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Introduction: The singular relationship developed over the years between northern
Indigenous peoples and dogs has been profoundly changed through historical
trauma, settlements and increased use of snowmobiles. Issues related to dogs have
become increasingly complex and worrisome with the endemic presence of the
rabies virus among Arctic fox populations, and given the fact that northern Indigenous
peoples may have a higher risk of dog bites than the general population. This study
aimed to investigate factors related to the risk of dog bites in Naskapi and Innu
communities located in northern Quebec (Canada) by (1) describing the knowledge,
attitudes and practices (KAP) regarding dogs and dog bites in these communities, and
(2) analyzing experiences of inhabitants and health professionals with regard to dog
bites and their management.

Methods: A mixed methods study design that combined an observational cross-
sectional survey and individual interviews was used. The survey collected data on
KAP regarding dogs and dog bites among 122 respondents. Individual interviews (n
= 37) were then conducted with victims of dog bites, owners of dogs that have
bitten a person before, and health professionals. Descriptive and inferential analysis
(quantitative data) and thematic analysis (qualitative data) were performed.

Results and discussion: Results highlighted that 21% of respondents have had a dog
bite in their lifetime. Most respondents were not aware of the risk of contracting
rabies following a dog bite, although rabies risk perception was associated with
risk perception of dogs (linear regression: coefficient = 0.69, 95% Cl = 0.36-1.02).
The odds of being more knowledgeable on rabies were higher (logistic regression:
OR = 292, 95% Cl = 1.07-7.98) among young adults. Dogs were perceived as
both threats and protectors by community members. When the fear of dogs was
present, it affected the quality of life of some inhabitants. There was confusion about
responsibilities in the management of biting dogs, although protocols to follow after
a bite were clear for health care professionals. This study revealed a lack of awareness
and knowledge about dog bites and rabies risks in both communities. Results provide
important knowledge for the development of interventions adapted to northern
Indigenous communities.
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FIGURE 2

Box plot distribution of summation score for the three latent factors of the EFA, for each locality.

It is easy for me to protect myself against contracting rabies and It
is easy for me to protect members of my family against contracting
rabies), and 0.668 for Rabies risk perception (two variables: The risk
of contracting rabies in or around my community is high and I
am worried that you or one member of your family are at risk of
contracting rabies). The distribution of sum scores of these three
factors are presented in Figure 2.

In the final multivariable models, Rabies risk perception
was positively associated with Dog risk perception (Table 2, B).
Communities and gender were not significantly associated with Dog
risk perception.

In the survey, a majority of respondents of both localities
[100/116 (86%)] perceived that there were too many dogs in their
community. This was also reflected in the interviews: “Yeah, there are
too many dogs and there is no service here about controlling the dogs
or the dog’s population or whatever” (ID021—KWW). Worries about
packs of dogs were reported, especially for children playing outside:
“Because you have dogs running around and dogs forming packs, so I
feel like that’s more dangerous, especially for kids because we have a lot
of kids that are outside even small kids and I feel like they’re not being
watched closely” (ID025—KWW).

The level of fear of dogs differed among survey respondents
in both localities, with 65/116 (56%) of the survey respondents
who disagreed with the statement that they feared dogs in their
community (no significant difference between communities).

Interviews revealed a diversity of feelings regarding dogs in the
community. Some people reported that they had developed a fear of
dogs, while others mentioned being comfortable with free-roaming
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dogs, even if, in some cases, they have been bitten by a dog before.
One interviewee has been afraid of dogs since her dog bite: “All my
life, I just hear a yelp... then all my nerves are awoken [...] At one point,
I'walked around with a Sling shot, a little sling shot. [...] I never used it,
it was just a security you know” (ID0O01—KWW, translation). Some of
the interviewees reported that they were particularly uncomfortable
with free-roaming dogs. One nurse reported that “there are many
patients who are afraid of dogs and they often come to the dispensary
with a stick” (ID013—Nurse, translation).

When present, the fear of dogs had important consequences on
quality of life of certain participants: “I had a dog phobia at one point.
[...] I was not able to go see my grandparents, me who was so close to
my grandmother and my grandfather. I didn’t see my grandfather for 2
or 3 weeks after [the dog bite event]” (ID006—ML]J-SCH, translation).
It was also reported as a barrier to physical activity for one of the
interviewees: “They are free roaming here. I can’t take a walk. [...]
I take my pick-up to go somewhere. I would like it to walk, but I'm
too afraid of dogs” (ID024—ML]J-SCH, translation). One of the parent
interviewees was afraid of letting her children play outside alone.

On the other hand, it was mentioned that free-roaming dogs
were still perceived as protectors against wildlife: “I think it
is very good to have dogs around here. They give you alert,
if something happens, like outsiders, animals. [...] If you hear
dogs barking outside the community, you know there is an
animal. [...] Because kids are wandering everywhere” (ID035—
KWW). A few interviewees mentioned that dogs can protect
them when they are walking in the community or go out in
the land at their camp outside the community: “Every time
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I go home at night, 1 have one with me and I feel safer
because of it, if there is an animal around, I might use some
help” (ID028—KWW).

3.3. Practices regarding dogs

Among the survey respondents, 47/122 (39%) were owners of one
or more dogs. The majority [38/47 (81%)] of those owners had only
one dog, for a total of 28 dogs owned in KWW and 42 dogs in MLJ-
SCH (Appendix 7). The principal role of the dogs was as companions
[8/13 (62%) in KWW and 31/35 (89%) in MLJ-SCH; p < 0.05)]. There
were 6/9 (67%) of dogs from KWW and 29/30 (97%) of dogs from
MLJ-SCH whose owners reported that they had been vaccinated in
the last 12 months (p < 0.05).

Interviewees also described dogs as members of the family and
sometimes as members of the community: “People like dogs a lot
even if its not your dog. You know from which family he comes
from, I mean... Because we all know each other here” (ID002—
MLJ-SCH, translation). One interviewee perceived changes in the
status and role of dogs over time: “if I go back 20 maybe 30 years
ago, this is a discussion from the elders, dogs were a priority in the
community. They were for hunting, fishing, you name it. But things
have changed when they had dogs in every household. [...] if you go
back 50 years ago, when they lived up in George River, they knew what
the role was. You take care of your dog because it’s your life support.
Today, the new generation, its not your life support, its just—its a
pet” (IDO16—KWW).

In the survey, 14/15 (93%) of owners in KWW and 13/29 (45%)
in MLJ-SCH let their dogs live outdoors (p < 0.01). 30/44 (68%)
of total owners reported letting their dogs free roam occasionally
(Table 3). Interviewees’ opinions on whether they would like dogs to
be tied up or not were heterogeneous. Some interviewees perceived
this practice as necessary: “[a suggestion/idea] maybe more for the
owners of the dogs, to tie up their dogs and take care of their dogs if
they’re going to have dogs and take care of them properly, not leave
them running around like that” (ID015—KWW). However, many
interviewees reported that tying dogs also had negative consequences
for their health and wellbeing: “I think you should be walking your
dog like habit exercise and then, maybe, if you’re comfortable, bring
it inside, like how you would treat a family, but at night, let tied it
up so its just safe in its dog house. I don’t think they should be tied
up all the time. I think its another form of abuse” (ID031—KWW).
Some people have also reported that this practice may increase dog
aggression in some context: “[...] I know some people that just tie up
their dogs indefinitely and they get dangerous over time because they’re
so secluded to their environment, they need to roam around, but maybe
they should—they should put a leash on them, walk with them, play
with them, love them” (ID027—KWW). It was also normal for some
interviewees to see dogs roaming free: “Well, I'm actually comfortable.
It has been like that for a long time. [...] Like in the cities there are stray
cats. Here, there are dogs” (ID028—KWW).

Practices toward dogs were criticized by many interviewees,
Indigenous and non-Indigenous. One Innu interviewee reported that
practices regarding dogs were different for Indigenous people: “And
people, they let their dogs roam and they don’t keep them like the non-
Indigenous. [The non-Indigenous], they keep their dogs at home, they
have chains and [...] leashes. But, here, it seems as if there is a letting
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TABLE 3 Practices of owners regarding the management of their dogs.

KWW MLJ-SCH Total
n (%) n (%) n (%)
Dog is kept:
Mostly indoors 1/15 (7%) 10/29 (34%) 11/44 (25%)
Indoors and outdoors 0/15 6/29 (21%) 6/44 (14%)
Mostly outdoors 14/15 (93%) 13/29 (45%)** 27144 (61%)
Is mostly outdoors, it is
Free roaming 3/15 (20%) 11/29 (38%) 14/44 (32%)
Ina pen 2/15 (13%) 1/29 (3%) 3/44 (7%)
Tied up 7/15 (47%) 15/29 (52%) 22/44 (50%)
Both tied up and free 2/15 (13%) 2/29 (7%) 4/44 (9%)
Other 1/15 (7%) 0/29 1/44 (2%)
Ilet my dog roam free 9/15 (60%) 21/29 (72%) 30/44 (68%)
occasionally
**p < 0.01.

TABLE 4 Proportion of respondents reporting at least one dog bite in their
lifetime, whether the victim is themselves, other adults or children of their
surroundings, in KWW and MLJ-SCH (n = 112).

KWW MLJ-SCH

n (%) n (%)
Respondent 13/50* (26%) 10/62 (16%) 23/112 (21%)
Adult in the 11/50 (22%) 14/62 (23%) 25/112 (22%)
surroundings
Child in the 19/50 (38%) 10/62 (16%)™* 29/112 (26%)
surroundings
In the last 12 months? 9/32 (28%) 5/25 (20%) 14/57 (25%)

*p <001,

“Participants could answer either the bite was on themselves and either if they knew someone
(adult or child) from their surroundings that had a dog bite. This is why the total of each category
does not correspond to the denominator.

B All bites were considered for this question. If more than one option was selected for the previous
question, the most recent bite was considered. Only two people who answered that the bite was
on them mentioned that it was in the last year (000019 and ID_P018). However, they also ticked
that they knew someone bitten.

go” (ID012—MLJ-SCH, translation). A few interviewees reported
specifically that it is important for themselves to take good care of
their dogs: “Yeah, because I think dogs are good loyal friends if you
take care of them” (ID030—KWW).

3.4. Experiences with dog bites and bite
management

Among respondents, 23/112 (21%) reported a dog bite in their
lifetime (Table 4). Twelve (12/22; 55%) reported bite events occurred
when the dog was roaming free. Otherwise the dog was tied up, on a
leash or other (Table 5). Twelve (12/22; 55%) also consulted a health
care professional after their dog bite.
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TABLE 5 Contextual factors and behaviors related to dog bites (based on
the 22 survey respondents who reported a dog bite).

KWW MLJ-SCH

n (%) n (%)
Know the dog that bit
you
No 5/12 (42%) 5/10 (50%) 10/22 (45%)
Dog of someone from 5/12 (42%) 5/10 (50%) 10/22 (45%)
my surroundings
My dog 1/12 (8%) 0 1/22 (5%)
Other 1/12 (8%) 0 1/22 (5%)
Was the dog who bit
you:
On leash 1/12 (8%) 1/10 (10%) 2/22 (9%)
Tied-up 4/12 (33%) 2/10 (20%) 6/22 (27%)
Free roaming 5/12 (42%) 7/10 (70%) 12/22 (55%)
Other 2/12 (17%) 0 2/22 (9%)
After bite, done: "
Nothing 3/12 (25%) 3/10 (30%) 6/22 (27%)
Rinsed/cleaned wound 2/12 (17%) 2/10 (20%) 4/22 (18%)
Disinfected 1/12 (8%) 0 1/22 (5%)
Put a bandage 1/12 (8%) 2/10 (20%) 3/22 (14%)
Consulted a 5/12 (42%) 7/10 (70%) 12/22 (55%)
nurse/doctor
Consulted another 1/12 (8%) 0 1/22 (5%)
member
Killed the dog 0 1/10 (10%) 1/22 (5%)
Contacted a member to 1/12 (8%) 2/10 (20%) 3/22 (14%)
kill dog
Other 4/12 (33%) 1/10 (10%) 5/22 (23%)
Consult a health 5/11 (45%) 7/10 (70%) 12/21 (57%)
professional after bite
Get a rabies shot 5/5 (100%) 5/7 (71%) 10/12 (83%)

T One respondent could answer more than one question.

Interviewees reported different levels of awareness regarding
what they needed to do in case of a dog bite. The majority of
interviewees mentioned that they seek health care after their bite:
“Yes, they know [generally what to do after being bitten], they go to
the dispensary. [...] they say, “OK, go to the dispensary, it’s dangerous,
you’re going to get an injection there. A vaccine to not get sick.”
Often people will go there” (ID002—MLJ-SCH, translation). However,
six interviewees reported that they would not know what to do:
“They tell us what to do when theres a fire, but they could also
tell us what to do when there’s a bite” (IDO01—KWW, translation).
Finally, some interviewees mentioned that they did not consult any
health professionals after their bites: “[After my dog bite I did]
nothing. [...] I didn’t report it. I never report it” (ID021—KWW).
Few interviewees mentioned that, being bitten as a child, they were
afraid to tell their parents about their dog bites: “I didn’t tell my
parents, I just went home. No blood” (ID019—ML]J-SCH). Nurses
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from both communities also reported difficulties in follow-ups after
the first visit: “But sometimes they will come because there is a wound,
to see if it is infected or not. But after that, it’s more at the follow-up
level that we have problems” (ID005—Nurse, translation). Another
nurse also reported: “So often they don’t show up or they don’t feel the
importance of even though they’re told about rabies and that it’s deadly
and everything” (ID011—Nurse, translation).

In the survey, 19/50 (38%) from KWW and 10/62 (16%)
from MLJ-SCH knew a child from their surroundings that has
been bitten in their lifetime (p < 0.01). Several interviewees also
mentioned children being at higher risk of bites than the rest
of the population: “Most of them are children who get bitten”
(ID004—Nurse, translation). Provocative behaviors were sometimes
mentioned explaining this risk: “They [children] are throwing out
rocks. And my dogs can be pissed and be mean back to you.
They throw rocks at him” (ID035—KWW). However, other cases
reported by some interviewees seem unprovoked by the child
involved: “She said that the dogs were biting at her while she was
trying to walk toward the community center and then she would
try to push them away or try to scare them away” (ID027—
KWW).

All nurses mentioned having a clear and specific protocol to
follow in a case of dog bites: “I learned it by doing it and the
protocol is really clear, basically” (IDO11—Nurse, translation). Most
reported having learned specifically about zoonosis through their
work experience, rather than during their formal training: “I don’t
really have [any training in rabies and zoonoses]. We have procedures.
I can show you the procedure to follow when there are dog bites.
Then everything is detailed. [...] It’s done on the job. We are always
4 [nurses], then there is always an old one like me there. Then who
says.../ But all the procedure manuals are there, clearly identified”
(ID004—Nurse, translation).

Several challenges were reported with regard to the management
of biting dogs. First, interviewees mentioned that it was sometimes
difficult to identify and find the dog following an event: “We try
to find the owner of the dog, first. And its not an easy thing so
we have cooperation from the police because there are a lot of
stray dogs. [...] Since we dont have an owners name, we can’t
find the owner. [...] So, I gave [the public health] the contact for
the Naskapi police” (ID004—Nurse, translation). Second, there was
confusion about roles and responsibilities with regard to biting
dogs: “I know the [Local health care center] want us to pick up
the dog and bring the dog to the [Local health care center], we
can’t do that. [...] Yeah, and the thing is we didnt even have
a policy on that. I could show you, we have two big binders
on policies, on crime you name it, but nothing on dogs. Cause
usually it is not a policing problem. Most communities I work in,
we have a dog control officer that deals with it” (ID0O16—KWW).
Finally, interviewees mentioned that there are no assigned areas to
quarantine dogs after a dog bite, which creates confusion as no
one feels responsible for managing the period of observation of the
biting dog.

Most interviewees mentioned that biting dogs are generally killed
after an incident: “[...] when there is a dog bite, they have to kill the
dog because he already has a taste for it, you know, the blood. Yeah,
it was sad” (ID030—KWW). Some people also mentioned that biting
incidents sometimes led to dog culling in the community: “And after
this incident, all the dogs had to be put down except the small ones, I
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management measures
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FIGURE 3
Main factors influencing the risk of dog bites and rabies in the context of KWW and MLJ-SCH communities [adapted from Daigle et al. (20)]. Furthest
factors are contextual and environmental factors and circles in the middle are illustrating the main individual factors.

think. And people were really mad in the community that they went
that far” (ID030—KWW).

4. Discussion

This mixed methods study allowed to describe and compare the
knowledge, attitudes and practices (KAP) regarding dogs and dog
bites in two Indigenous communities; Naskapi from KWW and Innu
from MLJ.

Main factors increasing the risk of dog bites and rabies that
emerged from this study are synthesized in Figure 3. Most of these
factors have also been reported in previous studies conducted in
other Indigenous northern communities (20) and they are known to
interact with the adoption of practices. For example, knowledge and
risk perception are known to be determinants of health behaviors
in several theoretical models such as the Health Belief Model and
the Theory of Planned Behavior, and are well-documented factors
that affect compliance with preventive practices (42, 43). All these
factors need to be considered in the development of effective
and acceptable preventive programs for dog bites and rabies in
Indigenous northern communities.

Frontiersin Veterinary Science

Specifically, this study revealed a lack of awareness and
knowledge about dog bites and rabies risks in both communities.
This is not the first time that a lack of knowledge on those risks is
reported in studies addressing dog bites risks. Indeed, a survey among
5-15 year olds consulting for dog bites in United States pediatric
emergency departments reported that 42% of children did not pass
a test on dog bite prevention knowledge (44), demonstrating that in
young people from the general population, knowledge of dog bites is
considered low. Another study on the Navajo Reservation, in 1986,
also noted the importance of public education, especially for children
and parents (45). Education measures such as learning about basic
dog behaviors and ways to avoid interactions leading to dog bites have
been discussed (45).

Results showed that the role of dogs is changing in the studied
communities, which is coherent with observations from studies
conducted in other northern Indigenous communities (15). In
previous research on Inuit dogs and their relationships with people
in the Canadian Eastern Arctic, dogs were used mainly for hunting
and transportation as an integral part of the economy of Inuit, until
the middle of the twentieth century (18). This particular role of
transportation has been replaced by other transportation modes, even
if the symbolism of dogs is described as still existing (18). This shift of
needs from dogs is suspected to change the importance of how dogs

10 frontiersin.org
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are perceived; it is not a “life support” anymore, as an interviewee
mentioned in this study.

If free-roaming dogs are still perceived as protectors by
community members, our study also suggests that too many free-
roaming dogs can create fear for some people, which in turn can
impact behaviors and quality of life, for example by preventing
physical activity in communities. This observation has been reported
in a study conducted in 2011 among teenagers in American Samoa,
an Indigenous community located in a United States territory in
the South Pacific, where 14% of them mentioned that fear of dogs
prevented them from getting more exercises (46). Psychological
consequences of dog bites have been reported in other contexts. In
a survey conducted in New Zealand, 72% of respondents reported
psychological consequences after a dog bite, going from short-term
and minor effects, to long-term and severe consequences requiring,
for example, counseling (47).

A topic that was frequently discussed by participants and on
which there was no consensus was whether a dog should be tied up
or free-roaming, demonstrating the complexity of this issue. Free-
roaming dogs can be owned or ownerless. Another study conducted
in an Inuit community in 2018 underlined the importance for some
inhabitants of letting dogs roam free (12). In a study conducted in
an Indigenous community in the United States, it was even expected
by some inhabitants that dogs follow and protect children (48). This
study highlights that the “prototypical” dog on the reservation lives
differently from the “contemporary American prototypical” dog; the
concept of living freely and having autonomy within the community
is noted by authors (48). This complexity should be considered in
the development and implementation of measures for reducing dog
bites risks. Strategies to control dog populations need to consider
the duality between liberty concepts comparatively to restrictions
notions, in order to be acceptable and durable. Also, there was a
significant difference between community owners for letting their
dogs live outdoors (higher proportion in KWW), emphasizing that
local context is important. It is not possible to explain this difference
according to the results.

In this study, Rabies risk perception was a factor influencing the
level of risk perception toward dogs (Dog risk perception) in the
communities, even though there was a reported lack of knowledge on
rabies. This study also showed that age was associated with knowledge
on rabies, with young adults being the group with the highest
knowledge on rabies when compared to those aged 50 and over. This
observation suggests that older adults should also be considered when
designing education programs on dogs and rabies. In a 2021 study on
interactions between children and dogs in an Inuit village (Canada), it
was suggested that education programs on dog bites and care should
target adults to raise their awareness and consequently, increasing
child supervision in regard to dogs (49).

The proportion of dog bites over the lifetime estimated in this
study was slightly lower than what was found in previous research
conducted in other Northern Indigenous communities (21% of study
participants vs. 27 to 62.9% as reported in a recent systematic scoping
review) (20). Risk factors for dog bites that are well-documented in
literature, including gender and age, were not significantly associated
with dog bites in this study, although the higher risk of children was
reported regularly during the interviews.

Nurses from both localities reported that they were adequately
prepared to manage dog bites and risks related to rabies, which is
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good news from a public health perspective. A major issue that came
out from interviews was that a significant proportion of people do not
seek medical care after a bite, which is of concern for public health.
Awareness should be raised among the general population in order to
emphasize the risks of not consulting, and the best practices to adopt
after a dog bite.

In addition, confusion about roles and responsibilities regarding
the management of the biting dog may impair the capacity to
prevent consequences following a bite. Killing the dog was sometimes
implemented after a bite. This practice has been reported in similar
contexts (12, 50). However, killing the biting dog can complicate
the post-bite observation of dogs, which is an important measure
for rabies prevention. Inconsistency or limited application of animal
control services was also noted in previous studies (6, 8, 25). In a
survey investigating perspectives from users of veterinary and dog
services in remote, rural, and Indigenous communities of northern
Manitoba, all participants mentioned a need for a dog-related by-law
officer for addressing issues with dogs and to enforce dog legislation
(51). This underlines the urgent need to clarify these responsibilities
among local stakeholders at the community level.

This study was exploratory and had limitations. This study
used a cross-sectional design which limits the evaluation of the
temporality between risk factors and bites. Future studies should
consider cohort design in order to obtain incidence measures and
to estimate other associations with risk factors. Then, a convenience
sampling strategy was chosen to reach a sufficient number of
participants in each community. This sampling strategy could lead to
a lack of representativeness of the sample. However, we did compare
the distribution of age and gender between our sample and the
census data and concluded that the representativeness was good
(Appendix 4). Also, it was discussed with community members as the
most acceptable way of administrating questionnaires. The sample
size was estimated according to calculation, based on the population
size. For the qualitative portion of the study, we only interviewed
adults, which restricts our understanding of factors of importance
in children. Still, parents of children who have had a dog bite were
interviewed. Given the over-representation of children in dog bite
cases, this could be better investigated in future studies.

The small sample size restrained our capacity to detect significant
association between factors and outcomes investigated in this study.
We chose this sample size because this study was exploratory and
we wanted to avoid over-solicitation from researchers, a common
problem in Indigenous communities (52). However, this research
protocol was discussed and approved by community band councils.
The fact that these are small communities gives an advantage in terms
of representativeness and internal validity, because a small sample
could represent an adequate proportion of the source population.
Lastly, dog bites in this study were self-reported by participants
based on their lifetime, which can limit the interpretation and the
comparison with annual incidence data in other studies, and can lead
to recall bias in minor dog bite cases.

This study was the first to investigate dog bites in a Naskapi
community and an Innu community. It provides important
knowledge on risk factors related to dog bites in northern
Indigenous communities, and it delivers a first report on how dog
bite management is experienced by inhabitants and health care
professionals. The mixed methods design made it possible to deepen
knowledge on dog bites and rabies KAP and to integrate Indigenous
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knowledge and perspectives. This study revealed a lack of awareness
and knowledge about dog bites and rabies risks in both studied
Indigenous communities. Results provide important knowledge for
the development of interventions adapted to the particularities of
northern Indigenous communities.
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