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Not all dogs are equal: perception of canine welfare varies with context
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Abstract

Community attitudes drive societal expectations, influencing government and industry regulations that determine standards of care
for industries reliant on animals. It is important for dog industry stakeholders to understand public perceptions and attitudes, to inform
management strategy priorities relating to animal welfare. This study sought to determine if the welfare status of dogs (Canis famil-
iaris) is important to people and whether the perceived level of welfare varies with dog context (eg companion, protection, stock
herding, assistance, sporting, free-roaming, wild, etc). Over 2,000 self-selected adults completed a voluntary, internet-based question-
naire. Responses were received from more than twelve countries and from a range of stakeholders with varied experiences. Perceived
welfare status of dogs varied significantly across 17 dog contexts and roles, from extremely low (eg fighting dogs) to very high (eg
guide dogs). Over 95% of respondents agreed that the welfare of dogs was very important to them. Demographic features of respon-
dents did not relate to meaningful differences in reported importance of canine welfare or ratings of perceived welfare of dogs. The
constructs underlying how people perceive the welfare of dogs appear complex and multi-dimensional. As public scrutiny forces
reassessment of the welfare status of animals used in various contexts, proactive management of perceived welfare issues by
companion and working dog industry stakeholders, including government, industry organisations, advocacy groups, and animal welfare
researchers, is likely to be key to the sustainable participation of dogs in these roles.
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Introduction
General community attitudes drive societal expectations
and consequently influence government and industry regu-
lations that govern recommended standards of care for
animals (Verbeke 2009). Several studies, including those
by Coleman et al (2003) and Rohlf et al (2012), demon-
strate that perceptions and attitudes determine human
behaviour towards animals, and that human behaviour
governs the welfare of animals in our care. Animal welfare
is a growing consideration for the sustainability of indus-
tries utilising animals (Broom 2010; Cobb et al 2015;
Kasperbauer 2018), and so it is important for industry
stakeholders to understand how people perceive the
welfare of animals in different contexts. 
Domestic dogs (Canis familiaris) are currently found in a
wide range of contexts, including companion, research,
security, stock herding, detection, assistance and sporting
roles, as well as urban stray and ecological feral niches. The
wide range of settings in which domestic dogs can be found

attracts a diversity of industry stakeholders. These include
regulators at industry group and government levels, animal
advocacy groups and those involved directly with the daily
management of dogs, such as veterinarians, veterinary
nurses, facility managers, breeders, trainers, handlers,
animal management officers and primary caregivers (eg
kennel attendants), in addition to the general public.
Identifying any differences in perceived animal welfare will
allow for proactive communication and education with
transparency by industry and management groups. Such
action should ideally be taken prior to worker or community
dissatisfaction, subsequent media exposé, legal action or
industry disruption. Examples of such disruption have
recently been seen in the Australian livestock (Tiplady et al
2013; Ferguson et al 2014; Goodfellow et al 2014) and New
South Wales racing greyhound (Baird & Grant 2016; Burritt
& Christ 2016; Markwell et al 2017) industries. 
Attitudes towards animals and their treatment can vary by
animal type and how they are perceived (Sims et al 2007).
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