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1.0 Background 
 
Veterans Affairs Canada (VAC) has an interest in the benefits of psychiatric service dog 
for those Veterans diagnosed with Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) in Canada. In 
2013, via a contract with the Canadian Institute for Military and Veteran Health 
Research (CIMVHR), VAC commissioned a report on the use of psychiatric service 
dogs (PSDs) as an intervention to assist individuals with a mental health condition. The 
report, written by Dr. James Gillett and Rachel Weldrick of McMaster University, found 
that while the current state of the research is very limited, there is anecdotal evidence 
that PSDs might assist persons who live with PTSD. However existing research on 
these questions is not conclusive. The report noted that further research is required. 
 
Service dogs are trained to meet the needs of an individual who takes full-time 
possession of the dog and to do work or enhance functioning for a person with a 
physical or mental health condition.  A direct link between the animal's work or tasks 
and the handler's functioning is required.1  Service dogs differ from companion dogs in 
that service dogs are trained to intervene beyond their natural companionship 
responses, and service dogs accompany the individual at all times to assist him or her 
throughout the day or night. 
 
PSDs are service dogs specifically trained to assist an individual who has a psychiatric 
condition with functioning by performing specific tasks in response to specific cues. 
There are no Canadian regulatory standards governing the use of PSDs to assist 
persons with psychiatric disorders. 
 
VAC intends to fund a pilot study to investigate the efficacy (benefits) and safety 
(potential risks to both dog and handler) of PSDs in functionally assisting Veterans who 
have PTSD.  The proposal should inform potential VAC policy development and provide 
information on the effectiveness and efficacy of using PSD for Veterans with PTSD. The 
intent is that the pilot study will follow study participants for 24 months. 
 
The Department requires a detailed proposal that articulates how researchers would 
develop, conduct and report on the pilot study, including the development of a Veteran 
Registry. The Department has specific requirements for the study that are provided in 

                                                 
1 Gillette and Weldrick, in their report Effectiveness of Psychiatric Service Dogs in the Treatment of Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder among Veterans use the term "disability" here but it is important to distinguish 
between the disorder and functioning (Ustün and Kennedy, What is "functional impairment? Disentangling 
disability from clinical significance, World Psychiatry 2009). 
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this Statement of Work. The proposal has to clearly indicate how these requirements 
will be addressed. 
 
The objectives of the pilot study will be to functionally assist Veterans in living with 
PTSD to optimize quality of life and well-being, not to treat the disorder. 
 
Service dog assistance in the study will not replace evidence-based PTSD treatments 
provided by qualified heath care and rehabilitation professionals. 
 
 
2.0    Development of a Veteran Registry for the Pilot Study 
 
VAC proposes that a key component of the pilot study will be the development of a 
Registry of Veterans in receipt of disability benefits for PTSD who have or are about to 
receive a psychiatric service dog. It is expected that the registry will be informed both by 
expert research methodology and by input from stakeholder organizations. A list of 
potential contacts and organizations will be provided. It is understood that this list will 
not be comprehensive but is intended to provide VAC and the researchers with an idea 
of the number of Veterans with PSDs. This work will also assist in recruitment for the 
pilot.    
 
According to Gliklich and Dreyer (2012), a patient registry is defined as “an organized 
system that uses observational study methods to collect uniform data (clinical and 
other) to evaluate specified outcomes for a population defined by a particular disease, 
condition or exposure, and that serves one or more predetermined scientific, clinical, or 
policy purposes.”2 
 
VAC believes that the development of a registry is an effective method for structuring 
the research proposal so as to begin to address the Department’s questions related to 
policy and efficacy. 
 
 
3.0 Study Considerations 
 
VAC has a number of considerations that will factor into study design. These 
considerations must be addressed in the response to this Statement of Work.  
 

 Develop a registry for up to 50 Veterans in receipt of disability benefits for PTSD 
from VAC; 

 Ensure study is national in scope and as inclusive as possible in recruiting 
participants while maintaining a sound scientific methodology; 

 Determine human and animal inclusion/exclusion criteria; 

 Include a control group;  

                                                 
2 Gliklich et al., Standards in the Conduct of Registry Studies for Patient-Centered Outcomes Research 
A Guidance Document for the Patient-Centered Outcomes Research Institute. Washington, 2012. 
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 Include an approach for describing type and level of training received for 
participating animals (i.e. training approach, self-trained, etc.).  

 Ensure all study participants will have a letter of authorization from their treating 
mental health professional to participate in the study, but the health professional 
will not be required to prescribe a psychiatric service dog for the participant nor 
will the health professional be responsible for the role of the service dog in 
assisting the participant with living with PTSD or comorbid health conditions; 

 Develop proposal with input from stakeholders; 

 Stipulate that VAC will not pay for participants to purchase the dogs, and the 
dogs will be owned by the Veteran; 

 Reflect that VAC will  provide participating Veterans with access to a $1200/year 
service dog allowance which reimburses the cost of maintenance care for the 
dog for the duration of the study (veterinary care, food, etc.); 

 Reflect that, in addition, VAC will assist the participant by reimbursing for travel 
and training expenses incurred to obtain the dog and to be orientated to the use 
of the animal. On a case-by-case basis, additional training for the Veteran and 
the psychiatric service dog may be required when deemed appropriate by the 
stakeholder organization in concert with the research team. In those instances 
where a psychiatric service dog has yet to be placed with a Veteran, VAC would 
assist with associated travel and training costs for the Veteran to be placed and 
trained with the psychiatric service dog (received from a stakeholder 
organization); 

 Specify that the Veteran must remain enrolled in the pilot to maintain these 
supports, including the annual service dog allowance. Only one service dog will 
be approved for benefits at a time. Following the conclusion of the pilot, the 
PSDs will remain within the full-time possession of the Veterans. 
 

 
4.0 Statement of Work – Research Proposal 
 
 
4.1 Objective of the Statement of Work and Purpose of the Pilot Study 
 
To develop a research proposal for a pilot study to investigate the efficacy (benefits) 
and safety (potential risks to both dog and handler) of PSDs in assisting Veterans with 
the symptoms and functional impairments of PTSD.  

 
Note: Information contained in preceding sections is to be used to inform the 
development of the research proposal. 

 
 
4.2 Work Deliverables 
 
The project will result in one deliverable within three months of the award of this 
contract by the CIMVHR to affiliated university researchers.  
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The specific deliverable is a research proposal that describes how a 24-month pilot 
would be run to investigate the efficacy and safety of PSDs in assisting Veterans with 
the symptoms and functional impairments of PTSD. This research proposal will include 
research questions, inclusion/exclusion criteria of participants, recruitment methods, 
data collection and analysis, stakeholder engagement and study limitations. 
 
The proposal must provide direction for key components of the pilot project.  At a 
minimum, in addition to the considerations listed in Section 3.0, the proposal will include 
detailed information on the following: 

 
a) Objectives 
 
The Contractor will specify clear objectives and research questions. 

 

 

b) Research Team 
 

The Researcher and multidisciplinary research team will have expertise that 
corresponds with components of the project, requiring: experience with research 
design of applied complex studies; experience and knowledge in the domain of 
mental health and more specifically in the area of PTSD. 
 
c) Recruitment of Study Participants 

 
The Contractor will develop a list of key service dog organizations involved in the 
training and delivery of PSDs to Veterans. In addition to the list of stakeholders 
provided at contract award, the Contractor will identify organizations that should be 
considered for participation in the study and who have been contacted during pilot 
development.  
 
The Contractor will provide a rationale for the inclusion or exclusion of dogs paired 
with Veterans for varying lengths of time for this pilot study in consultation with the 
Technical Advisor. 
 
The Contractor will work with stakeholders to determine feasibility of possible 
inclusion/exclusion criteria and control groups. 
 
 
d) Control Group 

 
In order to better understand potential impacts of PSDs, it is important that the study 
have a control group. The Contractor will provide options for control groups that 
describe potential strengths and weaknesses of each group suggested and 
challenges associated with recruitment. 
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e) Stakeholder Review and Engagement 
 

The Contractor will engage stakeholders to seek input on the study, including input 
on design, research objectives, and recruitment for the study and control groups. 
The report will include a section that describes stakeholder recommendations and 
issues for the pilot study.  
 
In addition, the Contractor will ask stakeholder organizations to estimate the number 
of their clients who have a service dog and are Veterans with PTSD. This will 
provide some information on the total population. 
 
f) Training Standards 

 
While this pilot study is not focused on training standards or identifying national 
standards, the Contractor will develop an approach to identify and describe the 
various training methods and standards for the animals in the study. 

 

g) Study Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 
 

Considering criteria identified by VAC as a starting point, the Contractor will identify 
inclusion and exclusion criteria for Veterans and animals to participate in the pilot. 
The Contractor is free to offer alternative views in terms of VAC’s initial criteria. 

Potential Inclusion Criteria for Veteran Handler: 
 

 Former CAF member with PTSD. 

 In treatment by a psychiatrist or psychologist and under the care of a family 
physician or general practitioner. 

 Paired or about to be paired with a service dog. 

 Provided clearance to own a psychiatric service dog by the treating 
psychiatrist or psychologist. (In the absence of evidence of efficacy and 
safety, one cannot expect health professionals to "prescribe" a service dog to 
assist persons with PTSD.  This criterion would only ensure that the person is 
considered able to responsibly care for and enter into a relationship with a 
service dog.) 

 
Potential Inclusion Criteria for Dog: 

 

 Trained by an experienced agency to assist persons with PTSD. 

 Bill of good health provided by veterinarian.  
 
h) Study Design 

 
There are three components to study design: the registry; the control group and the 
analysis. While recognizing that this study will use a registry approach, the proposal 
will clearly articulate study design. The study of 50 dog-handler pairs could use 
mixed methods: 
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1. Longitudinal, to see whether over time the psychiatric service dog mitigates 

disability by assisting with functional impairments, improving adaptive coping 
and reducing social and physical environmental barriers. Individual dog-
Veteran pairs should be followed for 24 months. 

2. A type of clinical trial, perhaps comparing outcomes for Veterans with PSDs 
in comparison to outcomes for Veterans with an emotional support dog and/or 
in comparison to a Veteran with no dog (therefore only receiving traditional 
evidence-based therapy). 

3. Qualitative data to produce interpretive information on Veteran and significant 
other benefits; observed risks; safety issues for the Veteran, Veteran’s  
family, the public and the service dogs; and training and placement issues. 

4. The proposal will consider the merits of including a control group within the 
registry. 

5. The proposal will include the involvement of a qualified mental health 
professional or medical doctor with expertise in treating PTSD (Psychiatrist, 
clinical psychologist, etc) to assist with evaluating the potential effectiveness 
of PSDs for PTSD.  

 
 

i) Ethics Review Process 
 

The proposal will describe the proposed ethics review process for the study. 
 

j) Main Measures 
 

The proposal will clearly articulate main measures for the study. Main measures and 
potential confounders for the study can be considered using the Veterans' well-being 
and International Classification of Functioning, Disability, and Health3 conceptual 
frameworks and would be picked to achieve the research objectives. There are 
established instruments for measuring relevant variables, as in the very limited 
examples below. Instruments should be chosen for optimum performance to meet 
the research objectives and for comparability with other studies. 

 

 Health conditions/status: e.g., PTSD symptom states; psychological 
symptoms states (Composite International Diagnostic Interview); 
psychological distress (e.g. the K-10); presence of comorbid mental and 
physical health conditions and addiction. 

 Disability: questions from Statistics Canada population surveys, World Health 
Organization Disability Assessment Schedule, and others. 

 Quality of life: SF-12 or SF-36 (SF-12 captures 90% of SF-36 and is 
comparable to Canadian SF-36 norms); HUI; others.  

 Determinants of health: Measures of employment, income, education 

                                                 
3 The International Classification of Functioning, Disability, and Health, commonly referred to as 

the ICF was developed by the World Health Organization in 2001. 
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attainment, adverse early life experiences, social support, health system 
utilization including health care (e.g., medications, psychotherapies) and 
rehabilitation. 

 Animal Health: Veterinary assessment of animal health 
 

k) Data Collection, Analysis and Reporting 
 

The proposal will specify how data will be collected, secured, analyzed and reported 
to meet the objectives, including: 

 

 Participant consent; 

 Data collection storage, access and security processes; 

 Methods of data analysis, including statistical methods that will be used; 

 Rationale for methodology adopted; anticipated strengths and limitations; 

 Description of deliverable(s); and 

 Study limitations. 
 

 

l) Objectives of Interest to VAC for the Pilot Study  
 

In developing the proposal, the Contractor will ensure that the key objectives listed 
below are considered in designing the pilot. In developing the proposal, the 
Contractor may identify additional objectives that might be considered. 

    
1. Whether pairing with a psychiatric service dog assists a Veteran with PTSD to 

function. 
2. Whether PSD assistance has an impact on the Veteran’s mental health and 

well-being. 
3. What are potential safety issues and risks to the Veteran, the Veteran’s 

family, the public or dog when PSDs are utilized to assist Veterans with 
PTSD. 

4. Whether and how the use of PSDs impacts evidence-based treatments for 
Veterans with PTSD.   

5. Whether Veterans are satisfied with PSD assistance. 
6. Whether PSD assistance impacts quality of life and participation in life roles 

for Veterans with PTSD. 
7. What are the overall training costs to provide a PSD to a Veteran. 
8. Whether PSDs that are bred for that purpose are easier and less costly to 

train for psychiatric service dog duties than dogs rescued from an animal 
shelter. 

9. Whether specific breeds of dogs perform the duties of a psychiatric service 
dog better than other breeds. 

10. Whether some training programs appear to have better or poorer outcomes, 
and factors that can be used to assess the competency of training programs 
to provide effective PSDs for Veterans with PTSD. 
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m) Glossary 

 
In developing the proposal, the Contractor will suggest a glossary of key 
terminology to ensure consistency in language and consistency with legislation 
and regulations under which VAC operates 

 
 
5. Travel Requirements 
 
All travel must have prior authorization. The Contractor will be reimbursed its authorized 
travel and living expenses reasonably and properly incurred in the performance of the 
Work at cost, without any allowance for profit and/or administrative overhead, in 
accordance with the meal, private vehicle and incidental expenses provided in 
Appendices B, C and D of the Treasury Board Travel Directive.  Any travel requirements 
associated with the contract will be included in the total contract price.  
 
 
6.  Language Requirements 
 
All documentation will be provided in English.  Any subsequent translation will be the 
responsibility of VAC. 
 
 
7.  Security Requirements 
 
There are no security requirements for the development project as VAC will not be 
transferring any data to the Contractor.  
 
 
8.   Support Services 
 
There are no support services associated with this Statement of Work. 
 
 
9. Basis of Payment 
 
The Contractor will be paid by CIMVHR as per the existing Public Works and 
Government Services Canada contract between Defence Research and Development 
Canada and CIMVHR. The amount of funding available for developing this proposal is 
approximately $28,000.   
 
A draft budget will be submitted with the proposal and a detailed budget will be 
developed post award in consultation with the CIMVHR Contracts Manager.  Interested 
parties should request budget documents from the Contracts Manager.  Funding for the 
24 month pilot study will be determined separately by VAC at a later date.   


