects a large, diverse group of individuals with different levels of 
volunteer experience and socio-economic backgrounds. Future research could 
examine a broader group of handlers from multiple programs across varied 
contexts or how handlers’ level of experience or time spent volunteering might 
impact their well-being or insights as handlers. Second, future research should 
also consider using independent raters to reduce confirmation bias in the 
analysis of participant responses, as this was not addressed in the present study.  
Last, as we did not include a comparison group, we compared our results to 
normative data or a comparable sample in the literature when norms were 
unavailable. This exploratory study is the first to lay the foundations of 
evidence-based knowledge about canine handlers’ well-being. Recall that the 
quantitative analyses in the present study comparing our sample to comparative 
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or normative data from the literature are intended to establish a groundwork of 
knowledge on how well volunteer handlers participating in CAIs are situated in 
well-being.  Accordingly, the profile of well-being presented here should be used 
as a foundation to pave different pathways toward more comprehensive 
examinations of handler well-being. Future research might also consider 
comparing results to a comparable control group of volunteers across all 
measures of well-being, pet attachment, and motivations to volunteer. 

CONCLUSION

This exploratory study is the first to explore underrepresented stakeholders in 
CAIs through a mixed methods design. Our findings suggest that volunteer 
canine handlers have unique insights into their role as volunteers in CAIs and 
overall high levels of well-being.  Canine handlers are especially attuned to the 
impact that participation in a CAI has on themselves and their therapy dog and 
report overwhelmingly favorable views and insights regarding volunteering as a 
canine handler.  As is evidenced by the burgeoning literature examining how 
spending time with therapy dogs impacts client well-being, it is important to 
remember to look up the leash at canine handlers – they are, after all, the driving 
force that make all CAIs possible.
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