
Why Labrador Retrievers Are The Best Service Dogs 

 

 Graduating college is an accomplishment in and of itself—but what about 

graduating college while dealing with multiple chronic illnesses? It’s a testament to an 

amount of hard work and perseverance that most of us could not imagine. Recent college 

grad Kalissa Bishop has pushed through many obstacles to receive her degree, and her 

service dog Piper (a silver Labrador Retriever) is by her side every day both in and out of 

the classroom. Piper is an amazing service dog—and she’s not alone. Out of the 387,000 

of service dogs in the United States (statistic via servicedogcentral.org), quite a few are 

Labs, and that’s not a coincidence. Bishop, who trains service dogs for a living, has 

trained multiple other dog breeds—Golden Retrievers, poodles, Walker coon hounds, pit 

bulls, Great Danes, German Shepherds, and more—but she says without question that 

Piper has been the easiest to train. Why exactly are Labrador Retrievers so perfectly 

suited for this job? Let’s dive into a few reasons why Labs make such great service dogs. 

 Most people recognize Labradors as friendly, but people might not think about 

how the amiable nature of this breed might come in handy when working as a service 

dog. Service dogs spend a lot of their time out in crowded public areas—they might help 

their handler navigate around a busy city sidewalk, a doctor’s office, a movie theater, or 

anywhere else their handler needs to go. So it’s important that other people aren’t scared 

of the service dogs. 

 “You would be surprised how many people are frightened of dogs,” says Chris 

Casatelli, who owns the dog training company Casatelli Canines. “Labs tend to put 

people at ease… they are well-received in public.” Labradors have a friendly 

temperament, and people know this—when they approach a Lab, they expect the dog to 

be happy to see them. This is important for service dogs because occasionally a handler 

will need help from a passerby. For instance, many dogs whose handlers have epilepsy 

are trained to go get an adult if their handler has a seizure, so it’s important that service 

dogs are non-intimidating so they’re able to solicit help from strangers. And with their 

floppy ears and big happy “smile,” Labs are the furthest thing from intimidating. 



 Service dogs often have to pick up dropped items for their handlers, or retrieve 

something from another room (“[Piper] can even bring me water from the fridge,” says 

Bishop). Since Labs were bred to retrieve, this makes them the perfect dog for the job. 

 “Labs will retrieve all day without tiring of the task,” says Casatelli. “They are 

hard workers! They will do tasks for their person over and over without complaint.” 

 Bishop agrees, adding, “These dogs were bred for work, so giving them 

something to do gives them some fulfillment.” Labrador Retrievers were more or less 

bred for one thing: to pick something up, carry it around, and eventually give it back to 

their handler. Sure, they may have been initially bred to pick up dead birds, but now 

they’re just as happy to pick up an object their wheelchair-bound handler may have 

dropped. 

 Labradors are also physically equipped for the job, Casatelli adds. “They are built 

for the work—strong enough to pull a wheelchair or provide balance for a person in 

need.” Labs are solid and strong; the AKC cites the average adult male as being 64-79 

pounds, while the average female weighs 55-71 pounds. Height guidelines range from 

22.5-24.5 inches for males and 21.5-23.5 inches for females. So when a handler needs to 

lean against their dog to regain their balance, or if the handler wants the dog to retrieve 

something off of a table, or if the dog needs to help propel a wheelchair, Labradors are, 

once again, ideal for the task. And it’s easy to teach them to perform these tasks. 

 Labradors are easy to train for two reasons: first, they’re extremely motivated by 

food. And second, they strive to please. 

 “They want to be with you. They want to make you happy. They want to work!” 

Casatelli says. Bishop agrees, adding, “I think a lot of it goes back to their temperament 

and eagerness to please… Labs are so smart and eager to help. They take you in as their 

pack… They are so eager to please their masters that they quickly become in sync with 

them.” 

 Pair this devotion with a huge love for food, and you’ve got a winning 

combination. 

 “Food is the way to a Lab’s heart,” Casatelli says.  

 This combination certainly worked for Bishop and Piper, with Bishop saying 

Piper was the easiest dog she’d ever trained. “I had Piper potty trained less than a week 



after I brought her home. A month later she knew all of her basic commands. By five 

months she was so solid in her tasking and obedience and public access work, I was able 

to take her to Disneyland with me for three days… She now does cardiac alerts, syncope 

response, behavioral interruptions, nightmare responses, alerts to high blood glucose 

naturally, and is learning low blood glucose. It has been a joy training her… you can 

almost see the wheels turning in her head. And when she does finally get it, she is so 

proud of herself.” 

 Like Bishop, Casatelli has trained multiple dog breeds for service work—Golden 

Retrievers, poodles, shepherds, Great Pyrenees, and more. And like Bishop, Casatelli 

says if he was given the pick of any breed in the world for a service dog, he’d choose a 

Labrador Retriever. 

 Bishop is now off to law school with Piper by her side. She views it as their next 

great adventure. Despite the many challenges Bishop faces on a daily basis, she’s not 

frightened or worried, because she knows her Lab will be by her side every step of the 

way. 

  

	  


