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Background: Every day, 22 veterans diagnosed with combat-related post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD) commit suicide. Veterans diagnosed with PTSD are also more likely to experience a decreased 

quality of life including: self-destructive behavior, social isolation, and severe anxiety. Mental illness can 

carry a negative connotation in the military, with service members under pressure to remain stoic. 

Unfortunately, fear of ostracism and loss of status, community, and benefits can result in decreased 

treatment-seeking behaviors.Current treatment options include psychotherapy and 

psychopharmacological methods, which can lead to misuse and abuse of these substances. 

Purpose: The purpose of this evidence-based project was to explore the impact of canine therapy and 
how it can improve quality of life for war veterans diagnosed with combat-related PTSD. 

Methods: A review of the literature was conducted utilizing Academic Search Elite, Academic Search 
Premier, Education Full Text, MEDLINE, and PsycINFO databases. Key words used include: veteran, 
posttraumatic stress disorder, PTSD, canine therapy, animal assisted therapy, and pet therapy, with 
multiple combinations and truncations. A total of 118 articles were returned. After reviewing for relevance 
to the PICOT question, 12 were retained for inclusion in the project. 

Results/Summary/Discussion: Results indicate that veterans can derive both social and psychological 
benefit from therapeutic canine interactions as a form of non-pharmaceutical treatment for PTSD. Canine 
therapy is associated with decreased symptoms of PTSD, decreased need for medication, and improved 
feelings of social acceptance. Canine therapy also provides a non-stigmatizing, non-pharmaceutical 
alternative treatment intervention. 

Nursing Implications: Canine therapy can be integrated into treatment plans using a comprehensive 
multidisciplinary approach to increase the quality of life for veterans with PTSD. Nurses are instrumental 
in advancing this treatment modality by becoming more aware of signs and symptoms of combat-related 
PTSD in patients and being knowledgeable about the canine service programs available to veterans. 
Further research is needed to determine reliability of this method of adjunct treatment for PTSD and 
associated symptoms. 

 

 

Title: 

Canine-Assisted Therapy: Treatment of PTSD in Combat Veterans 

 

Keywords: 

Canine therapy, PTSD and Veterans 

 



References: 

Cox, D. W. & O’Loughlin, J. (2016). Posttraumatic stress mediates traditional masculinity ideology and 

romantic relationship satisfaction in veteran men. American Psychological Association, 18(4), 382-389. 

doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/men0000067 

Earles, J. L., Vernon, L. L., & Yetz, J. P. (2015). Equine-assisted therapy for anxiety and posttraumatic 
stress symptoms. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 4(28), 149-152. doi: 10.1002/jts 

Furst, G. (2015). Prisoners, pups, and PTSD: The grass roots response to veterans with 
PTSD. Contemporary Justice Review, 18(4), 449-466. doi: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10282580.2015.1093688 

Glintborg, C., & Hansen, G.B. (2017). How are service dogs for adults with post traumatic stress disorder 
integrated with rehabilitation in Denmark? A case study. Animals, 7(33), 1-14. doi: 
https://doi:10.3390/ani7050033 

Kloep, M. L., Hunter, R. H., & Kertz, S. J. (2017). Examining the effects of a novel training program and 
use of psychiatric service dogs for military-related PTSD and associated symptoms. American Journal of 
Orthopsychiatry, 87(4), 425-433. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/ort0000254 b4d6-4e70-
ac2a1fed90bf2066%40sessionmgr4008 

Krause-Parello, C. A., Sarni, S., & Padden, E. (2016). Military veterans and canine assistance for post-
traumatic stress disorder: A narrative review of the literature. Nurse Education Today, 47, 43-50. 
doi: http://dx/doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2016.04.020 

Miles, S. R., Harik, J. M., Hundt, N. E., Mignogna, J., Pastorek, N. J., Thompson, K. E., Freshuor, J. S., 
Yu, H. J., & Cully, J. A. (2017). Delivery of mental health treatment to combat veterans with psychiatric 
diagnoses and TBI histories. PLoS ONE 12(9), 1-18. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0184265 

Raab, P. A., Mackintosh, M. A., Gros, D. F., & Morland, L. A. (2015). Impact of comorbid depression on 
quality of life in male combat veterans with posttraumatic stress disorder. Journal of Rehabilitation 
Research & Development, 52(5), 563-576. doi: https://doi.org/10.1682/JRRD.2014.05.0130 

Stern, S. L., Donahue, D. A., Allison, S., Hatch, J. P., Lancaster, C. L., Benson, T. A., Johnson, A. L., 
Jeffreys, M. D., Pride, D., Moreno, C., & Peterson, A. L. (2013). Potential benefits of canine 
companionship for military veterans with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Society & Animals, 21(6), 
568-581. doi: 10.1163/15685306-12341286 

Wisdom, J. P., Saedi, G. A., & Green, C. A. (2010). Another breed of “service” animals: STARS study 
findings about pet ownership and recovery from a serious mental illness. Am J Orthopsychiatry, 79(3), 1-
13. doi: 10.1037/a0016812 

Woodward, S. H., Jamison, A. L., Gala, S., & Holmes, T. H. (2017). Canine companionship is associated 
with modification of attentional bias in posttraumatic stress disorder. PLoS ONE 12(10), 1-14. doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal. pone.0179912 

Yount, R. A., Olmert, M. D., & Lee, M. R. (2012). Service dog training program for treatment of 
posttraumatic stress in service members. U.S. Army Medical Department Journal, April-June (2012), 63-
69. Retrieved from: http://www.cs.amedd.army.mil/amedd_journal.aspx 

 

http://dx/doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2016.04.020


Abstract Summary: 

Veterans with PTSD may be hesitant to seek psychological treatment because of the negative 

connotations associated with the diagnosis. Canine therapy can offer a non-stigmatizing, non-

pharmaceutical option. Veterans can derive both social and psychological benefits from therapeutic 

canine interactions, thus improving quality of life. 

 

Content Outline: 

• Background 
o Every day, 22 veterans diagnosed with combat-related post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD) commit suicide. 
o Combat veterans diagnosed with PTSD are at a higher risk of decreased quality of life 

including: self-destructive behavior, social isolation, severe anxiety, and suicide. 
o Current treatments for PTSD include: psychotherapy which includes talk therapy, 

exposure therapy, and many forms of cognitive behavioral therapy, in addition to 
psychopharmacological methods such as selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors and 
antianxiety medications. 

• Purpose 
o Explore the impact of canine therapy and how it can improve quality of life for war 

veterans diagnosed with PTSD. 

• Methods 
o Search terms used: veterans, PTSD, canine therapy, and pet therapy. 
o Databases utilized: Academic Search Elite, Academic Search Premier, Education Full 

Text, MEDLINE, and PsycINFO. 
o Results obtained: 118 articles initially, and only 12 were retained for inclusion in this 

project. 

• Results 
o Veterans can derive both social and psychological benefit from therapeutic canine 

interactions as a form of non-pharmaceutical treatment for PTSD. 

• Summary 
o The studies overall indicate a decrease in PTSD and associated symptoms when a 

veteran uses the services of a therapy canine. 

• Discussion 
o Canine therapy is associated with decreased symptoms of PTSD, decreased need for 

medication, and improved feelings of social acceptance. Canine therapy also provides a 
non-stigmatizing, non-pharmaceutical alternative treatment intervention. 

• Nursing Implications 
o Nurses are instrumental in advancing this treatment modality by becoming more aware of 

signs and symptoms of combat-related PTSD in patients and being knowledgeable about 
the canine service programs available to veterans. 
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