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Opinion

Unseen Scars: The Psychological Impact of Dog Bites on Children
Sarah Mounsey*

Department Clinical Psychology, University of Ibadan, Finland

INTRODUCTION 
Dog bites can have profound psychological effects on children, 
often extending beyond physical injuries to impact their 
emotional well-being and mental health. Research has shown 
that the psychological consequences of dog bites in children 
can vary widely depending on factors such as the severity of the 
bite, the child’s age and temperament, previous experiences 
with dogs, and the level of support and intervention received 
post-bite.

DESCRIPTION
One of the primary psychological effects of dog bites in 
children is the development of fear and anxiety, particularly 
towards dogs. Children who experience a dog bite may develop 
a heightened fear response, leading to avoidance behaviors or 
phobias related to dogs. This fear can persist long after the 
physical wounds have healed and may interfere with the child’s 
daily activities, such as playing outdoors or visiting places 
where dogs are present. In severe cases, it can lead to Post 
traumatic stress disorder, characterized by intrusive thoughts, 
nightmares, and hypervigilance. In addition to fear and anxiety, 
children who have been bitten by dogs may also experience 
feelings of sadness, anger, and guilt. They may feel sad about 
the incident and the pain they endured, angry at the dog or 
themselves, and guilty for any perceived role they played in 
provoking the dog or not being able to prevent the bite. These 
complex emotions can contribute to low self-esteem and a 
sense of vulnerability, impacting the child’s overall emotional 
development and social interactions. Social and behavioral 
effects are also common following a dog bite. Children may 
become more withdrawn or hesitant to engage in social 
activities, especially those involving animals or unfamiliar 
environments. They may exhibit changes in behavior such 
as increased irritability, aggression, or regressive behaviors 
like bedwetting or thumb sucking. These changes can be 
challenging for parents and caregivers to navigate, requiring 
patience, understanding, and professional support to help 

the child cope and adjust. Moreover, dog bites can influence 
a child’s perception of safety and trust. Children who have 
been bitten may develop a general sense of distrust towards 
animals or strangers, as well as a heightened awareness of 
potential dangers in their surroundings. This hyper-vigilance 
can be adaptive in preventing future incidents but may also 
lead to excessive worry or hypervigilance, impacting the child’s 
sense of security and well-being. The impact of dog bites on 
children’s mental health extends to their families as well. 
Parents and caregivers often experience increased stress, guilt, 
and anxiety following a dog bite incident involving their child. 
They may blame themselves for not preventing the bite or 
feel overwhelmed by the emotional and practical challenges 
of supporting their child’s recovery. Family dynamics may 
also be affected, with changes in routines, communication 
patterns, and parental supervision to ensure the safety and 
well-being of the child. It is essential to recognize that the 
psychological effects of dog bites in children can be long-lasting 
and may require specialized intervention and support. Early 
identification of emotional distress and access to mental health 
services are critical in helping children and their families cope 
with the aftermath of a dog bite. Psychotherapy, Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy (CBT), and play therapy are among the 
therapeutic approaches used to address fear, anxiety, trauma, 
and behavioral difficulties in children following a dog bite. 

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, dog bites can have significant psychological 
effects on children, encompassing fear, anxiety, sadness, 
behavioral changes, and trust issues. These effects can disrupt 
a child’s emotional well-being, social interactions, and family 
dynamics, emphasizing the importance of early intervention, 
support, and preventive strategies. By addressing both the 
physical and psychological aspects of dog bites, we can 
create safer environments for children and promote positive 
relationships between humans and animals.well-being of 
companion dogs suffering from phobia.
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