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1. Background

While dogs provide many benefits to individuals and society, they have a significant
downside — dog bites. In Australia, on average 2,061 people were hospitalised per year as a
result of dog bite injuries between 2001 and 2013 (1). Dog bites are not only associated with
physical injuries but also long-term psychological distress (1). They are also associated with
financial costs to the person injured, to the public medical system, and to the insurance
industry. In 2024 the US paid out $1.6 billion in dog-related claims (2). As well as injuries to
people, there is also a significant cost from injuries to other animals (3).

In Australia data on dog bites can be obtained at a community level, from reports of dog
bites to local councils, or from hospital emergency visit and admission data. Most published
data is from hospital admissions (1), which is likely to greatly underestimate the total
number of dog bites in the community. In a study in a semi-rural area of Cheshire published
in 2018, a third of the total number of dog bites required medical treatment but only 0.6%
of victims were hospitalised (4). To our knowledge there has been no data published on
community-level dog bites in a representative sample of the population from Australia.

Accurate and current information is necessary for public health programs to reduce dog
bites. This presentation provides information on two research projects with the aims:

1) Determine the incidence and factors related to of dog bites in a representative sample of
South Australians, and

2) Evaluate attitudes to dog bites and dog management behaviours before and after a public
health campaign designed to increase awareness any dog can bite.

2. Incidence of dog bites in South Australia

The presentation will summarise results from a survey of a representative sample of 2,003
households from across South Australia. Results include incidence of dog bites per person in
the last 12 months, severity of the bite, whether the victim knew the dog, and context of
the bite (what the dog and victim were doing before the bite, where the bite occurred).
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3. A public health campaign to increase awareness of dog bites

In 2023 and 2024 a public health campaign was run by the Dog & Cat Management Board of
South Australia, titled Good Dogs Have Bad Days. The main message of the campaign was
that we love dogs but any dog has the potential to bite if triggered.

The campaign included social media posts, TV and radio and posters on the back of buses
and in bus shelters. Images included a range of victims (children, adults, dog) with an image
of an injury and overlying it some misconceptions people may hold about dogs, such as ‘My
dog is great with kids’ with an image of a young child with a facial injury. A market research
company completed public surveys pre- and post- the campaign launch.

There were 400 responses in the pre-survey and 401 responses after the campaign was
completed (5). Response to ‘My children play with my dog without supervision’ decreased
from a 61.2% to a 54.2% agreement (p=0.025) following the campaign. Other questions did
not change but provide useful information to benchmark behaviours around dogs that may
increase risk, for example only around 40% of respondents agreed they separate their dog
from visitors or delivery people.

A statistical model was constructed to determine factors associated with agreeing with the
statement ‘Do you think any dog has the potential to bite?’ For all respondents, having seen
the campaign, having better knowledge of when a dog might bite, and being female were
associated with a higher agreement with this statement. For dog owners only, the same
factors were associated with agreement along with dog-owners with more safe attitudes
towards human-dog interactions (e.g. “I let children pat my dog without permission’).

4. Conclusions

Findings from this research demonstrate many dog bites occur in the community, with the
minority requiring hospitalisation. Although most bites do not result in significant injuries,
they may predict future bites. Findings will frame important areas for future research.
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