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We Know that Research Supports AAI…

• Medical settings: recovery rate, biobehavioral stress, perceived 
pain, ambulation, and anxiety

• For hospitalized patients, outpatient treatment, and across the entire 
lifespan! 

• Mental health: general wellness, stress/anxiety, social 
engagement, severe psychiatric illness, trauma 

• Educational contexts: literacy, motor skills, object recognition



But We Still Need Increased Standardization…

• Almost every study reviewed suggests the field be further 
standardized

• Call for consistent and professional practice 

• Support ethical and humane treatment of animals 

• Ensure that the best possible therapy animals are the ones being 
represented empirically 



Objectives of the Current Review 

• What kind of therapy animals?

• Where are they trained/registered?

• What are the standards of practice for their registering bodies?

• Other information offered about the handlers, the animals, and the 
pairs’ working relationship



Method

• Review of studies published between 1999-2019

• ‘therapy animal’ = key word in the publication

• Initial search yielded 2,799 articles 

• 137 publications represented in this project 



• Primarily focused on studies that included a standardized 
measurement, observation, or physiological component

• Some qualitative investigations, case study designs, and program 
evaluations were also analyzed to ensure that a comprehensive 
appreciation for AAI standards as they appear in the existing 
literature was realized. 

• Literature reviews and meta-analyses that represent a wide range of 
AAI applications were reviewed for discussions related to therapy 
animal training, registration, or standards of practice

• Published in English 



General Therapy Animal Information

• Many species: dogs, cats, horses, rabbits, guinea pigs, birds, and 
even exotic species at the zoo

• How much (if any) information was provided to the reader about the 
processes by which these animals became a therapy animal?



Primary Findings

• It is common for no information beyond initially labeling the pet as 
a therapy animal to be provided 

• Animal temperament commonly referenced: “friendly”, “well-
behaved”, “socialable”, “temperament-tested”

• Physical traits commonly described



*Any details about the 

therapy animals that 

provided information 

beyond listing the 

animals’ 

species/breed. 









Standards of Practice in AAI

• Guidelines pertaining to safety, professionalism, and animal welfare. 

• Without such standards, the future of therapy animal work could be 
jeopardized, limiting access to those who could benefit most

• Pet Partners has compiled the expert guidance on this topic. Standards 
of Practice in Animal-Assisted Interventions, originally published in 
1996, has recently been revised and re-released in hard copy and as 
an eBook with current best practices animals and handlers should meet, 
regardless of their organizational affiliation. 

https://www.shoppetpartners.org/product-details.asp?ID=64882&CID=1756&P=1
https://books2read.com/standards


Training for the Handler 

• Working knowledge of relevant best practices: infection prevention, 
HIPAA regulations, information about specific populations

• Ability to accurately interpret animal body language and proactively 
manage interactions

• Access to continuing education



Thorough and Reoccurring Assessment 

• Recurring, individual, in-person evaluations ensure that therapy 
animals remain suitable as animals age.

• Handlers and their animal partners must demonstrate teamwork 
as well as practical skills and continually work to keep those skills 
strong.





Animal Welfare Prioritized 

• Animals are asked to participate; they should enjoy, not simply 
tolerate, therapy work

• Guidelines such as minimum animal age and maximum visit length 
prevent overwork.

• Animals should have regular veterinary care. 

• Therapy animal training and guidance by handers should be 
positive and force free



Protect Against Illness and Injury to Clients 

• Comprehensive infection prevention protocols: hand hygiene, 
animal grooming standards, rabies vaccination, and other health 
requirements

• Handlers should be educated not to visit when they have a health 
condition that could be contagious to others

• Procedures must exist for reviewing and addressing incidents + 
provide consistent resolutions in support of client safety and 
animal welfare





Suggestions for Researchers & 
Practitioners

• Standardize the terminology: certified/registered, AAI/AAE/AAT, 
therapy animal vs. facility animals 

• Relationship between handler and animal

• Information about the handler’s experience and expertise 



Include Therapy Animal Information in a 
Consistent Location

• Do we describe the animals as tools or participants? 

• Should they be included in the methods section?

• Minimize verbiage that suggests that animals are being “used” in 
these investigations



Gee et al. (2012)

A black and white Border Collie (male, neutered, 10 years of age, 
named Duncan) was involved in this study. Duncan is certified with 
Therapy Dogs International and holds multiple championship agility 
titles in the American Kennel Club and in the United States Dog 
Agility Association. He wore a blue bandana around his neck, a 
collar, and a 6-foot leather leash while participating in the 
experiment. Duncan had made multiple visits with the preschool 
children both in the classroom and in the lab prior to the experiment, 
so the children were familiar with him and his handler and were not 
likely to consider their presence a novelty. 



Wesley, Minatrea, & Watson (2009)

The certified therapy animal for this study was a dog, a Beagle-cross named Mitzi Ann. 
Her handler and owner, a doctoral level therapist, conducted the group sessions for this 
study. At the time of this study, the dog weighed 27 pounds, stood 17 inches high at the 
shoulder and was about seven years of age (she came from an animal shelter, so her 
exact age was not known). Mitzi Ann quickly demonstrated her skills by providing 
comfort, service, and nurture to her owner/handler during her own struggles with 
ovarian cancer. To enhance this training, Mitzi Ann completed three ten-week sessions 
of advanced obedience training, followed by three eight-week sessions of agility 
training. Mitzi Ann first earned her international registration as a Delta Pet Partner in 
July 2004. Delta Society provides Pet Partner registration to animals and their handlers 
for AAT. Delta’s test examiners qualified her to work with any mental or medical 
condition; all age groups; and within any environmental settings (e.g., intensive care 
units, hospitals, prisons, schools, physical rehabilitation units, nursing homes, 
treatment centers, group homes). At the time of this study, Mitzi Ann and her handler 
had provided approximately 157 hours of service work integrating counseling with AAT. 
Furthermore, Mitzi Ann’s multiple trainings furnished a firm foundation for utilizing her 
in this project.







Questions?

• Taylor Chastain, taylorc@petpartners.org

mailto:taylorj@petpartners.org
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