
Through the research on Perceptions of Carroll College 
students on the idea of therapy dogs on campus new 

finding were brought to the attention of the 
researchers. There is an extreme lack of education on 

the understandings of assistance animals including 
service, therapy and ESAs on campus. 

Perceptions Of  Carroll College Students On The Idea Of  Therapy Dogs 

On Campus
Introduction:
In a previous study, college students completed the Perceived Stress Scale, Stress Visual 
Analog Scale and provided saliva for nerve growth, to measure stress prior to taking final 
examinations (Barker B. Sandra et al. 2016). The measures of the study were performed as 
self-reported scales that the participant filled out (Barker B. Sandra et al., 2016). The study 
showed that stress declined significantly when the student physically involved themselves in 
an intervention, such as petting (Barker B. Sandra et al. 2016). Another study examined the 
implementation of therapy animals on a college campus including the informing of students, 
staffing the activity, implementation, evaluation, and implications for counselors at the 
college (Therapy Dogs on Campus: 2017). This study demonstrated a baseline of ways to 
conduct an outreach program specifically for college students before finals in the hope of 
providing some stress relief (Therapy Dogs on Campus: 2017). Cross-over studies and 
animatronic dogs have also been tested (Haefelin N. et al. 2020). The research included the 
electric or machine operant dog. The study found that the live dog and the electric dog 
caused decreases in mood and anxiety, although a live dog seemed to have a higher effect 
(Haefelin N. et al. 2020). The study was limited since the volunteers did not have adverse 
feelings toward dogs (Haefelin N. et al., 2020). Providing resources like these to more 
students would be more accessible and ethical since it takes out the biologically living 
animal (Haefelin, N. et al. 2020). All of the studies pointed to an improvement in either 
mood anxiety or depression. The studies focused on surveys, saliva, or physical tests to 
improve. Missing in all of these studies are the perceptions of the use of therapy  dogs by 
college students they are meant to help. There is potential that their perceptions may 
include negative attitudes, fear, or consider the interaction a waste of time. By recording 
and analyzing these perceptions, we can attempt to understand the public’s view about 
therapy dogs and how that may differ from the literature. Alternatively, we will learn that 
students are interested in interacting with therapy dogs and include further implementation 
on campuses. More research on understanding students' perceptions will help schools 
understand the possible investment in this kind of therapeutic resource.

Methods:
The subject population for this study is Carroll College students from age 18 to 24, with no 
other exclusions. The participants were male and female with no particular race or ethnicity 
to collect diverse data from different individuals. The study was open to all majors. 
Recruiting subjects was voluntary and students received a campus wide email as well as 
posters placed around campus with a QR code they could scan to participate. 
The questionnaire was filled out by participants, and there was no identifying information 
collected. The study included 100 participants.
The study used quantitative (descriptive) and qualitative (phenomenology) analysis to 
interpret the data. I used Chi-squared statistics on quantitative data. The qualitative data 
was reviewed as phenomenology interpretation. A t-test was used to calculate Likert scale 
questions to determine if the perceptions of having a therapy dog on campus are effective. 

Statistical analysis:
Each question shows statistical significance as to why so many people chose one side more 
than the other. Whether agreeing or disagreeing, the correlation of responses is not by 
accident, and there is a trend from the information. The statistics suggest that the answers 
are not random. Students have previous knowledge and experience with the topic and are 
not equal in responses. The response was positive, in fact, for supporting therapy dogs and 
their inclusion of them on campus, even as the responses were mostly from nursing students 
rather than a more biased population of just Anthrozoology students. The means are lower 
numbers as the answers were scored with low numbers for positive or agreeing, while the 
higher numbers were associated with more negative responses.

Discussion:
The study showed significant connections between the research on therapy dogs, with 
decreases in stress, improvement of mood, and anxiety to the responses in the survey 
distributed. The quantitative questions showed that participants were more likely to answer 
the questions with a supportive initiative. For example, when students were asked if they 
would participate in a therapy dog session, 84% strongly agreed with an overall agreement 
of 95% (n=96). Students were highly likely to participate and believed it could help them. 
The qualitative analysis aligned itself with supportive claims such as the quantitative with 
one large discrepancy. 
The lack of knowledge regarding therapy dogs is concerning. Over 50% of students provided 
a description or example of what they believed a therapy dog was, but their description was 
inaccurate. All results indicate that participants could not understand the specific work of 
therapy animal and their distinct difference from ESAs and service dogs. This study brings to 
light many more questions. There seems to be a lack of public education on working dogs in 
general. Only participants with a history in education programs or therapy practices 
understand how therapy dogs work from the survey responses. Education to the public, 
explicitly starting in school, could potentially improve understanding regarding therapy dogs 
and create a more proactive environment for the public to want to participate in therapy dog 
interventions. 

Phenomenology Qualitative Analysis:
Data was first collected to analyze the phenomenological portion of the survey. I coded for 
critical ideas in the responses. There were seven main categories of interest in the coding 
process. Stress, comfort/support, medical, mood/emotion, anxiety, depression, and 
help/positive initiative. These categories identified the circumstances in which the 
participants perceived therapy dogs. Another topic needed to be recognized through the 
transcribing process was the rising increase of misinterpretation of what a therapy dog is.

Almost all the answers included the word "help" in some form showing the support behind 
the idea of therapy dog work. Some participants even included ideas on how it can lower 
blood pressure and help people through traumatic events where people feel overwhelmed 
or in a dark place. For example, one participant stated

“In learning about therapy dogs I have mostly heard good things. They can bring support 
and peace to people in need. The only downside is that the welfare of the dog must be 
taken into consideration. The handler must have a dog who is physically fit and enjoys 
doing the job. The dog should not be in therapy work if it is stressed while working, and 
not everyone knows how to determine this.”

Another participant stated that 
"Decrease in heart rate, decrease in cortisol levels, comforting presence.”

Most participants were highly positive in their perceptions of therapy dogs, although a
discrepancy was found. An alarming number of participants referenced dogs in another line 
of work. While they thought they were describing therapy dogs, they referenced service 
dogs and ESAs. Over half of the participants misunderstood what therapy dogs were.

"Dogs take a lot of work especially when you're in college in small dorm rooms.”
Even though there was positive feedback on participating in therapeutic intervention and 
had overwhelming support for the job of these dogs, there is a clear gap in education. The 
public doesn't have a clear understanding of the differences between therapy dogs, service 
dogs, and ESAs. 
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