
 

Could therapy animal visitation pose health
risks at patient facilities?

June 19 2017

  
 

  

Animal-assisted intervention (AAI) programs, sometimes known as therapy
animal or "pet therapy" programs, are increasing in popularity, and studies have
shown they can result in positive physical and mental health outcomes for human
participants. But without appropriate policies in place, these programs can
jeopardize both human and animal safety, according to researchers at Tufts
Institute for Human-Animal Interaction at Tufts University. Credit: Dominick
Reuter for Tufts University
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A survey of United States hospitals, eldercare facilities and therapy
animal organizations revealed their health and safety policies for therapy
animal visits varied widely, with many not following recommended
guidelines for animal visitation. The research from investigators at Tufts
Institute for Human-Animal Interaction at Tufts University appears
online on June 19, 2017, in advance of print in the American Journal of
Infection Control.

Animal-assisted intervention (AAI) programs, sometimes known as 
therapy animal or "pet therapy" programs, are increasing in popularity,
and studies have shown they can result in positive physical and mental 
health outcomes for human participants, such as lowered blood pressure,
improved mood and delayed onset of dementia. But without appropriate
policies in place, these programs can jeopardize both human and animal
safety, according to the study's authors.

In addition to concerns about human allergies to animals, animal
behavior, stress on the animal and appropriate animal immunizations,
AAI programs have a potential risk of transmission of zoonotic
disease—diseases spread between animals and people. This risk is
especially high when health, grooming and handwashing protocols are
not carefully used. Another potential risk could come from therapy
animals eating raw meat-based diets or treats, which are at high risk of
being contaminated with bacteria such as Campylobacter, Salmonella
and Cryptosporidium. These pathogens may pose risks to both humans
and animals, and especially immunocompromised patients.

The survey results showed that many respondents' policies and practices
do not address these and other risks.

Researchers gathered responses from 45 eldercare facilities, 45
hospitals, and 27 therapy animal organizations across the country on
their existing policies related to animal health and behavioral
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prerequisites for therapy animals and AAI programs. National therapy
animal organizations (e.g. Pet Partners, Therapy Dogs International, or
American Kennel Club Therapy Program) and groups stating affiliation
with national organizations were not included in the survey because their
policies are readily available.

"The findings should serve as a call to action for hospitals, eldercare
facilities and therapy animal organizations to strengthen the safety
measures of their AAI programs and for those hosting visits to ask the
right questions when arranging animal visitation on their sites," said the
study's corresponding author, Deborah Linder, D.V.M., research
assistant professor at Cummings School of Veterinary Medicine at Tufts
University and associate director of Tufts Institute for Human-Animal
Interaction. "Education is key in ensuring that health and safety are the
top priority for both humans and animals so the benefits of animal-
assisted intervention may continue to outweigh the risks."

Standardized guidelines for safety, health and monitoring of AAI are
limited. A working group from the American Veterinary Association
(AVMA) created guidelines in 1999, which were updated in 2015. And,
in 2015, The Society for Healthcare Epidemiology of America (SHEA)
produced comprehensive guidelines specifically geared to animal
visitation in health care facilities. In addition, Tufts Institute for Human-
Animal Interaction has developed a manual for facilities with minimum
health, safety and training requirements for handlers and therapy animals
visiting all types of facilities, including hospitals and eldercare facilities.

"While these recommended guidelines exist, no human or animal health
regulatory agencies are currently responsible for monitoring AAI
programs or enforcing guidelines," said the study's senior author Lisa
Freeman, D.V.M, Ph.D., professor at Cummings School of Veterinary
Medicine and director of Tufts Institute for Human-Animal Interaction.
"Given the lack of studies documenting national trends in health and
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safety policies for AAI, we wanted to understand how hospitals,
eldercare facilities and therapy animal organizations are incorporating
the guidelines into their policies."

Facility survey results

Results revealed that the facilities' health and safety policies for AAI
varied widely and potentially compromised human and animal safety. In
general, hospitals had stricter requirements than eldercare facilities.

4 percent of hospitals and 22 percent of eldercare facilities had
no policy whatsoever for AAI;
16 percent of hospitals and 40 percent of eldercare facilities
required only a minimal written health record for the therapy
animal; and
18 percent of hospitals and 2 percent of eldercare facilities did
not permit therapy dogs, allowing service animals only.

Therapy animal organization survey results

Animal health and behavior was considered in some capacity by all
therapy animal organizations, although depth of policy varied among
groups and some practices potentially compromised human and animal
safety.

74 percent required animals to be examined by a vet before
participating in AAI;
70 percent allowed therapy animals eating raw meat diets to visit
facilities and only 19 percent prohibited them (the remaining 11
percent chose not to answer);
26 percent did not specifically request a fecal test for the
participating animal;
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7 percent did not have a rabies vaccination requirement;
33 percent indicated a test of basic obedience skills or an
American Kennel Club Canine Good Citizen certificate—a
10-step behavior certification course not intended to demonstrate
suitability for AAI—was sufficient for animal participation in
their visitation programs; the remaining respondents indicated
there were additional requirements for participation in their
visitation programs; and
52 percent of respondents who required behavioral testing also
required regular retesting of animals.

The authors acknowledge certain limitations in their study. Though
designed to be representative, the study was limited in sample size given
the large number of hospitals, eldercare facilities and therapy animal
organizations in the United States. Adherence to and practice of policies
described at facilities may differ from what was reported by
participants. Facilities were not surveyed on their knowledge of existing
health and safety guidelines for AAI programs, and SHEA guidelines
were not available at the time of the survey. Future studies should look at
this factor to better understand how guidelines should be disseminated.
In addition, this survey focused on assessing safety policies in the
facilities and organizations and did not specifically deal with animal
welfare considerations, which should be addressed in future studies.
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