
ASSESSING SUITABILITY FOR ASSISTANCE DOG WORK

Determining whether a puppy or adult dog is suitable for assistance work begins with
evaluating key temperament and behavioural traits. Assistance dogs must

demonstrate calmness, handler focus, resilience, & task-learning ability to succeed in
their role.

 However, even dogs that initially meet these standards may not be guaranteed to
succeed. Ongoing evaluations throughout the training process ensure they continue

to meet public access and task reliability requirements.

FACTORS THAT CAN EFFECT
SUITABILITY

Dogs, like humans, undergo
developmental changes, health

fluctuations, and shifts in behaviour
based on life experiences. 

These factors can impact their ability
to sustain a working role. It is

important to remain flexible and
understanding that not all dogs are

suited for long-term work, even if they
initially show promise.

ASSISTANCE DOG SUITABILITY 

PHYSICAL ATTRIBUTES & BREED CONSIDERATIONS

Parent History & Health: Ensure the dog comes from healthy lines with no known genetic
conditions that could impact performance.

Size & Breed Considerations: The ideal size may depend on the therapy setting (e.g., larger breeds
for mobility support, smaller breeds for emotional support roles).

Overall Fitness: The dog ust have the stamina and physical structure to handle long working
hours. 

UNDERSTANDING THE ‘WASHING’ PROCESS

Not every dog is fit for an assistance role, and some prospects may be ‘washed out’—
meaning they are retired early or transitioned into a different role. This decision is made if:

The dog struggles to maintain focus in high-distraction environments.
The role causes excessive stress, anxiety or physical strain.
The dog lacks the necessary drive or motivation for task work.

This can happen at any stage, whether due to injury, health conditions (e.g., hip dysplasia),
failure to progress in training, or difficulty managing public settings.

CHOOSING THE RIGHT DOG FROM
THE START

Selecting a well-suited dog from day one can
help:

Reduce stress for both dog and handler.
Ensure public and professional safety.
Minimise unnecessary training costs.
Speed up the training process while keeping
it engaging.
Increase the likelihood of long-term success.



SCORING

Ideal Assistance Prospect - Demonstrates strong potential & reliability
Needs More Exposure -     Some hesitation, but trainable
Not Recommended -         Displays fear, aggression, or reactivity or lacks drive. 

PUPPY EVALUATION CHECKLIST  (3-16 WEEKS)

TEST COMPONENTS

SOCIAL INTERACTION & HANDLING

NOISE & ENVIRONMENTAL SENSITIVITY

IMPULSE CONTROL & FOCUS

 

CALMNESS & ADAPTABILITY

Accepts gentle handling of ears, paws, and tail.

Approaches people calmly without fear or excessive excitement

Remains relaxed when picked up or held breifly

Recovers quickly from sudden sounds (e.g. dropped keys)

Walks on different surfaces confidently (e.g. gravel, tile, carpet)

Shows curiosity towards new objects without fear.

Displays patience and focus on handler during short training sessions. 

Shows curiosity but not fixation on new stimuli.

Can be redirected from distractions with treats or encouragement

Recovers quickly from mild stress (e.g. temporary separation from siblings)

Can settle and relax after activity or excitement

Use this evaluation to determine a young puppy’s potential for assistance
work, helping identify the most suitable candidate from a litter or multiple

litters.
Each trait should be marked according to the scoring guide.

Score

Dog’s Name: D.O.B:



ADULT DOG EVALUATION CHECKLIST  (4+ MONTHS)

TEST COMPONENTS

APPROACH & HANDLING

ENVIRONMENTAL SENSITIVITY

SOCIAL INTERACTION & ENGAGEMENT

 

TASK LEARNING & RESPONSIVENESS

Use this evaluation to determine an older puppy or adult dog’s suitability
for assistance work by assessing temperament, behaviour, and

adaptability. It identifies strong candidates and highlights training needs.

Score

Tolerates gentle petting and touch (ears, paws, tail, mouth)

Approaches new people calmly & politely

Allows light restraint without resistance or stress

Recovers quickly from sudden sounds (e.g. dropped keys, alarms)

Walks confidently in busy areas without signs of stress.

Remains composed around moving objects (e.g. skateboards, wheelchairs)

Maintains composure when exposed to new environments.

Does not become excitable around other people unless given
permission to interact.

Maintains neutral behaviour around other dogs and animals

Can settle and relax in public for extended periods.

Shows willingness to learn task pre-skills e.g. touch, rest chin, hold items.

Responds to basic obedience cues even in distracting settings.

Dog’s Name: D.O.B

SCORING

Ideal Assistance Prospect - Demonstrates strong potential & reliability
Needs More Exposure -     Some hesitation, but trainable
Not Recommended -         Displays fear, aggression, or reactivity or lacks drive. 



PHYSICAL & MEDICAL EVALUATION ADULT & PUPPY

This evaluation assesses the puppy or dog's physical and medical condition
to determine if they are capable of a future working role without risk of harm.

TEST COMPONENTS

BREED SUITABILITY

GENERAL APPEARANCE

MOBILITY & MOVEMENT

Score
Not a banned breed within Australia (American Pit Bull Terrier, Japanese
Tosa, Dogo Argentino, Fila Brasilerio, Perro de Press  Canario)

For mobility tasks (e.g. pulling, retrieval, steadying): the dog’s must
weigh more than 10% of handler’s body weight 

Is not a brachycephalic (flat nosed) breed (e.g. pug, bulldog, mastiff)

Healthy body condition (not over or underweight) 

Clean, shiny coat - free of parasites (fleas, ticks)

Bright, clear eyes with no discharge or redness

Clean ears with no excessive wax or odour

Healthy teeth and gums (no decay or inflammation)

No signs of illness (e.g. coughing, sneezing, diarrhoea)

Moves freely with a smooth, even gait

No limping, stiffness, or signs of joint pain

Can sit, stand, and lie down without  discomfort

No signs of pain when moving or touched in various areas

SCORING

Ideal Prospect -               No physical concerns identified
Monitor & Manage  -      Minor concerns noted, suitable with precautions
Not Recommended -     Significant or non-correctable health condition present



FITNESS & STAMINA 

SENSORY & NEUROLOGICAL FUNCTION

VET & MEDICAL HISTORY

 

Responds well to visual and auditory cues

No signs of disorientation, tremors, or seizures

Up-to-date vaccinations and parasite prevention

Free from chronic or serious medical conditions 

No history of injuries or surgeries that affect function 

No hereditary health issues (check the parent’s health history if possible)

Able to engage in physical activity without tiring quickly 

Normal breathing and heart rate during and after exercise

Appropriate energy level for work

Recommended: to have 3 or more healthy years left based on breed’s
average lifespan


