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In the November/December 2010 APDT Chronicle of 
the Dog, I wrote a short article and asked for people 
to respond to a brief survey. The survey asked 

respondents to describe their “fall in love” dog, the dog 
with whom the quality of attachment and relationship 
was such that it changed their lives in significant ways. 
This very special dog was one who affected them 
differently than other dogs, even though they might have 
loved many dogs along the way, before and since. The 
questions asked for a description of this dog and their 
relationship, how old the respondents were when the dog 
came into their lives, why they thought the relationship 
was so special, and specific ways in which their lives had 
been changed through this dog.

While the survey was brief, the answers were open-
ended, which meant that the process of compiling them 
was not brief at all! Before I share the results of this survey, 
I want to thank all those who participated in this project. 
The surveys were filled with touching stories, poignant 
moments, and open sharing of personal reflections on 
the dogs, themselves, and their relationships. A wealth of 
information was disclosed with candor and sensitivity. 
I am deeply grateful for the respondents’ willingness to 
share this information with me, so that I can now share it, 
in aggregate form, with everyone who reads this.

Some information about how the study was conducted 
follows. The information was so rich, it seemed useful 
to divide the results into two sections: (a) what people 
shared about the nature of their relationship with their 
special dog and why they thought that dog made a 
difference for them, and (b) the meaningful and lasting 
ways that the relationship with that special dog changed 
their lives.  This article covers the nature and description 
of the relationship that was unique and important, and 
a subsequent article will cover the changes that came 
about as a result.

How the Survey Was Conducted and Reviewed

A convenience sample of readers who volunteered to 
participate provided the initial wave of survey responses.  
From that point, a snowball sampling method was used, 
in which respondents were encouraged to share the 
survey with anyone else they wished. Dr. Cindy Otto 
from the University of  Pennsylvania School of Veterinary 
Medicine deserves special mention as she transferred 
the survey to Survey Monkey and contributed greatly 
to its dissemination. Social media were used to a small 
degree as well, mostly in the form of some focus groups 
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that were already discussing dog-related topics. No 
attempt was made to obtain a cross-section of people; 
that was beyond the scope and budget ($0.00) of this 
study. This was intended as a preliminary look at this 
special relationship, with the hopes of generating more 
information and hypotheses that could be explored more 
rigorously in future studies.

There were 194 surveys returned. Women comprised 
84%; men, 16%. Respondents included dog trainers 
and behaviorists, dog sports enthusiasts, mental health 
professionals who had family companion dogs, other canine-
owning colleagues in non-canine work, veterinarians, 
veterinary technicians, and dog walkers and groomers, in 
that order of frequency. The majority of the surveys were 
returned from the United States, with a small percentage 
coming from the UK, elsewhere in Europe, South Africa, 
and Australia/New Zealand. The ages of respondents 
ranged from late teens into the early eighties. 

To preserve confidentiality during data analysis, names 
and other identifying information were removed from 
the content questions. I reviewed all of the surveys that 
were submitted, and two psychology student interns 
were each given smaller samples from within the larger 
sample to review. Since little is known about this topic, we 
tried to remove preconceived ideas so we would be less 
likely to impose them on the data. A method of reviewing 
qualitative research data that allows the data themselves 
to suggest possible categories and themes was employed, 
and I and the two interns then compared the categories we 
had discerned individually. There was strong agreement 
among us with all of the major categories (reported 
below), with only minor differences identified in some of 
the outlying categories that had just 1 to 5 responses in 
them. The idea behind the study was simply to generate 
possible hypotheses or working ideas for future study and 
to compile some information that might be interesting to 
those who live and work with dogs.

Special Dogs and Relationships

The remainder of this article focuses on how people 
described their special dogs and the relationships that 
they had with them. The information here is included only 
in group form, with care to preserve the confidentiality 
of those who responded. It should be noted that this 
special dog entered respondents’ lives at nearly any age. 
Lives were changed by dogs during childhood as well as 
during young, middle, and older adulthood. Interestingly, 
the categories that most frequently emerged were nearly 
identical, regardless of age group.

Six categories seemed to arise in the surveys that 
described the  possible reasons that this particular dog 
took a central role in the person’s life and affections. They 
are described below, primarily in the words or phrases 
of respondents (in italics), and in the order of most 
frequently mentioned to less frequently cited.

1. They Experienced a Feeling of Unexpected or 
Unparalleled Connection 

A majority of responses mentioned some form of 
special connection that people had with their dogs. They 
described feeling connected in a unique, unexpected way, as 
if they could communicate and read each other without effort. 
For some, the connection was instantaneous or love at first 
sight. Others described how it felt as if they already knew 
each other — there was something very familiar about it from 
the start. These descriptions were given for puppies and 
adult dogs, dogs selected at shelters/rescues or acquired 
from breeders, dogs people sought out and dogs who 
found their way to people who had no intention of getting 
a dog at that time. The latter included street dogs and stray 
dogs who “just showed up.” Special connections were 
mentioned by first-time dog parents and people who had 
lived with dogs for decades.

Also indicative of this category were comments about 
companionship, sleeping together, cuddling and snuggling. 
Physical touch seemed very important, which is 
consistent with the premise that oxytocin may be the 
basis of the human-animal bond (see Olmert, 2009, Made 
for Each Other, for an excellent review). When selecting a 
dog at a shelter or rescue, numerous people mentioned 
that the dog made eye contact with them, licked them on 
the face or hand, or reached out to touch the person in some 
way. Several respondents commented that they were 
surprised by the connection they felt when they saw a 
picture of this dog or saw the dog walk by at a distance for 
the first time. Finally, the connection was often described 
as honest, without pretense, trustworthy, highlighting that 
dogs are not capable of deceit or betrayal. Most said they felt 
the connection from the beginning, but others realized it 
was there later in the relationship.

2. The Dog Was Vulnerable

The next category that was mentioned very frequently 
refers to the dog’s vulnerability. The person saw that 
the dog was injured or ill, frightened or emaciated, dirty 
or depressed, lonely or unwanted, the runt of the litter or an 
outcast. It was this vulnerability that drew the person to 
the dog. Respondents mentioned that they feared that the 
dog would not be adopted or cared for properly by someone 
else, and they described how nursing a dog back to health 
helped form a strong bond. A small number of respondents 
admitted that they missed taking care of their children 
when they left for college, and the dog provided someone new 
to care for. Responses were included in this category when 
they focused on some aspect of the dog that appeared to 
make the dog weaker or in greater need of help.

3. The Person Was Vulnerable

Almost as frequently as respondents mentioned dogs 
who were vulnerable, they mentioned that the dog came 
into their lives during a period of their own vulnerability. 
Examples were that (a) they were lonely, (b) they had just 
moved and had few new friends, (c) there had been a death 
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in their family, (d) they 
had recently lost a 
previous pet, (e) they 
were dealing with a 
very stressful situation 
where they felt helpless 
or ineffective, (f) they 
had a child with a serious 
illness or disability who 
required much care 
and attention, (g) 
they had adopted a 
very difficult child who 
was too traumatized 
to love them back at 
that time, (h) they 
had been diagnosed 
with cancer, and (i) 
they had experienced 
other losses. In most of 
these cases, the dog 
provided the love, 
attention, and care that 
was mostly missing 

from their lives. The dog gave them comfort, helped them 
feel loved, gave them a sense of purpose, provided someone 
who was there just for them.

4. They Spent Much Time with Their Dog

The next most frequently mentioned area was the 
amount of time and activities that the respondents 
enjoyed with this special dog. Respondents mentioned 
training, dock diving, flyball, agility, and other sports, 
some of which the people were participating in for the first 
time because of this dog. Others mentioned hiking, playing 
ball or fetch, and other less formal outdoor activities. 
Several said that they loved playing with the dog, and that 
the dog brought out a side of themselves that had been buried. 
Less often, people mentioned working with their special 
dog —-the dog was viewed as a sidekick and helper doing 
farm or ranch work. Adventurous dogs led their people 
out of routine lives into ones with more spontaneity. 
Participating in activities together meant that the person 
spent a great deal of time with this dog, and much of it was 
very enjoyable time.

5. The Dog Made Me Feel Good

This category included statements about ways in which 
the dogs behaved that made people feel good — about 
the dog, about themselves, or in general. Respondents 
mentioned that (a) the dog liked me so obviously I couldn’t 
help liking her back, (b) the dog was so funny all the time, he 
made me smile at his antics, (c) she tried to please me all the 
time, (d) he was funny and rambunctious, or (e) the dog had 
great energy that livened things up. Most of the comments 
in this category suggested warm, affectionate feelings 
toward the dog because the dog brought laughter and 
lightness into their lives. A few responses indicated 

that the dog’s amusing behaviors helped saved the people’s 
marriage. Whenever they had a disagreement or things 
got heated, the dog did something funny that cut through 
the tension. In most of the responses in this category, it 
seemed to be a characteristic of the dog’s personality that 
caused enjoyment and delight on a regular basis.

Combinations of Categories

In most of the surveys, one of the categories above 
predominated, but people frequently mentioned more 
than one of them.  For example, some people said that 
both they and the dog were in a bad place so they helped 
each other, or that they were feeling a loss and the dog 
made them laugh more. There were other responses that 
did not fit into the five categories described here, but they 
contained relatively few responses and did not suggest 
another category that could subsume them. 

Summary

This article has outlined the basic procedures used 
in collecting and reviewing the surveys. It has further 
outlined the main categories of responses that suggested 
why people’s special dogs were so special to them. 
Because the sample is not a cross-section of people 
due to the sampling methods used, the results are not 
necessarily representative of all people with companion 
or working dogs, but it does suggest factors that are 
relevant to the formation of special relationships between 
canine enthusiasts and their dogs. 

The categories that emerged from the data highlight 
essential features of strong relationships: feeling 
connected, communicating, helping another, allowing 
another to help oneself, spending time together in various 
pursuits, laughing and having fun. The responses also 
emphasized the importance of trust and acceptance. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, there were almost no references 
to how obedient the dogs were or how well the dogs 
performed specific work or practical functions. It was 
overwhelmingly about the connections, closeness, and 
delight that people felt with their dogs. 

In the forthcoming Part 2 of the survey results, the ways 
in which these special dogs have influenced and changed 
the lives of the people who fell in love with them will be 
outlined. The changes created through this special bond 
are nearly as numerous, deep, and far-reaching as the 
many people who completed the survey. 

Risë VanFleet, PhD, CDBC, is a child/family psychologist and 
founder of the Playful Pooch Program in Boiling Springs, PA. 
She is the author of many books in the play therapy field, 
and her book, Play Therapy with Kids & Canines won the 
Planet Dog Foundation’s Sit. Speak. Act. Award for best book 
on service and therapy dogs, as judged in the 2008 DWAA 
competition. Her series of articles, “Engaging Owners Fully 
in Dog Training” in the 2009 issues of The APDT Chronicle 
of the Dog won the DWAA Award for Best Subject Related 
Series in a Magazine. She conducts seminars on Animal 
Assisted Play Therapy, trains therapy dogs, and 
consults about canine behavior problems. She can 
be reached through www.playfulpooch.org or at  
Risevanfleet@aol.com.
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In the July/August 2012 APDT Chronicle of the Dog, Part 
1 of this topic reported how the data of the Falling in 
Love ... with a Dog survey were collected and analyzed. 

Part 1 also described the reasons people reported why 
this particular dog held such a special place in their lives. 
Responses were related to feeling immediately connected, 
taking care of the dog who was in a vulnerable situation, 
experiencing the dog’s attention and affection when the 
person was feeling vulnerable, sharing interests, and 
having fun together. Taken together, these features reflect 
trust and acceptance, two factors that are characteristic of 
healthy, strong human relationships as well.

In this final article about the survey, results are 
summarized for a single question about how the special 
dog had changed the person’s life. The responses were 
poignant to read, especially because the intensity of 
people’s gratitude was pronounced. Details about the 
changes were quite varied, but there were many shared 
elements in terms of the impact that the special dogs had 
on their humans’ lives. One result was clear among all 194 
people who responded to the survey: their special dogs 
had changed their lives. Four broad types of changes are 
outlined below, with quotes from the survey as bullet 
points to illustrate. Any identifying information has been 
omitted or altered to protect confidentiality.
Learning About Life, Love, Self, and Relationships

Nearly all respondents reported positive ways in which 
their special dogs taught them about life. They said their 
dogs helped them live more in the present, rather than 
worrying about things in the past or future. Similarly, 
others said that their dogs helped them appreciate life 
on a daily basis and to live it more fully. Many reported 
that falling in love with their special dog helped them 

love others more deeply, including loving other people 
in their lives. There was a wide range of responses that 
showed how the relationship with this special dog made 
personal and interpersonal changes for the people. Some 
comments typical of this result follow.
• I live every day to the max. My dog keeps reminding 

me that life happens in the “now.”
• Before this dog, I didn’t really know the meaning 

of love. Now I do. And I think I am a more loving 
person in general because of her.

• I’ve become much more patient and understanding.
• Life with this dog caused me to challenge myself in new 

ways — ways I would never have imagined possible.
• I learned to see the dog AS a dog and to respect that. 

Now I see and accept dogs for who they are, and each 
new dog who comes into my life teaches me more 
about that.

• My life is more magical now. I have let go of a lot of 
anxiety to focus on what really matters. 

• I get choked up when I think about what this dog 
gave me. I was bitter and angry, feeling that life had 
passed me by. All that is gone. I now enjoy my life 
and count my many blessings.

• My special dog opened up many doors. Even though 
he has been gone many years now, it is because of 
him that I have allowed many more dogs into my life, 
and they have all opened up even more doors for me. 
It’s amazing!

• I became a better mother and wife.

continued on next page...
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• This dog helped me see the person of the dog. I have 
many regrets about how I treated dogs in the past, 
and I’m determined never to go back there.

• I learned to communicate better. 
• My dog taught me that I can’t be good at everything. 

Even more, she taught me that I don’t have to be good 
at everything. It’s okay to just kick back and enjoy.

• I had to work hard to help my dog overcome his fears 
and reactivity. I realized that I was very anxious 
whenever he got reactive. I had to learn to stay calm 
myself, and as a result, I now apply that whenever I 
feel nervous about other things.

• This dog taught me the meaning of “lifelong 
relationship.”

• Because of all the medical problems we had to 
overcome after I got her, I can now cope with tough 
things, like illness and loss.

• I’m a kinder, more forgiving person.
Making Career and Recreational Changes

One of the most common responses was how falling in 
love with their special dogs led people to shifts in their 
careers. Many respondents said they began learning 
more about dogs, and as their knowledge grew, so did 
their interest in engaging in canine-related activities, 
both as a vocation or an avocation. Some became dog 
trainers or behaviorists; some returned to school; some 
began participating in canine sports or therapy. Some 
comments related to this area are below.
• I got my psychology degree.
• I became a dog trainer.
• I’ve become addicted to agility.
• I worked at a rescue, and then began one of my own.
• I began learning more and more about canine 

behavior, cognition, and all the current research. 
I read everything I can get my hands on. I have so 
much more appreciation for how intelligent dogs are.

• I eventually learned so much that I now write a blog 
and have been interviewed on local television about 
family pets.

• Having this dog led me to positive training — a 
whole new wonderful world.

• After I lost my “fall in love dog” I began a special 
foundation to raise money for research and education 
purposes.

• This dog was so special to everyone, not just me. I began 
involving him in my work, and my employers are now 
thinking about developing a canine program there.

• By learning about nutrition and exercise for my dog, I 
changed my own lifestyle and have become healthier 
myself.

• I became aware of body language and how much 
is being said that I was missing before. Now I pay 
attention to body language in all my dogs, cats, 
horses, and even my friends and family.

• I’m a better owner and trainer.
• The biggest change she caused was that now I have 

seven dogs, and I foster a couple more!
• I began surrounding myself with dog people, at work 

and for fun. My weekends are now spent in different 
dog-related activities, and when nothing formal is 
going on, my friends and I routinely head for the 
hills with our dogs. It’s rare that I do anything fun 
without my dog.

• I began doing therapy work, which is very fulfilling.
• I learned to play. Before, I was all about work. The 

two aren’t mutually exclusive.
Expanding Social Circles

The term “social lubricant effects” has been discussed 
in some of the research on the human-animal bond. It 
refers to the fact that the presence of dogs helps people 
connect with other people. They experience less self-
consciousness, and they become more willing to engage 
in social activities that might have created some anxiety in 
the past. In their survey responses, some people described 
these social lubricant effects, while others credited their 
special dog with deepening their connections with other 
people in their lives. Here are some of the comments:
• I’ve met new friends, lasting friends.
• I’m an introvert. I don’t feel comfortable in social 

situations, especially with groups. When I take 
my dog along, it paves the way. I don’t notice my 
discomfort nearly as much.

• Because of the relationship I had with my special dog, 
I was able to go on visits to hospitals and nursing 
homes. I learned to reach out to others in need.

• I made new human friends.
• She has such a gift for people, and she loves them so 

much, it would be cruel to keep her all to myself. As a 
result of sharing her with others on our walks, at the 
local school, and at church, I now have many people 
who are always asking about her ... and about me, too!

• He really helped my son overcome his shyness when 
he was younger. 

Expressing Gratitude
Since this was a self-selected sample of respondents, 

one would expect that most of them had had a positive 
experience with the dog who had opened doors for 
them and helped them see things differently. This was 
indeed the case. What stood out throughout the study 
was the level of passion and personal involvement that 
respondents expressed so clearly in their open-ended 
comments. People wrote in detail about their special 
dogs, even when the dog had been part of a long-ago 
childhood. Others had only recently discovered a deep 
and moving experience with a dog. What their responses 
had in common was gratitude on a profound level. 
There were 194 different stories shared during the study, 
yet they were one and the same when it came to the 
importance of the special dog in each person’s life. Some 
examples follow.
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• That dog meant everything to me. Each new dog I’ve 
gotten has been special in his own way, but that dog 
will always hold a special place. He opened the doors 
of my heart.

• I can’t believe I never saw this before. My dog has 
shown me the way to a much happier life.

• Writing these answers has been much more difficult 
than I imagined. It has brought back so many 
memories, and all that my special dog did for me.

• I am a different person today, thanks to that dog.
• I was raised to treat dogs as commodities. I never 

questioned it. I can’t help but think how different 
my life would have been if I had met this dog earlier. 
Then again, maybe I would not have been open to 
what she was there to tell me.

• I loved that dog, and I still do. More than I have ever 
loved anyone else. He was everything to me then, 
and his legacy is still with me and always will be.

• There are no words ...
Reflections on the Survey

The survey about Falling in Love ... with a Dog was 
inspired by the story of a man who was changed by two 
dogs who liked him and loved being with him, despite his 
lack of awareness or understanding of dogs. I suspected 
that there were many other stories about dogs who 
changed the paths their people were on in fundamental 
ways, and so there were. Although this study is based on 
a convenience sample and results cannot be generalized 
beyond the people who participated, it seems that the 
results are consistent with those from studies of other 
aspects of the human-animal bond. 

The mysteries of love have been the inspiration for many 
songs, novels, poems, and films. This survey attempted to 
tease apart some of the features of the special relationship 
between 194 people and the dogs who changed their 
lives, as well as to highlight the directions in which their 
lives changed because of those dogs. While categories 
and responses have been included in these two articles 
reporting the survey results, it would appear that the 
mysteries of love remain intact. We love dogs, and they 
change who we are as people. It is a special connection 
ripe with possibilities. Most who read this article have 
probably experienced it, yet it’s nearly impossible to 
define. Perhaps that’s exactly as it should be.

Risë VanFleet, Ph.D., CDBC, is a child/family psychologist 
and founder of the Playful Pooch Program in Boiling Springs, 
PA.  She is the author of dozens of books and articles in the 
play therapy field, and her book, Play Therapy with Kids & 
Canines, won the Planet Dog Foundation’s Sit. Speak. Act. 
Award for best book on service and therapy dogs, as judged in 
the 2008 DWAA competition. She also received 2009 and 2011 
DWAA Maxwell Awards for best magazine series related to 
dogs and best training article in any magazine, respectively, 
for articles that appeared in The APDT Chronicle of the Dog. 
She conducts seminars on Animal Assisted Play Therapy, trains 
therapy dogs, and consults about canine behavior problems.  
Her latest book on working effectively with people in dog 
training/consultation will be released by Dogwise in October. 
She can be reached through www.playfulpooch.org 
or at Risevanfleet@aol.com.
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