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Ruby

Stroke Unit
Mercers Institute for Successful Ageing (MISA)

St. James’s Hospital

RUBY, IRISH THERAPY DOG, ST. JAMES’S HOSPITAL

Tuesdays in the Stroke Unit in the Mercers Institute for Successful Ageing (MISA) at St. James’s Hospital in 
Dublin are known affectionately as ‘Ruby Tuesdays’.  That is the day Ruby, a beautiful nine-year-old golden 
retriever and Irish Therapy Dog, visits stroke patients with her owner Irene. The Irish Heart Foundation 
paid a visit to the unit recently to meet Ruby and Irene and see for ourselves the hugely positive impact 
‘Ruby Tuesdays’ have on stroke patients, their families and staff.

Ruby

What if there was a stroke therapy that helped to relieve stress, improve mood, encouraged some stroke patients 
to engage in rehabilitation and had a knock-on positive impact on healthcare staff and family members? There 
is, her name is Ruby, and she is an Irish Therapy Dog. Ruby is a nine-year-old golden retriever and everyone’s 
favourite colleague on the stroke rehabilitation ward in St. James’s Hospital in Dublin. Ruby visits the unit every 
Tuesday with her owner Irene and spends an hour with patients and staff.
 
Located in the Mercers Institute for Successful Ageing (MISA), the stroke rehabilitation unit at St. James’s pro-
vides multidisciplinary rehabilitation to patients in the aftermath of a stroke. MISA is Ireland’s first dedicated 
centre for successful ageing and the largest of its kind in Europe. A world class facility MISA is a seven-storey 
purpose built in-patient and outpatient facility with a four-storey research hub. Professor Davis Coakley, Di-
rector of Creative Life at MISA and Honorary Fellow, Medical Gerontology in Trinity College Dublin (TCD), 
first proposed the centre back in 2000 and it is built on four pillars of Creative Life, Clinical, Education and 
Training and Research. Roisin Nevin, Creative Life Co-ordinator at MISA is credited with bringing Ruby to 
St. James’s.  Ruby first started to visit the stroke unit 12 months ago and the initiative has been a huge success. 

Wagging Tails
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Article by June Shannon and Jordan Kavanagh, Irish Heart Foundation. Used with kind permission. Abridged for Wagging Tails.
Read full article at: www.irishheart.ie/news-categories/stroke/



Magical
 
“We are delighted with Ruby, she has been fantastic and so has Irene. They 
are just a magical component that can really change the atmosphere of a 
ward and make a positive and universal connection that brings such ben-
efits to both our patients and our staff.” Roisin said.
 
Roisin has seen for herself the beneficial impact Ruby’s visit can have on 
patients and she recalled one particular lady who was unsettled and out 
of sorts. Her daughter was very concerned about her but “when Ruby en-
tered her room her eyes just lit up.” Roisin said. “She was totally engaged 
with Ruby, she asked about the dog, she spoke about when she was young-
er, of previous pets they had and they could engage in that way. She was 
smiling, she was stroking Ruby and it was just a really enriching moment 
that brought happiness both to her daughter and the patient herself.  It was 
lovely to witness this shared moment between her daughter, herself and 
Ruby and other staff saw it as well.”

Stroke Rehabilitation

Dr. Ruth McDonagh is a Registrar and Lecturer in Stroke and Geriatric Medicine at St. James’s Hospital who 
has been working in the stroke service at the hospital on and off for the past six years. Dr. McDonagh said that 
rehabilitation post stroke was vital for patients as it allowed them to relearn skills that may have been impaired 
by their stroke or helped them adapt to a new disability.
 
“People think of rehabilitation as physiotherapy but it can take a lot of different forms, obviously physiotherapy 
is one but there is also cognitive therapy, psychological, speech and functional therapy. Usually when patients 
in St. James’s come in they start their rehabilitation quite soon after their stroke, that can continue either as an 
inpatient in somewhere like MISA, or as an outpatient in their own environment which we are seeing more 
commonly these days,” Dr. McDonagh explained. 

Commenting on Ruby and Irene’s weekly visits Dr. McDonagh said, “They 
change the environment of the ward completely. It makes the hospital feel 
far less like an institution and for patients who like dogs, the response is 
quite incredible.  It gives them a chance to open up and talk about some-
thing non-medical which is so rare when they are inpatients in the hospi-
tal…Sometimes it even improves their mobility because people want to be 
out of bed to get closer to Ruby or want to follow her around the ward.  We 
have seen some instances where people would walk much more eagerly than 
they would otherwise. 

Sometimes it opens them up to chatting about their dog at home or a pet 
that they miss or have lost in the past, which can be therapeutic in its own 
right.  We do see that patients form a bond with Ruby over several weeks 
in rehabilitation and you can see that interaction growing every week.” Dr. 
McDonagh said. 
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‘They are just a
magical component 

that can really change
the atmosphere of
a ward and make

a positive and
universal connection 

that brings such 
benefits to both

our patients and
our staff ’

‘It makes the hospital 
feel far less like an
institution and for

patients who like dogs,
the response is

quite incredible’

“Ruby has had such a positive impact on this ward for our stroke patients. It is wonderful to see them smile, it 
is wonderful for them to open up in whatever way they so wish and to have those shared experiences with their 
family and with Ruby,” Roisin added. She would encourage other hospitals to introduce therapy dogs like Ruby 
so they can “understand the benefits and create an awareness of how therapy dogs can bring such positivity into 
an acute hospital setting that can benefit everyone.”

- Roisin Nevin
Creative Life Co-ordinator at MISA

- Dr. Ruth McDonagh
Registrar and Lecturer in

Stroke and Geriatric Medicine



The Ruby Effect

Ruby’s presence on the ward is infectious and Annemarie Fitzmaurice, whose husband Bill Hegan had a stroke 
in February that affected both his speech and mobility, described her visits as “a beacon of light,” in what can 
otherwise be a difficult week. 

Ruby & Irene
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‘The Ruby effect
isn’t just for the hour

that we are here,
it brightens the
week for people’

She also said that from a staff perspective Ruby lifts everybody’s mood. “Everybody is happy to see Ruby them-
selves and also it is quite gratifying to see how happy some patients are to see her. Even as a dog lover myself I 
am surprised by the testimony of patients and what they say about how Ruby has helped their therapy, it really 
is a very positive interaction.”

Irene said that Ruby really enjoys her visits to the MISA 
unit and every Tuesday when Irene gets her high-vis 
jacket out, Ruby knows where they are going and wags 
her tail in anticipation.  “For me personally it is very 
rewarding, you see the impact on people and you see 
improvements in people week to week or their excite-
ment when they see the dog. You just know you are 
brightening their day or giving them a lift before they 
go to physiotherapy or speech therapy and helping 
them along the way. So just doing something as simple 
as bringing her in for one hour a week and seeing that 
positive impact on people, gives me the reward I need,” 
Irene said. 

Finally,  Roisin Nevin said the success of Ruby’s visits was thanks to a number of people who worked together 
to secure an Irish Therapy Dog  for the stroke unit at MISA including: Rosin Kelly, Stroke Nurse Specialist; Joe 
Donlon, Assistant Director of Nursing MedEl; Carol Murphy, Business Operations Manager MISA; Dr. Ruth 
McDonagh, Registrar and Lecturer in Stroke and Geriatric Medicine; Professor Joe Harbison, Consultant in 
Stroke Medicine; Professor Davis Coakley Director of Creative Life, MISA; and Professor Rose Anne Kenny, 
Director of MISA. She also mentioned the CEO of Irish Therapy Dogs, Brenda Rickard, and all those working 
in the infection control, risk and legal departments in the hospital, who came together to ensure a dog therapy 
programme could be delivered in a safe way to patients. 

Ruby’s owner Irene said that Ruby was very patient and 
calm. “Dogs sense the mood of every room or every 
patient they come into and she knows if someone needs 
to give her a pet, something to change the dynamic.  
That is something innate in dogs and why pet therapy 
is valuable and important.” Irene said that she has wit-
nessed first hand the impact Ruby’s visits can have on 
patients and their families. “I think we have visited peo-
ple who have been depressed …nurses and the staff will 
tell you that this person hasn’t spoken in a few days or 
has been clearly withdrawn, and to see patients like that 
just light up and become completely interactive, verbal 
and everything else with the dog is just such a trans-
formation. Staff will tell you that that effect will last for 
multiple days after we leave. The Ruby effect isn’t just 
for the hour that we are here, it brightens the week for 
people.”

- Ruby’s owner, Irene
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 2008 - 2018

10th Anniversary Celebration
Irish Therapy Dogs was founded in 2008, yet it seems like only yes-
terday. Here we are, 10 years on, and today our charity is everything 
we hoped it would be. Irish Therapy Dogs is a network of dedicated 
volunteers tirelessly working at local, regional and national level. It is an 
organisation that depends entirely upon the goodwill of all its members 
and where every volunteer willingly gives his or her time, uncondition-
ally. We have volunteer teams in every county, visiting Care Centres, 
Hospices, Hospitals, Day Centres, Schools, long-stay Nursing Homes 
and Retirement Homes.

The 10th Anniversary Celebration was a great opportunity for our 
members to come together to mark the occasion, meet fellow mem-
bers and celebrate the achievements of Irish Therapy Dogs. It was heart-
warming to see so many of our dedicated volunteers that had travelled 
from the four corners of Ireland to join in the celebration.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank every member of Irish Therapy Dogs, past and present. Without 
your continued dedication and passion, Irish Therapy Dogs would not have earned the respect it has. I’d also 
like to thank our dedicated Board members, Fundraisers, Juniors and most especially, those members without 
whom our charity would not exist - our dogs!  Thank you all.

Brían & Donna

A message from our Chairman, Brían O’Sullivan
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‘It was heartwarming
to see so many of our
dedicated volunteers

that had travelled
from the four corners
of Ireland to join in

the celebration’
- Brían O’Sullivan, Chairman
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Ready for the 10th Anniversary 
Celebration Raffle!   >>>

Annual Volunteer Draw Winner: Maurice from Kerry. 
Prize: Painting of his two Golden Retrievers, Max & 

Millie, by Irish Therapy Dogs volunteer, Claire.
Congratulations Maurice!
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The Orchard, Home-Garden-Cafe, Dublin Road, 
Celbridge, Co. Kildare hosted the celebration of 
Irish Therapy Dogs 10th Anniversary on Saturday, 
8th September 2018. Volunteers with their dogs, 
Friends and Supporters came from the four corners 
of Ireland to celebrate this milestone with a lovely 
Quartet playing beautiful music, a magnificent bar-
beque and a wonderful evening meeting friends old 
and new.

Irish Therapy Dogs would like to give a Very Big 
Thank You Gerry Dooley, Proprietor of The Or-
chard, Home-Garden-Cafe, who is always extreme-
ly generous and supportive to our charity. Gerry, 
thank you so much for your generosity. John Clarke, 
man of many talents, who did Trojan work setting up 
the venue and ensuring that everything ran smooth-
ly. John, we Thank You most sincerely!

Fran Lawlor of Turning Tables Dining, and staff, who 
were so professional. The barbeque was absolutely 
wonderful from preparation to presentation. Fran, 
we Thank You, especially from all of our Wagging 
Tails! Our musicians, The Quartet, added to the am-
biance and set the tone for the evening of relaxation 
and charm. We thank each of you most sincerely.

To all of our Volunteer Visiting Teams, we are 
VERY PROUD OF YOU. Thank you for your loy-
alty and for bringing so many special moments.

A Very Big Thank You....
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From Catherine:
 
It was an honor and a surprise to be awarded 
Irish Therapy Dogs Junior of the Year. I wanted 
to become a member because it is a great way to 
help people and I love dogs. The meetings are re-
ally fun, sometimes we do art and sometimes we 
talk about fundraising. We went to the DSPCA 
and had a special tour. It was brilliant to see all the 
animals but we weren’t allowed to bring one home. 

Awareness days are good because people get very 
excited to see all the dogs and I like telling peo-
ple about the work Irish Therapy Dogs does. I 
held a movie night fundraiser, where we watched 
A Dog’s Purpose. I told my friends all about Irish 
Therapy Dogs and we had hotdogs and cakes.
 
My first visit was so much fun when everyone in 
the nursing home smiled when they saw the dog. 
I felt happy that being there with Irish Therapy 
Dogs was making other people happy. The people 
in Irish Therapy Dogs are so kind and as Junior 
of the Year, I hope to tell more people about their 
good work and get more people and dogs involved.

Catherine Caddell being presented with her Junior of the Year 2018 award by
William Connolly of Connolly Red Mills, sponsor of Irish Therapy Dogs Juniors.

Fundraising with a tray of fabulous ‘Pupcakes’

Junior of the Year 2018

See Red Mills blog re Irish Therapy Dogs 10th Anniversary Celebration
www.redmills.ie/blog/2018/10/18/Irish-Therapy-Dogs-

Celebrates-10th-Anniversary/
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Christmas CardsChristmas Cards

The Irish Therapy Dogs 
2018 Christmas Cards 
were launched at the 10th 
Anniversary Celebration in 
September, and proved very 
popular indeed.

Many thanks to all of the 
volunteers who submitted 
photos of their wonderful 
dogs. There were so many 
great photos but unfortu-
nately we could only choose 
six. Packs of six cards (one 
each of the above designs) 
sold for €5.00 and we are 
currently sold out.

Irish Therapy Dogs 2019 New Year Card features Irish Therapy Dog 
Teddy, an Irish Wheaten Terrier. Isn’t he gorgeous?

For a chance for your Irish Therapy Dog to feature on one of next year’s 
cards, please email a good, clear photo, at least 1MB in size, to: 
photos@irishtherapydogs.ie
Deadline for submissions is 30 June 2019.

Rex with owner Míchéal
DUBLIN

Clio with owner Patricia
KERRY

Millie with owner Sue
CLARE

Belle with owner Katherine
WICKLOW

Donna with owner Brían
DUBLIN

Zola with owner Karin
KILDARE
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AWARENESS DAY
Saturday 18th August 

2018
Shop Street, Galway.

We thank all those who 
so generously supported 
Irish Therapy Dogs on 

the day, and well done to 
our Volunteers and their 

wonderful dogs.
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Irish Therapy Dogs Juniors were very privileged to have Jim Stephens once again share his extensive 
knowledge and expertise with them on Sunday 11th March 2018.

Jim is a Consultant to the Irish Kennel Club on animal behavioural matters.  Jim is recognised as one of the most 
qualified animal behaviourists in the country, holding a Masters Degree from Southampton University in Com-
panion Animal Behaviour Counselling.  He speaks regularly on all aspects of dog and feline behaviours and writes 
for several national publications, as well as appearing on TV and radio.  Jim acts as a club representative on the 
Irish Kennel Club Ard Chomhaire, where he also serves on the  Agility, Obedience & Working Trials Committee.

A big Thank You Jim from all the Juniors who have benefited very much from your help and support.

Juniors Day   with Jim Stephens

Irish Therapy Dogs’ mission is to provide physical, therapeutic 
and educational benefit to people, young and old, fit and frail, alert 
and impaired, in Hospitals, Nursing Homes, Day Care Centres, 
Schools and other places where people may be restricted from 
having pets, and where the presence of dogs and their owners, will 

add comfort and support.
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The Mission of Irish Therapy Dogs



Awareness Days 2019
Sunday 27th January            Cake Sale, St. Joseph’s Parish Centre, Glasthule, Co. Dublin
Sunday 14th April                 The Garden House, Malahide, Co. Dublin
Saturday 25th May                The Orchard, Home-Garden-Cafe, Celbridge, Co. Kildare
Sunday 26th May                   The Orchard, Home-Garden-Cafe, Celbridge, Co. Kildare
Sunday 8th September          Sponsored Walk, St. Mary’s (Telford), Merrion Rd., Dublin
Sunday 24th November        The Orchard, Home-Garden-Cafe, Celbridge, Co. Kildare
Sunday December                 Date to be confirmed. Liffey Valley

Check our Website and Facebook for further Awareness Days during the year.

Like us > < Follow us

Did you know?

Irish Therapy Dogs
c/o St. Mary’s Centre (Telford) Ltd., 185-201 Merrion Rd., Dublin 4.

Telephone: (01) 544 6198, Email: info@irishtherapydogs.ie, Website: www.irishtherapydogs.ie
Charity No.: CHY18715, Company No.: 464658, Registered Charity No.: 20072391

The oldest known breed of dog 
is the Saluki, which is an Arabic 
word meaning noble one. These 

dogs were raised as hunting 
dogs by ancient Egyptians.

Canis Familiaris is the 
Latin name for dog.

Dalmatians are born without 
their spots. The spots appear

as they mature. 

Dogs are capable of locating the
source of a sound in 6/100ths of
a second by using their swivelling

ears like radar dishes.


