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1.2 Aims and Objectives
The aim of this research project is: To analyse public perception and police perception of police dogs in the UK and to understand why the perceptions may differ. As well as: To evaluate the welfare of police dogs and to explore changes to the legislation in relation to the welfare of animals and more specifically, service animals.
These aims will be achieved by completing the following objectives:
1. To discuss and critically analyse academic literature on police dogs and the perceptions of police dogs from both the public and police. 
2. To identify the most suitable research method to explore both the public and police perceptions of police dogs. 
3. To analyse the data collected to understand if there are similarities and/or differences between the public and police perceptions of police dogs.














Chapter 2 – Literature Review

2.0 Introduction 
The purpose of this literature review aims to provide an analysis of relevant and existing research on police dogs, focusing on public and police perceptions as well as the welfare of these animals. It will explore the factors behind these perceptions and may identify any gaps in the literature where further research is needed.
Furthermore, this chapter seeks to achieve objective one of this dissertation: 

To discuss and critically analyse academic literature on police dogs and the perceptions of police dogs from both the public and police.

This objective will be achieved by reviewing literature gathered from a wide range of sources which have been acquired from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s (UWTSD) online library, Google Books, Google scholar as well as reputable online documents and websites. These sources include academic journals, published books, government publications and existing primary research relevant to the topic area of perceptions of police dogs. 

Additionally, to achieve the above objective, a review of general research and information on the use of police dogs and the relationship between dogs and their handlers will be examined. This analysis may offer insights into differences and/or similarities between public and police perceptions of police dogs. 
The search terms used to gather literature on this topic include: “Police dogs”, “public perception of police dogs”, “police perception of police dogs”, “history of police dogs”, “olfactory in dogs” and “police dog and handler”.

2.1 Police Dogs – What are they?
The earliest recorded use of police dog’s dates back to the early 14th century, when they were utilised to guard naval docks in St Malo, France. Whilst there is limited record of it, it is believed that even earlier than the 14th century, in the Middle Ages before formal police forces existed, parish constables relied on bloodhounds to track criminals, with nearly every village having its own bloodhound. Although there were no dedicated police dog units at that time, the first official canine programme was established in 1899 in Ghent, Belgium. From there, the usage of police dogs quickly spread, and by the early 1900s, both the UK and the US had established their own police dog programmes (Chapman, 1990; Richardson, 2003).
In today’s society, nearly all UK police forces have established their own police dog departments, with the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) providing the minimum standards for the usage and care of police dogs. According to the College of Policing (2024), a police dog is defined as “Any dog in the force’s dog unit that is trained, undergoing structured training or being cared for by, or on behalf of the chief constable, for policing purposes” (College of Policing, 2024).
Police forces utilise many different dog breeds for specific areas within policing with breeds varying from German Shepherds and Belgian Malinois to Spaniels and Labradors. 
These different breeds are used for specific tasks and depending on their capabilities, are divided into two main categories: general purpose/patrol dogs (GPDs) and detection dogs. GPD’s are used for tracking or apprehending suspects, searching for persons and property as well as being used for public order/public safety incidents. In contrast, detection dogs are used to identify target odours and/or the presence of different substances. These types of dogs are trained to detect many things ranging from drugs, currency, forensics, and explosives, in addition to assisting officers with the recovery of forensics, deceased persons and digital devices. Moreover, other categories for the usage of police dogs can include firearms support and conflict management support (College of Policing, 2023; National Police Chief’ Council, 2024; Allsopp, 2012).

Canine olfaction- a dog’s sense of smell- is what makes them invaluable assets to policing, as it is this sensory system that enables dogs to retrieve, record and respond to information about the presence of various chemicals in the environment. It is widely acknowledged that the olfactory system within dogs, far exceeds that of humans and that dogs are able to identify odours that are present within the environment at extremely low concentrations (Kokocińska et al, 2021; Jezierski et al, 2016). This ability enables police dogs to search for, locate and apprehend individuals or find evidence quickly and accurately. Their speed, precision and adaptability to various environments make them an essential resource in police operations (National Police Chief’ Council, 2024).


2.2 Police Perception of Police Dogs
Police dogs clearly play a vital role in police work, and whilst their olfactory capabilities attribute to a lot of their success, there are other factors that influence the dog’s ability to perform well. After observing training sessions with instructors, handlers and police dogs, it was found that lifelong training and the strong bond between handler and dog were also key factors in the dogs’ success (Smith et al, 2021). Throughout the observations, officers often referred to their role as “the best job in the force,” and the instructors highlighted that one of the most important outcomes of training was the handlers earning the dogs’ love, which was viewed as a key indicator of a successful working relationship (Smith et al, 2021).  Following a study looking into “The role of police dogs as companions and working partners,” Hart et al (2000), found that nearly all handlers frequently interacted with their dogs on and off duty and regarded the dogs as being of value to their families. Handlers also described them as important for stress relief and overall well-being leading to health benefits. They also found that over a third of the handlers reported that their dog had at some point saved their life, while others mentioned being protected from injury or seeing positive effects on suspect behaviour. The study concluded that almost all of the handlers enjoyed being a dog handler and that the use of police dogs made their department more effective. 
Similar to research conducted by Smith et al (2021), Sanders (2006) also spent time with canine units, focusing on the relationship between dog and handler, while also addressing the conflict between viewing the dog as a pet, as opposed to it being an “enforcement tool”.  During his research, many handlers emphasised the importance of confidence and a strong bond with the dog when describing the ideal police dog. 
They noted that the handler and dog must be attuned to each other’s emotions- the handler must have confidence in the dog, while the dog must feel secure with the handler. The success of the dog’s performance is heavily reliant on the encouragement from the handler and knowing when to reward or discipline the dog is also influential on the dog’s success. Trainers from the research often attributed handlers’ success to having “dog sense” which is the ability to read the dog, understand its body language and anticipate its reactions in various situations. Sanders (2006) found that while trainers frequently advised handlers to trust their dogs, handlers remained aware of the dogs’ capabilities, with some expressing concerns about potential dangers, particularly as many of the dogs lived with the handlers and their families. The research highlights the immense responsibility that handlers have, in that they must be able to strike the right balance between having a good working relationship with the dogs, without becoming overly emotionally attached. Saunders’ findings align with the studies discussed above, stressing that the relationship between dog and handler is the central importance to the dog’s success in policing. It is a training that takes time, a process that is different for every handler and dog, and a partnership that consists of “two living creatures responding to the core self of each other” (Lasher, 1998).







2.3 Public Perception of Police Dogs
Evidently, support for police dogs from within policing is overwhelming, but public opinion on police dogs appears to be much more divided. Research shows that the use of police dogs has sparked much controversy among the public and has led to ongoing debates about their uses and overall effectiveness within policing (The Marshall Project, 2021; Maimann, 2021). An experiment conducted by Sandrin et al (2022) focused on people’s initial perceptions of police dogs and required people to rate them after viewing a series of images. Participants of the experiment were shown multiple images of dogs, non-police individuals, police officers alone and police officers accompanied by police dogs. The participants were then required to evaluate each image from eight variables, ranging from aggressive or unapproachable to respectful or trustworthy. The findings showed that the police officer and dog together provoked a negative response, with participants perceiving the pair as significantly less approachable and friendly compared to the officer alone. Furthermore, the presence of the police dog tended to elicit a sense of threat, as participants viewed the duo as notably more aggressive and intimidating than the officer by himself. The study provides insight into initial perceptions of police dogs. However, it has limitations. While participants rated the officer and police dog as more aggressive and unapproachable, the reasons for these perceptions were not explored. For instance, a participant’s general fear of dogs might have influenced their ratings, rather than a specific reaction to police dogs. Moreover, the study only featured one breed of dog, of which was a German Shepherd, so it is possible that using a different breed commonly employed in policing could have led to different responses.
Following the experiment above, Sandrin et al, (2024) conducted a more in-depth study in which participants were asked to respond to both open-ended and closed-ended questions about assistance dogs, police dogs and the police in general. The findings revealed that the majority of participants supported the employment of assistance dogs in the workplace, with many of them detailing advantages of having them present. Although some participants expressed ethical issues regarding assistance dogs in the workplace such as being required to work or pet allergies in humans, the support for these types of dogs was still favourable.  The same cannot be said for police dogs however and the responses for these dogs greatly differed. With regards to police dogs, the results from the study showed that whilst half of the participants supported the use of police dogs for their olfactory capabilities, almost as many were opposed to their use in “heightened interactions”. To add to this, most participants were all for the use of police dogs when searching for missing people or detecting drugs, but when it came to questions surrounding the use of dogs to chase and apprehend suspects, many participants didn’t support this use, expressing concerns for people’s safety as well as the dog’s safety. To conclude on their findings, Sandrin et al, (2024) put forward that there is significant support for health and wellbeing dogs but that support for police dogs seems conditional based on their uses and that they occupy a more “contentious” role. They further suggest that incidents where dogs are used to chase and apprehend suspects, whether legally justified or not, may be driving negative public perceptions of police dogs. If the public view these dogs negatively because of how they are used, it could undermine support not only for the dogs but also for the police as a whole. 

Further research not only supports the concerns raised by Sandrin et al, (2024), but also calls for the dissolution of canine units altogether (The Marshall Project, 2021; Maimann, 2021). The Marshall Project, a non-profit organisation reporting on areas within the criminal justice system, reports on canine units within the US and more specifically, incidents where police dogs have bitten people. The project characterises police dogs as “weapons” displaying multiple videos that show such incidents. While these videos aim to provoke a negative view of police dogs, it could be argued that their project is biased, presenting only selective contexts without a complete picture of the circumstances surrounding each event.

2.4 Welfare of Police Dogs
Police dogs are officially owned by the Chief Constable of their respective force, but their daily care and wellbeing rest with their handlers and staff. The welfare of each police dog must be central to every decision related to their training, care and deployment, both on and off duty. All individuals working with police dogs must adhere to Animal Welfare Legislation, ensuring every dog’s needs are met to support their health and fulfilment throughout their service. Most police dogs reside with their handlers at their home address in a purpose-built kennel within the garden of the handlers’ home (NPCC, 2024). Research suggests that police dogs benefit more from living with their handlers as opposed to being housed in kennels. Living together strengthens the bond between dog and handler and positively influences the dog’s behaviour and development. According to Rooney et al (2016), providing working dogs with a stable and controlled environment can help to minimise the risk of these dogs’ developing fears and anxiety. 
This approach ensures that dogs have a familiar space that they recognise as safe and enjoyable, contributing to their overall wellbeing. Additionally, a study on the relationship between military dogs and their handlers revealed multiple benefits when the dogs lived with their handlers. Handlers reported that dogs who lived with them and practised sport with them were less fearful, more social, more comfortable with strangers petting them and less likely to bite compared to dogs housed in kennels. They also reported fewer behaviours related to poor welfare and stress in dogs who lived with them. From their findings, Lefebvre et al (2007), concluded that housing dogs at the handler’s home and engaging in sports together were strongly linked to an improved bond and enhanced sociability skills in the dogs. 
Police dogs, just like police officers, often sacrifice their own safety and wellbeing in order to protect the lives of others, particularly when apprehending and detaining suspects. A case which demonstrated such sacrifice occurred in 2016 when police dog Finn and his handler pursued an armed suspect. In an attempt to protect his handler who received stab wounds to his hand, Finn attempted to detain the suspect but as a result received several stab wounds to the head and chest. Emergency surgery ultimately saved Finn’s life, and following the incident, Finn received many awards for his efforts. The incident also led to a campaign supported by many which saw the introduction of The Animal Welfare Bill, also known as “Finn’s Law” which was introduced in 2019 and prevents those who attack or injure service animals from claiming self-defence. In addition to this, following another successful campaign, in 2021, the maximum sentence for cruelty to animals was increased from six months to five years (GOV.UK, 2019; GOV.UK, 2021; The Veterinary Record, 2016). These changes to the law represent the risks police dogs take whilst giving their life to the force and protecting others. 
Following their dedication to the force and depending on their age, ability and/or injuries, police dogs are retired and will often live with their handler at their home. If the handler is unable to provide care for the dog, arrangements are made to rehome the dog, and this is done through the respective force or through charities. Once a dog is rehomed, the respective force signs over ownership of the dog to the new owner and the welfare and expenses for the dog are then the responsibility of the new owner (NPCC, 2024). Charities such as The Thin Blue Paw and Hero Paws support rehoming efforts and can help with financial assistance for veterinary care, though this support is heavily reliant on public donations (Thin Blue Paw, 2021; Hero Paws, 2024).

2.5 Conclusion
This chapter achieved the first objective:
To discuss and critically analyse academic literature on police dogs and the perceptions of police dogs from both the public and police.

To summarise, the existing literature on police dogs and their olfactory capabilities has deepened our understanding of their uses and has revealed contrasting perceptions between the public and police regarding the effectiveness and ethical implications of using these animals, as evidenced from the studies conducted by both Sanders (2006) and Sandrin et al, (2024). While both studies provide valuable insights into these perceptions, they do not examine why these differences may exist, therein creating a gap in the literature that requires further investigation. 
This study seeks to build upon their findings by further researching perceptions of police dogs from both the public and police. 
By comparing and contrasting these viewpoints, this research aims to reveal factors that contribute to the similarities and/or differences in perceptions. The insights gained from this research will contribute to a better understanding of the factors contributing to these perceptions. Furthermore, this study has the potential to better inform the public about the roles and functions of police dogs, shedding light on their usage and the rationale behind it.

The following chapter will discuss the most appropriate research method and methodology to address the research gaps highlighted in this chapter.
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