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C. ANNIE PETERS
A LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT & CEO

March was a big month at Pet Partners HQ. 
We welcomed not one, not two, but THREE 
babies into the world. On March 9, Katie 
Lowdon, Manager, Volunteer Experience, 
and her husband Kevin brought a beautiful 
son, Oliver, into the world. On March 17, Dr. 
Taylor Chastain Griffin and her husband 
Michael were blessed with Zane. And on 
March 24, we collectively “birthed” the 
Association of Animal-Assisted Intervention 
Professionals (AAAIP)! Pet Partners 
deserves an “I’m the big sister” T-shirt. To 
top it off, Taylor and Katie both came back 
to work with new duties in addition to their 
Pet Partners responsibilities: Taylor as the 
Executive Director of the new organization 
and Katie as Membership Manager. Just 
how much sleep are they getting?

As you’ll read in this issue, AAAIP was more 
than two years in the planning, building 
on an idea and a clear need that had been 
circulating for some time. Some of you 
reading this as registered Pet Partners 
handlers are professionals practicing with 
your animals. While valued members of 
our volunteer therapy animal community, 
you had no professional home. You came 
to Pet Partners because of our high-quality 
education, the rigor of our evaluation 
process, and our standing as the leader in 
the field. And while many of you also serve 
your community as volunteers, Pet Partners 
wasn’t a perfect fit for your professional 
needs. Now you have a community in AAAIP 
too.

Who should consider AAAIP membership? 
Anyone who “goes to work” with their pet in 
a compensated role. I had a nice Facebook 
exchange in the Pet Partners Therapy 
Animal Community with handler Kelly. 
(Kelly, if you’re reading this, great profile 
pic of you and one gorgeous pup. I have a 
huge crush on your big dog, Sir Edmund! 
Just how big IS he?) Kelly shared that she 
was a former special education teacher, 
now working as a paraprofessional in the 
field. Her school district no longer allowed 
therapy animals and she was hoping to 
change that. I commented that the first 
ever certification exam in the AAI field is 
now available through AAAIP: the Animal-
Assisted Intervention Specialist Certification 

handlers/owners, therapy animal program 
coordinators. Professionals in every area 
of AAI practice are finding their way to 
AAAIP for education, networking, coming 
together to publish standards of practice 
for their field, and to pursue certification. 
And, unlike Pet Partners, you do not need 
to have an animal to join AAAIP. You may 
be preparing to have one join your family in 
the future, or you may work with other pets 
in a professional role, and you can still join. 
Everyone can learn more at aaaiponline.org!

Before signing off, I want to take a moment 
to recognize all our Pet Partners teams who 
are returning to visiting. We love seeing you 
out in your communities again! Thank you 
for sharing your stories with us, including 
those of you who have retired from visiting, 
or whose therapy animal partners crossed 
the rainbow bridge during the last two 
years. You may be seeing what we’re seeing: 
more facilities than ever before asking for 
therapy team visits. We’re also seeing an 
increase in requests for teams with animal-
assisted crisis response (AACR) credentials. 
Adding more teams and increasing the 
number of AACR teams is crucial to meeting 
these requests. Keep sharing your stories! 
One of the top two reasons people find and 
join Pet Partners is word of mouth. Sharing 
your stories about your volunteering and 
the pets you love so much plants a seed 
with other community-minded individuals 
who have a wonderful pet, and brings more 
teams to more people. Thank you and keep 
up the great work!

—Annie

(C-AAIS). Might that help her present 
her case to the district with additional 
credentials, perhaps giving her a window 
to pilot therapy dogs returning to their 
schools? Kelly replied that she wasn’t aware 
that AAAIP was right for school employees. 
She then joked, “I know what I’m doing this 
weekend!”

Yes, AAAIP is THE place for school 
personnel who integrate an animal into 
their day job. School counselors, reading 
intervention specialists, teachers who have 
pets in the classroom…you get the idea! And 
it’s the place for so many other professionals 
as well: social workers, psychologists, 
occupational therapists, facility dog 

It's an Association

Born March 24, 2022
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The concept behind animal-assisted 
interventions (AAI) and volunteer therapy 
animal teams isn’t new. Pet Partners 
launched our Therapy Animal Program in 
1990, and the first national therapy  
animal registry in the U.S. started even 
earlier, in 1976.

But professional practitioners working 
with animals for AAI goes back even 
further. Awareness of the benefits of the 
human-animal bond can be traced back 
to the 19th century. Florence Nightingale, 
who is regarded as the founder of modern 
nursing, commented on the healing 
benefits of animals for children and adults 
in psychiatric facilities. Sigmund Freud 
noted that patients were more willing to 
communicate when his chow chow Jofi 
attended sessions. In the 1950s, child 
psychologist Dr. Boris Levinson discovered 
that therapy sessions were much more 
productive when his dog Jingles was 
present. 

In the decades since, a significant body of 
research has developed supporting the 
benefits animals have on human health 
and well-being, and many professionals 
across a wide range of specialties have 
adopted AAI as part of their practice, along 
with the use of volunteer therapy animal 
teams to provide more informal AAI. But 
while the infrastructure for screening and 
credentialing of volunteer therapy animal 
teams is well-established, there’s been very 
little available to support professionals 
doing this work.

Finding Their Way on 
Their Own
Sandra Barker, PhD, LPC, is Professor 
of Psychiatry at Virginia Commonwealth 

University and has been involved with AAI 
for many years, in both research and clinical 
practice. While she was at West Virginia 
College (now part of Marshall University), 
she read an article in Psychology Today 
about a study that asked people who they 
confide their troubles to. It was a ranked list, 
and pets were ranked number 3. She was 
intrigued by the idea of this study and what 
it indicated about people’s relationships 
with their pets, but had some concerns with 
the methodology. 

Supporting 
Professionals in AAI
Professionals have long been part of the work done in AAI.  

How can we provide greater support for them?
by Elisabeth Van Every

gentle Lhasa apso named Lacy. At the 
time she was director of counseling at the 
college, and she approached leadership to 
ask about bringing Lacy in to support her 
counseling work. The college was open to 
the idea, but wanted some indication that 
Lacy could be involved in this work safely. 
This proved to be a significant challenge.

“It was the mid-1980s and there were no 
resources,” says Dr. Barker. There were just 
a few organizations operating in the AAI 
space, and no registration process to fit 
the specific needs of professionals. There 
were also very few peers doing the type of 
work she was aiming to do with Lacy. “In 
the absence of all this, all I had was a calm, 
gentle, well-trained dog.” The only real way 
for her to gauge how Lacy would do in this 
work was to have Lacy sit with clients during 
her counseling sessions, and she observed 
and documented their interactions. 

Registration with therapy animal 
organizations has been a partial measure 
for many professionals, but doesn’t meet 
all needs. Dr. Barker notes that many 
practitioners do volunteer work with their 
therapy animals, and that this provides 
a way for them to learn about and enter 
practice in AAI. But, she says, “There is still 
a need for certification and education for 
people who want to move into practice.”

Cathy Bennett has been the Therapy 
Animal Program Coordinator at the Medical 
University of South Carolina (MUSC) since 
2018. But her path to this role was anything 
but straightforward; she describes it as 
“personal and by accident.”

She had wanted a dog for much of her life, 
but her parents weren’t interested in having 
one. As an adult, she became a military 
spouse, which meant frequent moves, and 

She developed a study that used a 
projective technique, which allows 
respondents to project their subjective or 
true opinions and beliefs onto other people 
or even objects. The respondents' real 
feelings are then inferred from what they 
say about others. This study was published 
in 1988, with a finding that people are as 
close to their pets as they are to their closest 
family members. This provided a foundation 
for her to engage in further work around the 
possibilities in AAI.

During this time, she had a sweet and 

Dr. Sandra Barker with her Shelties
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having a dog didn’t feel manageable. As her 
husband neared retirement, the possibility 
of having a dog became more feasible. 
Eventually a goldendoodle named Harley 
joined her household. She also developed 
a social media presence where she posted 
frequently about Harley and goldendoodles 
in general.

Harley had an especially strong bond with 
Cathy’s mother. Her mother had recently 
been diagnosed with dementia, which came 
with changes to her temperament and 
behavior that almost made her a different 
person; but when her mother interacted 
with Harley, she was more like herself, and 
Cathy took note of this. 

Cathy moved her mother into a residential 
care facility and visited regularly, and 
every time her mother would ask “Where’s 
Harley?” Because Harley had such a 
beneficial effect on her mother, Cathy 
decided to try bringing Harley to visit her. In 
time, this expanded to them visiting other 
residents at the facility as well.

She knew these visits came with safety 
and liability concerns, so she researched 
training and credentialing options to find 
one that would work for her. Even in a 
volunteer capacity, she found it challenging 
to get information about the options, and 
what was available to her was limited. 
This sparked an interest in investigating 
the research underlying therapy animal 
visitation and learning more about what was 
available to support and provide legitimacy 
for this work. 

She moved to South Carolina after her 
husband’s retirement, and really wanted 
to continue this work in some form. She 

Cathy Bennett with Harley and Jaxson

Annie Kate Hudson with her dog

volunteered at the children’s hospital in the 
MUSC system. She also continued her social 
media activity around goldendoodles and 
therapy animal work. All of this experience 
came together when a position opened up 
with the university system for someone 
to coordinate therapy animal visitation 
and related social media. This position 
eventually became the full-time role she 
now holds.

When Cathy joined the staff at MUSC, she 
understood that she would need to bring 
her interest in legitimacy and a research-
based foundation for therapy animal 
visitation. As she expanded the MUSC 
therapy animal program, she found that 
many practitioners on staff were interested 
in adding AAI to their work, and they turned 
to her for assistance in making this possible. 
She encountered similar issues as Dr. 
Barker did: while there is more information 
now about AAI in general, the information 
regarding professional practice of AAI was 
scattered and there was no central point 
of reference. For Cathy, that meant taking 
what resources she could locate, and 
figuring out how to apply them to the needs 
of her facility and practitioners. There was 
no path to guide her in this process.

Annie Kate Hudson is an early-career 
occupational therapist. She grew up with 
dogs, thanks to her mother’s work as a 
mobile dog groomer, and knew from an 
early age that she wanted to work in a field 
where she would help people, and ideally  
be able to incorporate animals into 
whatever career path she took. She 
determined during her undergraduate work 
that she wanted to pursue occupational 
therapy (OT). 

As she began working in the field while 
still in school, she noted the struggles of 
patients dealing with severe injuries and 
therapy activities that could be demanding 
and stressful. She recalled that when 
she was a child, her anxiety in stressful 
situations was eased by having an animal 
nearby. She began to consider how her 
patients could benefit from including an 
animal in her practice. “If I were going 
through these challenging exercises, I would 
feel better having a dog put their head in 
my lap,” she says. “I wanted to bring that to 
patients.”

She began looking for information on how 
to incorporate a therapy dog into OT. As 
with others exploring this work, she found 
it difficult not only to get useful information 
applicable to her specific field, but also 
how to apply what she did find. “There 
was no road map and too many variables,” 
she says. In the greater Nashville area 
where she is currently located, there are 
resources for visiting therapy animals and 
facility dogs, but she couldn’t find relevant 
information for people working with dogs in 
active practice.

“There are a lot of opinions on what AAI 
should be,” she says, but what she found 
came largely from pediatric outpatient 
clinics in OT. “That doesn’t necessarily scale 
or apply to other areas.”

For her, the greatest frustration is the 
lack of guidelines on incorporating AAI 
into practice and how it applies to various 
settings. “You should be able to go in and 
say: Do I have a dog or not? What training 
does my dog need? How does that apply to 
different settings?” she says. As an early 
career practitioner, her need for resources 
and mentorship is especially significant, but 
it doesn’t seem to exist around AAI in her 
field.

Gauging the Needs in 
the Field
Many professionals working with therapy 
animals have registered with Pet Partners 
over the years. The Pet Partners team 
evaluation is well-designed to assess the 
capabilities of a therapy animal team, and 
a Pet Partners registration can serve as 
evidence for a professional’s employer, 
facility, or insurance provider that the team 
can practice AAI with minimal risk. 

However, the Pet Partners registration 
is explicitly designed for volunteer 
therapy animal teams, with policies 
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that include limitations on the amount 
of time a therapy animal can be onsite, 
equipment requirements that may not 
suit a professional’s needs, and liability 
insurance coverage that is dependent on 
the team acting in a volunteer capacity. 
These restrictions mean that a Pet Partners 
registration doesn’t meet all the needs of a 
professional working with a therapy animal.

In 2019, Pet Partners undertook a 
research project to learn more about what 
professionals working in AAI are seeking. 
The findings of this project were presented 
in a 2021 white paper, The State of Animal-
Assisted Interventions in Professionalized 
Settings. Four overarching themes emerged 
from the research:

• Professionals are attracted to AAI for 
a variety of reasons, most of which 
relate to their existing love for animals 
and their belief that AAI can help them 
achieve treatment goals more quickly. 

• While many AAI practitioners are aware 
of empirical research that supports 
AAI, they would like more assistance 
translating these findings into best 
practices and guidelines.

• AAI practitioners are seeking more 
educational opportunities related to key 
topics such as animal welfare in AAI, 
partnering with appropriate animals, AAI 
terminology, and practical strategies for 
implementing therapy animals in their 
work. 

• AAI practitioners have a strong desire 
to network with others who share 
their passion for the intervention. By 
coming together, practitioners can 
stop re-inventing the wheel and utilize 
knowledge and resources that already 
exist within the field.

Notes from participants at the Pet Partners 2019 
Professional Summit

The research also identified the key issues 
that professionals encounter when trying to 
begin work in AAI:

• There is no clear path forward for 
practitioners looking to incorporate 
AAI into their practice. Professionals 
often have to create their own policies, 
procedures, and materials. They also 
have to determine how to approach their 
organization or employer to get buy-in on 
bringing AAI into their workplace.

• Prospective AAI practitioners need to 
develop expertise relating to animals. 
They need to gain core knowledge about 
animal welfare and behavior, as well 
as safety protocols and best practices. 
And if they’re partnering with their own 
animal, they need to learn about their 
animal’s behavior and temperament, and 
build a solid and trusting relationship 
before even beginning to work together 
in practice. Resources for gaining this 
expertise are vital for AAI practitioners.

• Research and peer-reviewed data 
supporting AAI is crucial, but so is 
recording and sharing the effects and 
benefits of AAI at the individual level. 
Professionals working in AAI have strong 
convictions about the positive treatment 
impacts animals can have for their 
clients. Documenting and sharing these 
individual instances supports a stronger 
theoretical framework for AAI practice.

• There are significant barriers to bringing 
AAI into practice in many fields. These 
barriers include buy-in from colleagues 
and facilities; a lack of understanding 
about the legal and regulatory issues 
relevant to AAI; lack of information and 
policy to support animal welfare in AAI; 
the lack of a certification and assessment 
structure specific to AAI practice; and 
difficulty accessing liability insurance 
applicable to AAI practice. There’s also 
a great deal of confusion in the field 
around language and terminology, 
including the role of the animal and the 
intervention a practitioner is engaging in.

• There is a lack of useful and functional 
information for professionals about 
practicing AAI. The idea of a roadmap 
or flowchart to help professionals 
determine their path in implementing 
AAI came up repeatedly. Other needed 
information includes guidance on 
creating buy-in, insurance guidelines, 
and recommendations specific to areas 
of practice. Practitioners could also 

use templates for paperwork that is 
important when bringing AAI to the 
workplace, such as consent forms and 
facility protocols.

• Practical education for professionals 
in AAI is lacking. Professionals would 
like to have access to professional 
development training in AAI, specialized 
courses for animal handling, and formal 
continuing education units. Professionals 
are also eager for procedural resources 
on discipline-specific AAI due to the 
wide range of areas in which AAI can be 
effective, as well as practical guidance 
on welfare for therapy animals in 
practice, selecting appropriate settings 
and clients, and working with different 
species.

• There is a deep need for greater 
engagement among AAI practitioners 
generally, as well as among those 
working in specific disciplines, and 
between professionals and volunteer 
therapy animal handlers. Having spaces 
where all of these needs for engagement 
and peer education can happen is 
crucial for ensuring that the field can 
grow and practitioners can expand their 
knowledge and competencies.

These conclusions made clear that there is 
a vital need for an entity that can not only 
address this broad range of requirements 
and specialties for AAI practice, but also be 
a centralized resource for AAI practitioners 
at all levels. 

Inspired by the call for services 
demonstrated by this research, Pet Partners 
determined that it was time to create the 
entity that could address these needs. In 
March 2022, the Association of Animal-
Assisted Intervention Professionals (AAAIP) 
launched.

Meeting the Needs of 
AAI Professionals
The Association of Animal-Assisted 
Intervention Professionals, a professional 
association that is a sister organization to 
Pet Partners, has been specifically created 
to serve the needs of AAI professionals. 
AAAIP is a place for any professional 
who aims to incorporate the power of the 
human-animal bond into their work.

Leaders in the field can connect with 
emerging AAI practitioners to share 
education, research, and a professional 
community. This provides opportunities 
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What Is the Association of Animal-Assisted 
Intervention Professionals?

Who We Serve
AAAIP serves the needs of all AAI professionals:

• Mental health professionals
• Occupational and physical therapists
• School counselors and personnel
• Eldercare professionals
• Social workers
• Speech/language pathologists
• Therapy animal program coordinators
• Anyone working with animals in a therapeutic setting
• Animal trainers
• Researchers and behaviorists
• And more!

Our Core Values
Animal Welfare: Therapy animals are sentient beings that can 
express preferences and deserve protection from exploitation.

Integrity: Act with honesty and adhere to the AAI Code of Ethics.

Inclusion: Celebrate unique perspectives and points of view. 
Diversity drives innovation.

Community: Bringing together all professionals who value the 
power of AAI.

Innovation: Establishing AAI’s place as a well-respected 
complementary modality to be advanced through research and 
collaboration.

Education: Embrace the role of life-long learners committing to 
ongoing scholarship.

Excellence: Promoting the highest possible standards in AAI to 
protect all involved in the intervention.

Our History
Launched in 2022, AAAIP is affiliated with Pet Partners, one 
of the world’s largest and most esteemed therapy animal 
organizations. While Pet Partners focuses on serving volunteer 
therapy animal teams, we noticed increasing demand among 
AAI professionals for services specifically designed for those 
who partner with animals in vocational practice. Pet Partners 
spent two years conducting research, working with professional 
association consultants, and collaborating with field leaders 
to build AAAIP. AAAIP and Pet Partners enjoy a shared staff of 

Our mission is to empower professionals to responsibly integrate the healing power of therapy animals into their practice while 
advancing the field of animal-assisted interventions (AAI). We envision a future where AAI is practiced widely, ethically, and 
successfully.

AAAIP is a community of professionals who 
value the human-animal bond and the power of 
animal-assisted interventions.

individuals who are passionate about growing AAI and making 
the human-animal bond as widely available as possible.

Member Benefits
AAAIP is a membership-based association. AAAIP 
membership comes with many resources for AAI 
professionals. By joining AAAIP, you will advance AAI and 
learn how to best incorporate therapy animals into your 
work. You will have the opportunity to connect with other 
professionals who share your passion and professional 
expertise. You will also enjoy significant discounts as an 
AAAIP member.

Resources & Research

Members have complete access to the library of AAAIP 
resources and research documents.

Courses & Education

AAAIP has developed new courses for AAI professionals, 
available to any professional interested in this education. 
AAAIP members can save up to $90 with exclusive members-
only discounts.
• Training and Communication in AAI
• Best Practices in Therapy Animal Handling
• Zoonotic Disease Prevention
• Animal Welfare and Well-being

Certification

Our online courses are designed to align with the Animal-
Assisted Intervention Specialist Certification (C-AAIS). 
AAAIP All-Access members receive a $100 discount on the 
certification.

Online Community

Make connections within the AAI field by joining the AAAIP 
Online Community. You can collaborate and get to know other 
members, and use the knowledge you have gained so far in 
your professional journey to help others new to the field.

Insurance

If you’re looking for liability insurance to cover the work 
that you do with a therapy animal, we can connect you with 
AAAIP’s insurance provider for insurance uniquely designed 
for AAAIP members.

To learn more, please visit our website: aaaiponline.org
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to standardize protocols, professionalize 
practices, and protect human and animal 
welfare within the industry. The association 
also offers a certification, the Animal-
Assisted Intervention Specialist Certification 
(C-AAIS), the first of its kind in the field.

This association fills a critical gap in 
the field of AAI for professionals and 
practitioners, and the launch was welcomed 
by professionals in all areas of the field. 

For Dr. Barker, the creation of an association 
specifically to support professionals is a 
significant step forward in what is possible 
for the field in which she has worked for 
decades. “I hope this will support greater 
awareness of the field and the professional 
aspect,” she says. “This field has research 
supporting it.” AAAIP can serve as a central 
resource for the evidence that supports AAI.

She is also enthusiastic about the animal 
welfare component of AAAIP. “We need 
increased awareness of animal well-being 
in AAI, and to advocate for and protect the 
animals involved,” she says. She wants to 
see more of this incorporated and codified 
into AAI practice.

She considers the certification to be a vital 
part of these goals. “Having a certification 
will provide additional evidence of the 
professionalism of the field and the 
evidence underlying it,” she says. She 
also notes that certification can provide 
additional incentives for facilities to hire AAI 
practitioners, because they will know that 
people with the certification understand the 
health and safety needs of AAI practice.

Cathy Bennett has invested significant effort 
in ensuring that therapy animal teams in 
her program meet the standards of practice 

for AAI, particularly in areas of the hospital 
system that involve animal-assisted therapy. 
For her, AAAIP solidifies the importance of 
meeting those standards, which provides 
additional opportunities to incorporate 
AAI into hospital practice, and to add new 
professionals to the AAI program overall. 

“I have gained six physicians in the 
program as volunteers, who go home and 
take off their scrubs and then come back 
as volunteers, which speaks volumes,” 
she says. The education, resources, and 
certification AAAIP offers will have a 
significant impact on professionals like 
these and what they will be able to bring 
to AAI practice. “I have a student who did 
her capstone with us,” she says. “That 
student is going to sit for C-AAIS. This is an 
example of the way AAAIP will benefit the 
field and programs like this, to bring more 
practitioners in AAI to the field.”

For Annie Kate Hudson, AAAIP offers the 
potential for providing the resources that 
new AAI practitioners have such a critical 
need for. “So many people are out there 
doing their own literature review and 
figuring out what they need to know, with 
no idea of what will be most beneficial,” she 
says. “Having a place where professionals 
can review what’s available, and what is 
helpful at different stages of career and 
animal experience, will be so important.” 

She’s also eager for the option of a 
roadmap to AAI practice. “I would love to 
have a roadmap where you walk through 
your situation and the options,” she says. 
She envisions a flow process that allows 
professionals to identify their profession, 
and choose options such as whether they 
already have a therapy animal candidate, 
and whether they want to work with their 
own animal or pair with a volunteer animal 

team. This process would identify resources 
and knowledge needed for their particular 
path. 

And she’s excited about the opportunity 
AAAIP offers for connection with other 
professionals involved in AAI, not just 
broadly but specifically in her field of 
practice. “I really want a community with 
people in my field who are working with 
animals in their practice,” she says. An 
experienced professional with 10 years in 
their field will have different needs getting 
started in AAI compared to an early-career 
professional who is still establishing their 
professional credibility. And practitioners 
incorporating different models of AAI will 
have different experiences as well. 

“I would love to have the opportunity 
to meet with a group regularly to learn 
more,” Annie Kate says, “so we can discuss 
experiences, the context of practice, 
training with our animals, what was 
required to be able to bring the animal to 
the facility—all the resources and advice 
from people who have similar experiences.” 
AAAIP’s community will make it possible 
for practitioners of all kinds to connect for 
these types of learning opportunities.

Despite the long history of incorporating 
animals into professional practice, the 
process for doing this work has been 
scattered and difficult to navigate for an 
equally long time. AAAIP will finally bring 
together all the necessary elements to 
bring more practitioners into the field, and 
to professionalize the practice of AAI at a 
level that hasn’t been possible up to now. 
This is a major development for the field of 
AAI, and we are excited to be part of making 
this huge leap ahead in AAI practice and 
availability.
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Investigating Therapy 
Animal Welfare

At Pet Partners, we’ve long been interested 
in understanding the impact that animal-
assisted interventions (AAI) have on the 
people who interact with therapy animals. 
As this question has been investigated 
empirically, countless positive outcomes 
have been realized. Interactions with 
therapy animal teams have been correlated 
with significant improvements in mental 
health, physical wellness, and social 
functioning for people across the lifespan. 

But what about the therapy animals 
themselves? How are they experiencing 
these interactions, and how can we 
measure their responses through academic 
research? This question is being asked more 
frequently by researchers and practitioners 
alike, serving the ultimate goal of protecting 
and promoting the welfare of therapy 
animals as the field continues to grow.

One of the primary ways in which 
researchers have investigated therapy 
animal responses to participation in AAI is 
through measuring salivary cortisol levels. 
Foundational studies that took place in 
2013 (Glenk et al.) and 2014 (Ng et al.) used 
this measure to compare physiological 
indicators of stress for therapy dogs 
engaged in AAI as compared to stress levels 
when the animals were not working. In both 
investigations, the dogs’ salivary cortisol 
levels did not indicate that the animals were 
stressed while engaging in their work. 

In 2017, Dr. Lisa Glenk published a literature 
review focused on measures of therapy 
dog welfare in the research, recognizing 

AAI
Advancement

that researchers have historically included 
not only physiological measures, but also 
behavioral indicators and surveys of dog 
handlers to assess the impact that AAI 
has on the animals involved. Through this 
review, it was determined that several 
key factors are involved in how a therapy 
animal will experience their role, such as the 
frequency and duration of the sessions, the 
novelty of the environment, the age of the 
animal, and the familiarity of the recipient. 
These factors all modulate animal welfare 
in AAI (Glenk, 2017). It is therefore essential 
that therapy animal organizations build 
these considerations into their standards 
of practice to best support animal welfare 
(Serpell et al., 2020). 

by Taylor Chastain Griffin, PhD
National Director, AAI Advancement

With this recent shift in focus highlighting 
the need to reflect considerations of animal 
welfare in therapy animal research, there 
are many exciting future directions for 
the field. Not only are measures of animal 
stress being incorporated into more studies, 
but new industries are stepping in to help 
address the issue of objectively measuring 
animal responses. A field called animal-
computer interaction (ACI) has emerged, 
achieving an impressive ability to measure 
animal well-being data for the service dog 
industry (Holder et al., 2021). Collaborations 
between ACI and AAI experts are underway 
to uncover critical data capable of 
enhancing our ability to understand therapy 
animal experiences. 

Pet Partners’ commitment to supporting 
further investigation on this topic is strong, 
as issues of animal welfare were outlined 
as a primary interest area in the call for 
proposals made possible through our 
partnership with the Human-Animal Bond 
Research Institute to fund AAI research each 
year. 

We are so fortunate to partner with therapy 
animals who bring about such positive 
change in the lives of the people with whom 
they interact. We owe it to these animals to 
do all in our power to not only protect their 
welfare, but also to encourage them to truly 
thrive in their roles. Through appreciation 
of the existing literature on this topic and 
by continuing to invest in this research, 
we’ll increase our ability to understand 
and advocate for the beings who make AAI 
possible. 
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interests, which influenced how Rick worked 
with them as therapy dogs. “Macy is a high 
energy dog who loved going through rooms 
quickly so she could see everyone,” he says. 
“She was a quick visit specialist and spread 
more love to more people in two hours than 
seemed possible, so that is what we did.” 

Harpo proved to have a different personality 
and way of visiting. Rick notes she is 
the opposite of Macy. “She is a snuggle 
specialist and loves to get close and 
personal for longer periods,” he says. “She 
will stay next to a patient as long as I want 
her to be there. She has total patience with 
any person and can read the room for the 
person who needs her most.”

Rick is emphatic that understanding a 
therapy animal’s personality is vital to 
successful visiting. “Each dog’s personality 
should be taken into account regarding 
where and who you visit,” he says. “Don’t 
force your dog to do something they don’t 
like. Let them shine at what they do best.” In 
fact, Macy lost interest in visiting after a few 
years, and Rick’s bond with her helped him 
recognize that. Macy is now retired, while 
Harpo continues to work with Rick.

Rick and his therapy dog partners have 
visited in many settings, including hospitals, 
schools, memory care centers, AACR 
deployments, and Veterans Administration 
facilities. His favorite visits are in hospital 
settings, especially with child oncology 
patients and teenage patients dealing with 
severe mental health issues. Rick says, “In 
my view, these patients and their parents 
are in great need of our services and where 
I can provide a real benefit. When we leave, 
it is always a much lighter atmosphere, as 
if the tension has been sucked out of the 
room.”

In addition to his activities as a handler, Rick 
supports community-building activities and 
efforts to bring more therapy animal teams 
to his area. “We do not have enough AAI 
teams,” he says. “Volunteer opportunities 
go unfilled not for lack of caring, but for 
lack of teams. We handlers need to be 
proactive in bringing more teams on board. 
Community-building is a key area for 

2021 Magic Award:  
Rick Huntoon

Volunteer 
Spotlight

by Elisabeth Van Every
Pet Partners is pleased to introduce the 
recipient of the 2021 Magic Award, Rick 
Huntoon. The Magic Award is a scholarship 
established by Dr. Aubrey Fine, member of 
the Pet Partners Board of Directors and our 
Human-Animal Bond Advisory Board, to 
assist a Pet Partners volunteer in continuing 
their professional development in animal-
assisted interventions (AAI). 

Rick with his current therapy dog Harpo

Harpo visiting with a young client at the hospital

Rick was chosen to receive the Magic Award 
due to the extensive scope of his volunteer 
work in AAI in the greater Dallas-Ft. Worth 
area. This work includes visiting at multiple 
facilities as a therapy animal handler with 
two dogs; animal-assisted crisis response 
(AACR) activity; and community building 
and outreach. He also has plans to expand 
his skills so that he can increase his impact 
as a handler and mentor for new teams.

Rick first became interested in therapy 
animal work in 2010. He had recently gotten 
a yellow Labrador retriever named Macy, 
and while working on her training, realized 
she was a very special dog who could be 
more than just a family pet. “One day I 
was waiting for my wife at Presbyterian 
Hospital in Plano, TX and saw a video about 
their canine therapy program, which only 
uses Pet Partners teams,” he says. “I was 
inspired.” Rick and Macy registered as a 
Pet Partners team in December 2015 and 
began visiting at the hospital. Rick added 
a registration with Harpo, a black Labrador 
retriever, in September 2018. 

Although both dogs are Labs, they turned 
out to have distinctive personalities and 

recruitment as it provides us with a platform 
to promote our cause.”

He speaks to a variety of audiences about 
his work as a Pet Partners volunteer. “I 
have spoken to college classes, fraternal 
orders, church groups, and in public forums 
about the benefit Pet Partners provides 
to the public. Getting information into the 
community directly is vital if we are going 
to get the teams we need for now and the 
future. Nothing grows without planting a 
seed. Be a Pet Partners seed planter.”

All of this activity has motivated Rick to 
expand the scope of his involvement in 
AAI and pursue further education, and is 
why he applied for the Magic Award. He 
plans to use the scholarship to take an 
animal-assisted therapy (AAT) certificate 
program. “I am starting my ninth year of 
AAI and it has a profound effect on the 
way I see the human-animal bond and the 
wonderful things that happen when you 
mix a therapy dog into a setting,” he says. 
“While treatment is exclusive to licensed 
practitioners, fulfilling the therapy animal 
part doesn’t necessarily have to be. As AAT 
becomes more mainstream, there will be 
opportunities for well-qualified teams to 
work with practitioners on specific cases. I 
want to participate in AAT as the next step 
in my therapy dog journey.”

We are grateful to Rick for his work as a Pet 
Partners volunteer, and eager to see where 
his education through the Magic Award 
takes him. “I am thrilled and so grateful to 
receive the Magic Award,” he says. “Thank 
you, Dr. Fine and Pet Partners!”



12  | Pet Partners | Summer 2022

Advocacy
Awareness and Recognition for 
National Therapy Animal Day

An excellent advocacy tool for raising 
awareness and advocating for the 
importance of therapy animals in local 
communities is a government proclamation 
in honor of a special observance. Cities, 
counties, and states across the U.S. 
accept requests from residents to issue 
proclamations in observance of special days 
and issues of importance to the community.

For the past few years, Pet Partners has 
encouraged our volunteers, supporters, 
and advocates to contact their local officials 
about proclaiming April 30 as National 
Therapy Animal Day. In 2021, we launched 
an online tool to make it easy for people 
to contact their local officials directly, 
which resulted in the largest number of 
proclamations we had received to that point. 

For 2022, we improved the tool to make the 
process even easier and more effective in 

delivering requests. And the results were 
definitive: more than 90 cities, counties, 
and states issued proclamations in honor of 
National Therapy Animal Day 2022!

Advocates in communities across 32 states 
saw proclamations made on their behalf, 
and nine states had governors or state 
legislators make proclamations at the state 
level. 38 counties and more than 45 cities 
also issued proclamations to recognize 
the work done by therapy animals to 
bring comfort, happiness, and the healing 
benefits of the human-animal bond to 
their communities. In addition, a special 

order speech recognizing National Therapy 
Animal Day was read on the floor of the 
U.S. House of Representative by Rep. Trent 
Kelly of Mississippi, the first time National 
Therapy Animal Day was recognized at the 
federal level.

These proclamations don’t merely honor 
therapy animals and their dedicated 
handlers. They also bring greater awareness 
to the presence and impact of therapy 
animals and the importance of animal-
assisted interventions. This awareness 
is crucial in expanding access to therapy 
animals and establishing standards for safe 
AAI.
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PartnersPet Partners and the Pet Care Trust Pilot 
Dogs in the Classroom Program

Pet Partners Announces New Premier Facility Partner,  
MLK Community Healthcare

Pet Partners is pleased to announce 
our national partnership with The Pet 
Care Trust, a nonprofit organization 
whose mission is to enhance students’ 
educational and personal development 
through interaction with pets in their 
classrooms.

The Dogs in the Classroom program 
provides interactions with registered 
Pet Partners therapy dog teams in 
approximately 100 classrooms in select 
markets across the U.S., helping more 
students experience the benefits of the 
human-animal bond. This pilot, which 
ran through the 2021-22 school year, 
will allow the program to prepare for 

Pet Partners is proud to announce our 
newest Premier Facility Partner: MLK 
Community Healthcare (MLKCH) in 
Los Angeles, CA. As a Premier Facility 
Partner, MLKCH will receive exclusive 
benefits from Pet Partners, including 
the administration of a comprehensive 
and ongoing therapy animal handler 
recruitment program specific to the 
facility’s goals and needs.

MLKCH is a state-of-the-art 131-bed 
hospital providing maternity, critical, and 
inpatient care, as well as primary and 
specialty care through their outpatient 
doctors’ offices throughout South L.A. Pet 
Partners will work closely with MLKCH 

Program into additional classrooms 
to help more students experience the 
benefits of the human-animal bond,” 
said Pet Partners President and CEO 
Annie Peters. “We are excited to work 
with an organization that shares our 
passion for promoting the positive effects 
people experience when interacting with 
companion animals.”

Learn more about this program at 
petsintheclassroom.org/dogs-in-the-
classroom-educational-program

as a Premier Facility Partner to support 
their goals for the hospital’s therapy animal 
program, ensuring they have access to our 
dedicated therapy animal teams. “We are 
excited to partner with the leader in the field 
of animal-assisted interventions to bring the 
benefits of the human-animal bond to our 
employees,” said Becca Jozsa, Employee 
Wellbeing Specialist/Counselor at MLKCH.

MLKCH hosted its first-ever Week of 
Wellness April 18-22, 2022. This event 
focused on caring for the caregiver. During 
this week-long celebration, employees 
participated in daily events to support their 
overall well-being. As part of the Week 
of Wellness, Pet Partners teams visited 
on Tuesday, April 19 in celebration of 
National Therapy Animal Day. Employees 
had opportunities to meet and pet therapy 
dogs in MLKCH’s Meditation Garden. “This 
partnership with MLKCH gives us the 
opportunity to expand our reach into a new 

community that can benefit from visits 
from therapy animals,” said Annie Peters, 
President and CEO of Pet Partners. “We 
are looking forward to learning how our 
teams have made an impact on the staff 
at MLKCH through this new partnership.”

expansion to more classrooms in future 
school years.

“My class loved the interaction with Buster 
and asked many questions about him,” 
said one participating teacher. “They really 
enjoyed the visit and can’t wait for the next 
one!”

Research proves there are social and 
academic benefits to student interaction 
with pets in educational settings. Pets 
can help improve academic performance, 
increase reading competency, and reduce 
school-related stress, which can positively 
improve academic performance. They can 
also help improve children’s engagement 
and learning of social and emotional skills, 
thereby aiding children in developing 
a sense of responsibility and sensitivity 
towards others while increasing their 
confidence.

“We are proud to partner with The Pet Care 
Trust to help expand our Therapy Animal 
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crisis response (AACR) team. Hazel is also 
a local celebrity in San Antonio, educating 
people about the importance of spay and 
neuter for pets. These connections with 
community played a big part in her win as 
Pet of the Year.

The competition, which kicked off February 
1 and ran through March 15, was open to all 
pets, not just therapy animals. Proud pet 
parents and pet lovers across the country 
shared their personal human-animal bond 
stories and raised funds in their pets’ honor. 
As this year’s winner, Hazel not only takes 
home the national title of 2022 Pet Partners 
Pet of the Year, but she and Sara are also 

awarded thousands 
of dollars’ worth 
of prizes for their 
fundraising and 
awareness-building 
efforts! 

Quincy Adam, 
NP (which stands 
for “Nurse Pup-

titioner”), a black Lab from Ocean Springs, 
MS, was runner-up, raising more than 
$24,000. Quincy and his human KC are also 
a registered Pet Partners therapy animal 
team and AACR team, and they focus 
their volunteering on helping people with 
diabetes.

And 1 in a Mojo, 
from Anaheim, 
CA, was right 
behind Quincy in 
fundraising, with 
more than $23,000 
raised. Mojo and 
his human Carol 
Anne are another 
registered Pet 

Partners therapy animal team, focused on 
visiting schools and libraries and helping 
children with reading skills. El Rancho 
Charter School, where they visit, was Mojo’s 
fundraising powerhouse—the 8th graders 
who visit with Mojo did amazing work 
fundraising for him.

The funds raised through Pet of the Year 
will support our Therapy Animal Program, 
helping us register more therapy animal 
teams and bring the joy and comfort of 
therapy animal visits to even more people. 
This is the true winner of this event: every 
person who benefits from the effects of the 
human-animal bond. That bond is what this 
competition makes possible.

Events
Pet Partners Pet of the Year 
is Happy Happy Hazel

Congratulations to the first ever Pet 
Partners Pet of the Year winner, Happy 
Happy Hazel from San Antonio, TX!

Pet Partners Pet 
of the Year is our 
newest signature 
event, where pet 
candidates and 
their favorite 
humans compete 
to raise the most 
money during a six-
week fundraising 

competition. Funds raised through this 
event support Pet Partners’ Therapy Animal 
Program, which brings unconditional 
love, happiness, and healing to millions of 
seniors, patients, veterans, children, and 
others in need around the world. 

Our goal for this event when it launched 
was to raise $30,000. Together, our 111 pet 
candidates raised more than $128,000 with 
the help of more than 200 human friends 
and supporters! This is just incredible effort 
from all our candidates.

Happy Happy Hazel, a French bulldog, 
raised more than $30,000, surpassing 
hundreds of other pet candidates from 28 
states and two countries. Hazel and her 
human Sara are a registered Pet Partners 
therapy animal team who focus their visiting 
on children, especially children of military 
families, and are also an animal-assisted 

Get ready to walk any time, any 
distance, and anywhere in the world 
with Pet Partners on the last Saturday 
in September! Whether you host a walk 
event in your community, hold a socially 
distanced workplace event, gather some 
friends and family for a casual stroll 
around the block, or take a nature hike 
with just you and your animal, we want 
to see our Pet Partners supporters taking 
steps with their pets this September.

Save the Date

This family and pet-friendly event is 
free to participate in. However, we do 
invite you to set up an individual or team 
fundraising page at petpartners.org/
wlpw. Those who fundraise will earn fun 

Join Us for the 5th Annual 
World’s Largest Pet Walk on 

September 24, 2022!

incentives starting at $50, including our 
national commemorative shirts and pet 
bandannas. 

In 2021, we had thousands of walkers 
from hundreds of communities across 
the country and around the world joining 
together to celebrate the human-animal 
bond, and together we raised more than 
$75,000. This year, we aim to increase 
that amount to $100,000, so let’s make 
2022 our largest pet walk ever!
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Making Friends Wherever 
Daisy Went Giving

The Merriam-Webster dictionary describes 
the meaning of perseverance as “continued 
effort to do or achieve something despite 
difficulties, failure, or opposition.”

That description fits Lori Raineri perfectly. 
Lori and her dog Daisy were evaluated 
four times before becoming a registered 
Pet Partners team. They went on to do 
wonderful things in their community 
of Davis and throughout Yolo County, 
California.

Lori adopted the shy pup out of a litter of 
border collie-mix puppies at a local animal 
shelter. From the beginning, Lori wanted to 
volunteer with Daisy. Lori had dogs in the 
past and was saddened by the thought that 
when they passed away, she might be the 
only one to miss them. She wanted to share 
her dog with others and leave them with 
good memories as well.

And so Daisy’s training to become a therapy 
dog began. Early on, Lori began taking 
Daisy with her to work to get her used to 
being around people and enrolled her 
in puppy classes. Daisy learned how to 
approach someone in a wheelchair, ignore 
food that was dropped on the floor, and 
remain calm when people were bustling 
about her, such as in a hospital setting. 
Despite this ongoing training and skill 
building to become a therapy dog team, 
Lori and Daisy failed to pass their team 
evaluation on the first three attempts. 

Lori was committed to the idea that Daisy 
could mean as much to the community as 
to her, and she wasn’t about to give up. 
This dedicated team continued their work 
together, building their bond and refining 
their skills, and they successfully passed the 
evaluation on the fourth try. This meant they 
were able to become a registered therapy 
animal team with Pet Partners. From there, 
Daisy went on to help many people from all 
walks of life and of all ages.

When Lori read an article about how therapy 
dogs were used in courthouse settings to 
comfort crime victims, she knew this could 
be a calling for Daisy. What was initially 
intended as a pilot program became Daisy’s 
13-year tenure with the Yolo County District 
Attorney’s Multi-Disciplinary Interview 
Center (MDIC). This center is for children 

who were victims of sexual assault going 
through in-depth interviews as well as 
attending therapy sessions with counselors. 
This is where Daisy would make a significant 
impact. Daisy would go to the Center in 
the morning and spend her time there 
comforting victims and their families. She 
also provided comfort to the police, social 
workers, and prosecutors who encountered 
these difficult emotional experiences daily.

Daisy was taught to give hugs and 
to provide comfort gently. Her calm 
nature gave support and compassion to 
these young victims. Although Daisy’s 
volunteering at MDIC wasn’t as part of a Pet 
Partners team, Lori says that Daisy’s role 
at MDIC was inspired by Pet Partners and 
the goal for Daisy to be of service to others; 
and their evaluation through Pet Partners 
demonstrated that Daisy could do this work 
safely and effectively.

On weekends, Lori and Daisy made visits 
to their local hospital and to community 
events, where Daisy showed off her ability 
to do impressions of famous people, and 
made friends by shaking hands, giving 
high fives, and passing out her trading 
cards that brought smiles to everyone she 
encountered. 

Daisy passed away on January 2, 2020. 
Almost 200 people attended a Zoom 
memorial for her. The Yolo County Board of 
Supervisors honored Daisy with a resolution, 
the City of Davis with a proclamation, and 
the Davis Sunrise Rotary Club with two 
Paul Harris Awards representing $2,000 
raised in her memory. The City of Davis 
Central Park now holds a bench featuring a 
commemorative plaque with Daisy’s picture.

What a rich and generous life this once shy 
puppy adopted from a local shelter had, 
bravely learning to make new friends. Based 
on the number of trading cards that Daisy 
gave out, she made 10,000 friends. Lori’s 
perseverance in working with Daisy ensured 
that all these friends had special moments 
with this special therapy dog. Pet Partners 
is glad Lori persisted in her work with Daisy, 
even after their disappointments, and that 
Daisy was able to have such a powerful 
effect on their community, as well as for 
Lori’s commitment to Pet Partners.

Help support teams like Lori and Daisy: visit 
petpartners.org/donate.

Are you a handler with 
18 months of volunteer 
experience? If so, you are 
eligible to apply and may 
already have the basic 
aptitude to successfully 
evaluate other teams.

Can you give a few days a 
year to make it possible for 
more volunteers to share their 
wonderful companion animals 
with their communities?

Pet Partners team 
evaluators play a critical 
role in growing and 
sustaining therapy 
animal visits in their 
communities.

We have designed 
accessible, innovative, 
and supportive 
coursework that will 
prepare you to take on 
this role.

CAN YOU DO MORE? BECOME AN EVALUATOR

If you’re ready to be a volunteer leader, get in touch at petpartners.org/contact-us
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The 5th Annual World’s Largest Pet Walk

Join us on Saturday,  
September 24, 2022, for the 5th Annual  

World’s Largest Pet Walk!
Lace up your walking shoes, grab your leash, and get ready 
to take steps in support of the human-animal bond. You can 

walk anywhere, at a time of your choice, and with any pet!

Visit petpartners.org/wlpw for more information.
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