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Background: Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a significant health concern among Canadian military 

veterans, and this diagnosis increases the risk of a substance use disorderi. This is due to veterans’ high rate of 

prescribed medication with potential for misuse (e.g., opioids) as well as high-risk use of other licit and illicit 

substances to combat complex PTSD symptoms. Veterans Affairs Canada indicates that “[a]round 50% of males 

and 25% of females with chronic PTSD have major problems with alcohol and drugs; the figures for [v]eterans 

are even higher”ii.   
 

Veterans often delay seeking help for PTSD because of stigmaiii, and are frequently engaging in unhealthy 

coping strategies, including problematic substance use, when they do access servicesiv. Although the exact 

numbers are complicated to determine, veterans in Canada are effected by the problematic use of opioids at 

higher rates than the general population. A US study concluded that veterans are twice as likely then non-

veterans to die of an accidental opioid overdose.v We also know that opioids are widely used to control chronic 

pain and that our current response needs to broaden to address underlying social determinants of health. For 

veterans, addressing chronic pain management and the mental health impacts of trauma are paramount for 

reducing opioid use. Complementary practices such as psychiatric service dogs to augment traditional 

interventions are worthy of examination at this timevi.  
 

What the research tell us: There is growing evidence about the beneficial role of service dogs to address 

veterans’ PTSD symptoms, but nothing specific to problematic substance use. For example, in an examination of 

a program in which veterans trained service dogs for fellow veterans, it was witnessed that participants had 

“increased patience, impulse control, [and] emotional regulation, improved ability to display affect [and] 

decrease in emotional numbness, improved sleep…, decreased depression…, decrease in pain medications 

….[and] lowered stress levels”, among other benefitsvii. A recent study commissioned by Veterans Affairs 

Canada (VAC) of 18 PTSD diagnosed veterans living with service dogs, concluded the veterans had “[d]ecreased 

nightmares, improved sleep and a slight increase in physical activity; [n]o reduction in medication use, 

[m]oderate, long lasting reduction in depressive symptoms, [i]mproved quality of life [and] [m]ore social 

integration in the community, [d]ecreased PTSD symptoms, [and] [n]o reduction in reliance on a caregiverviii. 

Problematic substance use, including opioids, is not considered. There is a need for more research. 
 

Responding to veterans’ problematic substance use, including opioids: Recovery from problematic substance 

use is increasingly recognized as an individualized process comprised of various pathways, supports and 

connectionsix. The human-animal connection, or bond, is a form of attachment that develops between a person 

and an animal involving unconditional love, security, trust, and attentionx. A recent Canadian survey found that 

88% of respondents identified their relationship with animals or pets as an important support in their recovery 

from addictionxi. In the words of a veteran in one of our studies: “One night I had a bad nightmare and she 

couldn’t wake me so she rolled me off the bed. She brought me back from the dead. The dogs and people bond 

very tightly”.xii There is a fairly solid amount of research linking the role of companion animals in supporting 

individuals’ mental health generallyxiii.  
 

Our Study Findings: Our exploratory case study of four veterans indicates that psychiatric service dogs assisted 

with decreasing PTSD symptoms, and in turn decreased the problematic use of licit and illicit substances and 

stabilized or moderately decreased prescription medication usexiv. This is part of a larger CIHR-supported, 

patient-oriented researchxv project examining how service dogs bond with veterans and whether the tasks they 

perform address veterans’ problematic substance use, and specifically opioid use disorder. This in-depth, 18 

month study is documenting the experiences of 6 veterans through interviews, an electronic application for 

movement (e.g., measuring time spent outdoors) and self-reported data (e.g., substance use), a medication 

review, heart rate/sleep quality, and blue tooth to measure proximity of the dog to the veterans. We also have a 

project under review with Health Canada’s Substance Use and Addiction Program to assist service dog 

organizations working with PTSD-diagnosed veterans to address recovery from problematic substance use, 

including opioids, in their training programs. We recently completed an exploratory study with methadone 

maintenance treatment clients and found that pets supported recovery from opioid addiction; the finding aligns 

with the four dimensions of a life in recovery outlined by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration: purpose, community, health, and homexvi. 
 

Explanation: A One Health framework addresses contemporary health issues by understanding the human, 

animal and environmental interface. Specifically, zooeyia acknowledges the beneficial role of animals in our 

livesxvii. This is akin to an Indigenous worldview in which “[c]entral to wellness is belief in one’s connection to 

language, land, beings of creation, and ancestry, supported by a caring family and environment”.xviii 
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