
PROBLEM STATEMENT
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. The current standard of
treatment with pharmaceutical agents is costly
and may result in harmful side effects, furthering
the need for an adjunct or alternative solution.

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.

BACKGROUND
Every day, on average, 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.

METHODS
• Databases: Academic Search Elite, Academic

Search Premier, Education Full Text,
MEDLINE, and PsycINFO

• Keywords: veteran, posttraumatic stress
disorder, PTSD, animal assisted therapy, and
pet therapy

• Combinations and truncations
• Initial return: 118 articles
• Seven (7) articles retained for inclusion in the

project.

CONCLUSIONS
The studies overall indicate a decrease in PTSD
and associated symptoms when a veteran owns
a therapy animal or uses the services of a
therapy animal.

IMPLICATIONS
ASSESSMENT
• Symptoms of PTSD include:

• Quality of sleep (presence of
insomnia/nightmares)

• Existence of hypervigilance
• Depression/thoughts of suicide
• Social isolation
• Irritable or aggressive behavior

DIAGNOSIS
• Impaired social interactions
• Social isolation
• Altered thought processes
• Impaired communication
• Ineffective individual and family coping

PLANNING
• Coordination within the multidisciplinary

healthcare team and canine support services
such as Paws for the Cause and Paws for
Purple Hearts

• Advocate for the use of canine therapy in the
treatment of veterans with PTSD

IMPLEMENTATION
• Integrate the use of canines with professional

knowledge in a coordinated rehabilitation plan
• Educate patients and family about benefits of

canine-assisted therapy

EVALUATION
• Ongoing assessment to monitor the veteran’s

progress towards the decrease of their PTSD
symptoms when treated with canine-assisted
therapy
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Author/
Year

Design Results

Furst, 2015 Literature 
review

• Veterans can benefit from the therapeutic nature of
human-animal interactions as a form of non-
pharmaceutical treatment such as:
• Alternative to pressure to connect to people
• Instilling a sense of empowerment and being less

likely to feel controlled by symptoms
Kloep, 2017 Follow-up 

quantitative 
study

• Reduction in symptoms of PTSD
• Increase in perceptions of social support
• Increase in perceptions of overall quality of life

Krause-
Parello, 2016

Literature 
review

• Canine assistance may aid veterans with PTSD to
manage symptoms both socially and psychologically

Stern, 2013 Retrospective 
quantitative 
study

• Improved PTSD-associated symptoms
• Decrease in flashbacks and nightmares

Wisdom, 2010 Exploratory 
longitudinal 
study

• Canines assisted in recovery by:
• Providing connections that could assist in

redeveloping social avenues
• Serving as “family” in the absence of or in addition

to human family members
• Supporting participants’ self-efficacy and

strengthening their sense of empowerment
Woodward, 
2017

Longitudinal 
quantitative 
research study

• Veterans with PTSD, when shown images of faces
exhibiting different emotions, focused less attention
toward angry faces when in the presence of a
familiar service canine

Yount, 2012 Narrative 
review

• Decreased symptoms of PTSD
• Decrease in need for medication
• Improved feelings of social acceptance
• Increased levels of plasma oxytocin levels


