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Element 1 - Project Proposal

My project title: Exploring the Effectiveness of Therapy Dogs for Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder

1) Aim:
The aim of this research is to investigate the effectiveness of animal-assisted therapy, involving trained dogs in assisting children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). By analysing therapy dog intervention and study it will be assed the impact on four main areas cognitive, social, emotional, and behavioural, to identify eventual limitations and propose evidence-based recommendations to improve the outcomes.

2) Objectives:
· Define the autism spectrum disorder and examine the role of therapy dogs in supporting children with ASD.
· Analyse the existing literature and research on the effects of therapy dog interventions in children therapy with focus on ASD. 
· Evaluate the effectiveness of current practices and interventions with focus on cognitive, social, emotional, and behavioural benefits and eventual limitations
· Provide evidence-based recommendations to address the identified limitations and improve the supportive interventions and care accessibility to therapy or children with ASD 

3) Background/Rationale:
The autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition that causes social and behavioural challenges (Rehn et al., 2023). Among the interventions and help for families and children affected, the dog assisted therapy is a complementary approach that has become popular in the lasts decades due to the abilities of these animals to provide therapeutic support (Richardson et al., 2022). 
Research suggests that dog-assisted interventions have a positive impact not only on children with ASD but also on their families and environment (Erbacher & Bördlein, 2025). In fact, assistance dogs are highly trained to carry out different tasks and to support individual with different impairments or medical conditions to improve their life quality and wellbeing (ADUK, 2026). However, although the studies show mainly positive outcomes, there are still potential limitations that must be considered and addressed (Erbacher & Bördlein, 2025). Therefore, this research study aims to critically examine the existing evidence to identify eventual challenges and propose evidence-based recommendations to reduce them and support children with ASD.

4) Methods:
The research will rely on secondary data through the analysis of the existing literature:
· Data sources: books and peer-reviewed journals; government & NHS data set and reports, professional magazines and publications related to therapy dogs and children with autism.
· Inclusion criteria: Studies published in English within the last 10 years, focusing on children from infancy to school age (approximately 11 years old).
· Exclusions criteria: Non-academic sources, studies published in other languages than English or with focus on children from adolescence onwards.
· Analysis: The review will be conducted through the analysis of qualitative and quantitative data to individuate patterns, benefits, and eventual limitations.
· Ethical considerations: The use of secondary data reduces ethical risks, as the data has already been collected, processed, and peer-reviewed in accordance with established ethical standards. However, the research will include appropriate Harvard referencing to respect academic integrity guidelines and avoid plagiarism. 

5) Resources: 
· Database: GoogleScholar, PubMed, NHSDigital, Gov.uk, Frontiers, Perlego Digital Library
· Software: Microsoft Word, Microsoft Excel (if needed)
· Support: University tutor, peers, physical library 

6) Timescale:

	Week
	Task

	1-2
	Explore possible research topics and define title

	3-4
	Write and submit the research proposal

	5-6
	Create the methodology poster

	7-10
	Review existing literature and data collection

	11-12
	Write Chapter 1: Introduction

	13-15
	Write Chapter 2: Background

	16-17
	Write Chapter 3: Methods

	18-25
	Write Chapter 4: Results and Discussion

	26-27
	Write Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations

	28-29
	Review and include final feedback

	30-31
	Final review and submission



7) Self-reflection as researcher (any strengths or challenges):
The strength that will represent the building stone for this research is my passion for dogs and my interest in the topic. Being able to effectively organise myself it will be a positive advantage to follow the timescale defined and submit the dissertation without delays. However, as my first long project, one of the challenges will be to select relevant data and to analyse it critically, but I am confident that this will be a great learning experience.
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