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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION AND HISTORY OF 

ANIMAL ASSISTED THERAPY 

Throughout history, animals have played a very important role in the well being 

of human life. Allen M. Schoen states that: 

Interest in the human-animal bond is almost as old 
as science. Throughout history, from the Egyptians to the 
Greeks and Romans, and then into the Christian era, 
numerous claims for animal-induced cures have been made 
Some of these included the Egyptian dog-headed god 
Anubis who, among his many roles, was physician to the 
gods. In ancient Greece, the cuk of the healer Aesculapius 
liberally employed dogs who were believed capable of 
aiding suffers with licks of their tongues. (50) 

Throughout human history, "animals have occupied a central position in theories 

concerning the ontology and treatment of sickness and disease" (Serpell 16). Animals 

have played a major role in the lives of humans in ways that have affected our entire 

being and survival. 

We have relied on animals for things such as food, clothing and labor (Abdill 5). 

In the days of the Indians, buffalos were the main source of food, and their hides were 

used for clothing and shelter as well. We followed the buffalo around depending on them 

for our continued existence. Horses and mules were used to pull wagons and carts during 

the time that the West was settled. In the days of kings and queens, dogs were used to 

guard the castles and palaces. In ancient Egypt, "Dogs were venerated, some were even 

embalmed, and in every town a graveyard was devoted entirely to dog burials. The god 

of the dead was the dog- or jackal- headed Anubis" (Sheldrake 18) Some animals were 



killed for their meat and others were held high in honor "Animals have always been 

used by human beings, usually for food and then for transportation" (Beck 21) Animals 

have served many purposes throughout our history, from the beginning of time all the 

way to the 21'^ century 

History of Animal Assisted Therapy 

Humans and animals have lived together for centuries and there is "archeological 

evidence to suggest that dogs began to be domesticated as many as 12,000 years ago" 

(Beck 5). According to Alan Beck, "We know that domesticated dogs were around in 

the Unked States eight thousand years ago, because they have been found in Indian burial 

grounds of that era in the Midwest" (166). Once we relied on animals as a source of 

labor, and now we need them for much more than that. Animals provide a sense of 

comfort not only for those who are sick and old, but also to the general population The 

idea of an animal being "a fi"iend" is not a new concept by any means. People have relied 

on animals for companionship in many ways long before the term Animal Assisted 

Therapy was coined. Boris Levinson stated that: 

Just as credible a reason as any for the 
domestication of animals is their use as pets. In other 
words, there is as much reason to believe that man's 
psychological needs were the primary cause for 
domestication of animals as that man needed to use animals 
for such material purposes as the saving of human labor 
and the satisfaction of a hunger for food. (173) 

Dogs have always been known as "man's best friend." Through animal assisted therapy, 

not only are they man's best friends, some people actually refer to them as doctors and 

healers. "Shamans experience themselves as being guided by animals or as changing into 



animals, understanding their language, and sharing in their prescience and occult powers" 

(Sheldrake 14). Many different types of animals are used in animal assisted therapy, with 

the dog being the most common. Animal assisted therapy benefits people in numerous 

ways. The socialization between people is greatly benefited when AAT is brought into 

the picture. Animals stimulate peoples' minds and tremendously increase their memory 

recall. In addition to this, animals serve as a great source of entertainment for people of 

all ages (Wilson 26). 

The Delta Society 

"Our understanding of the human-animal bond remains in its infancy The 

positive consequences and outcomes, however, are undeniable. Animal assisted therapy 

(AAT) is a realky that is practiced daily in countless settings all over the world" (Delta 

Society 2001). According to the Delta Society, a non-profit organization which "is the 

leading international resource for the human-animal bond," animal assisted therapy 

(AAT) is defined as: 

Animal assisted therapy is a goal-directed 
intervention in which an animal that meets specific criteria 
is an integral part of the treatment process Animal assisted 
therapy is directed and/or delivered by a health/human 
service professional with specialized expertise, and within 
the scope of practice of his/her profession. AAT is 
designed to promote improvement in human physical, 
social, emotional, and/or cognitive functioning [cognitive 
functioning refers to thinking and intellectual skills], AAT 
is provided in a variety of settings and may be group or 
individual in nature. This process is documented and 
evaluated. 



The Delta Society has three main priorities for AAT. The first priority is to make people 

aware of how animals can improve a person's health and help them grow and develop 

The second priority is to make it easier for animals to be involved in every day life 

There are barriers that make this difficult, and the Delta Society works very hard trying to 

remove them. The next priority is to make animals more involved in the areas of human 

health, service and education. 

The Deka Foundation, now known as the Deka Society, was founded in 1977 in 

Portland, Oregon. Michael McCulloch, MD was the leading founder of the Delta 

Society. "Delta's founders wanted to understand the quality of the relationship between 

pet owners, pets, and care givers (hence the 'deka' name based on this triangle)" (Delta 

Society 2001). They were the first to do research on the importance of animals to the 

population in general, while they focused mainly on how animals affected well-being and 

heakh. Once that was established, Deka began to concentrate primarily on the effect that 

animals have on people who are disabled as well as the elderly population. Since 1977, 

the Delta Society has grown tremendously, becoming well known all over the world and 

the leading advocate for animal assisted therapy. 

In 1983, the Deka Society opened their first national office in Washington State, 

just south of Seattle in Renton. In the same year, they published the first guidelines for 

animals in nursing homes. Between 1985-1992, for the cost of $350,000, the Deka 

Society funded twenty studies on the effects that animals have on general health and 

well-being. Along with the American Humane Association, the Deka Society is also 

very active in providing trained hearing dogs for the deaf In 1996, they introduced a 

program entitled Service Dogs Welcome! as well as the education system that goes along 
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with it. In 1999, they negotiated the use of Service Dogs Welcome! in over 12,200 taxis 

in New York City and placed stickers showing the public that these dogs were welcome 

Today the Delta Society has made it their mission to incorporate pets "into the 

lives of the general population to improve heakh, people who are ill to improve healing 

and people who are disabled to improve independence" (Delta Society 2001) Everyone 

can benefit from the companionship of a pet, whether they are sick or healthy, old or 

young. Most of the attention that AAT receives is from programs that benefit the elderly 

"Just like sunshine and vitamins, pets are just plain heakhy for seniors They are that 

spark plug to getting out among fiiend, keeping fit, and just making a senior's day better" 

(Delta Society 2001). 

How Animal Assisted Therapy Works 

All animals have a very unique gifl. The presence of an animal has the ability to 

turn someone's bad day into a good one. Animals have the abilky to provide a diversion 

from any kind of bad situation. Animals can be a conversation starter among strangers or 

simply a fi^iend who walks by to have his head scratched. Having an animal in the same 

room will not only lighten the entire mood of the room, but it will also make everyone 

feel more at ease. "All around the country, animal assisted therapy programs bring 

animals to people who are otherwise isolated from society. The pets boost morale at 

nursing homes, children's hospkals, psychiatric wards, and even prisons" (Kamberg 10) 

Florence Nightingale wrote in 1860 that "A small pet animal is often an excellent 

companion for the sick..." (Beck 23). Animal Assisted Therapy was around long before 



it received its name. Many different types of animals are used in AAT, but "the dog is bv 

far the most common supplier" (Graham 113). 

When most people think of a service dog, they automatically picture a seeing-e\e 

dog - dogs that guide the blind in public places and buildings Many blind people do live 

with the assistance of a seeing-eye dog, but their popularity has been decreasing over the 

years. On the flip side, the number of dogs that are used by people who have hearing 

impairments is on the rise. According to Alan Beck, "About 19 hearing dog programs 

have placed about 3000 dogs as of 1999" (54). 

Dogs are used for a variety of tasks, which benefit many different people with all 

sorts of disabilkies. "Animals can even help people wkh disabiUties by acting as arms, 

legs, eyes, and ears" (Kamberg 10). Edney stated that, "Animals, mostly dogs, now 

significantly assist people with vision and hearing loss, physical disabilities, and 

seizures." (337) Beck reported that at any given time 10,000 service dogs are assisting 

people in the United States alone. Even though dogs are the most popular animal used 

with animal assisted therapy, "A Capuchin monkey, whose owner cannot move her arms 

or legs, has been trained to brush the woman's hair, get things from the refrigerator, and 

put a videotape in a videocassette recorder" (Kamberg 13). 

Different Types of Therapy 

Therapy dogs are used in a variety of different ways. When AAT first began, the 

dogs were mainly brought into hospital setting to be used with adults This type of 

therapy is referred to as institutionally based programs. The dogs were brought in and 



introduced to the patient, either on the ward or at a patient's bedside After a visit, the 

dog would leave and move on to the next patient 

The dogs in the institutionally based programs are on "duty" and kept active for 

most of the day. Dogs love to please, and they keep going until they basically wear 

themselves out. Problems associated with this type of therapy have to do with the dog 

becoming burned out and suffering fi-om fatigue (Beck 24) Although these problems are 

extremely rare, there have been reported cases of abuse to therapy dogs in prisons and 

also in mental hospitals. "Programs for elderly people must be supervised for covert 

mishandling because of well-intentioned but inappropriate overfeeding, the 'grandparent 

syndrome'" (Beck 25). When the elderly "abuse" dogs, they do it out of the goodness of 

their heart. To them, slipping Fido a cookie does not seem mean or cmel at all, but when 

every person does it, the consequences of their kindness could make a dog very sick 

Another type of AAT is a non-institutional program for older adults Animal 

companionship is extremely important for all people, but it is especial important for the 

elderly. Many people think that the majority of elders live in nursing homes, but the fact 

is that the vast majority of older people live in their own homes (Beck 28) Older 

people living alone benefit tremendously from the companionship of animals as well. In 

The Journal of Social Psychology, Rogers states that, "Animals may serve to buffer and 

normalize aging persons' sense of social isolation" (256) Animals provide unconditional 

love, never judging or rejecting anyone and unconditional love is something that many 

elderly people desperately need. 



Many elderly people report wanting to get a dog, but say that it is just too hard to 

do. Beck proclaims that, "there should be support for older adults who want to adopt 

animals from local humane societies" (28) One reason that many elderly people do not 

have a dog living in their home is they are afi-aid of what will happen to the dog if they 

die. Another reason is that, "Pets are an important determinant to housing choice" (29) 

Many elderly choose to sell their house and move into "apartment type" living Being 

around a dog is therapeutic, and no one should have to go without just because of where 

they live. Beck raises the question of "What other proven therapeutic modality is denied 

by landlords?" Landlords allow their renters to have oxygen tanks, why not a dog*̂  

A third type of AAT is service animals for people wkh disabilities in the home 

setting. The "acceptance of animals trained to serve people in their homes has been one 

of the great successes of AAT" (Edney 30). In theory, these dogs go into a family and 

actually live there until their services are no longer needed, but in most cases, the dogs 

spend the rest of their lives wkh that family. Today these dogs can do everything from 

pushing wheelchairs to turning on light switches (Kanberg 10). Dogs that serve people 

are thought of as one of the family and are given a very special place in the hearts of 

those they serve. The services these dogs perform vary in the amount of difficulty. Most 

guide dogs are bred for the service in which they perform. Other therapy dogs that serve 

a more general purpose do not have to be bred in order to do so Many of them are found 

in humane shelters or are donations from previous owners. 



Animal Assisted Therapy With The Elderly 

The world we live in has experienced a fremendous growth in the population of 

persons who are 65 and older. Aging is a natural, dynamic interactive process that one 

day we will all have to go through. The way in which we age is affected by both internal 

and external factors. Having an animal around greatly improves the quality of life for 

elders who usually live alone and who are not able to get out as much as they used to 

The elderly in our society experience more loss than any of the rest of us do "These 

losses encompass physical losses, such as mobility, vision, and hearing; psychological 

losses, such as memory and problem-solving abilkies; and social losses, such as support, 

institutionalization, and deaths of loved ones" (Baun 242). The way in which the elderly 

handle these losses has a large effect on the qualky of their remaining years If the 

elderly have a companion animal, one that they are attached to, the animal will be a 

"moderator in helping the elderly person deal wkh some of the losses" (242). 

Sensory changes such as vision, hearing, touch and smell are some of the first 

losses that elderly people will experience. Baun states that, "The subtle, uncompensated 

alterations in sensory stmcture and function can have a profound effect on the quality of 

life of the older individual because these changes affect how one receives and responds to 

stimuli" (239). These sensory changes often keep the elderly isolated within their homes 

and keep them from enjoying their golden years. Having a therapy dog greatly increases 

the chance of elderly people venturing out of their homes and into the world that awaits 

them 

Most people begin to notice changes in their vision somewhere in their mid-

forties. For some people, their vision can be corrected and for others k cannot. Those 



whose vision cannot be corrected are faced with a great loss. Sight is relied upon more 

than any of the other senses. The loss of sight can make a person feel trapped, isolated 

and completely dependent on others. Sight is required to do almost anything 

independently. Everything from going to the grocery store to crossing the street requires 

the ability to be able to see Therapy dogs will not replace a person's sight, but they can 

give a person a little independence. If an elderly person with very little use of their eyes 

wants to take a walk alone, the option is there with the use of a service dog 

"Hearing loss is the third most frequently reported chronic condkion of persons 

65 and older" (Baun 239). As with vision, some hearing problems can be lessened with 

modern day hearing aids, but for others whose hearing is too far-gone, there is nothing 

that modem day medicine can do. People use their ears to alert them of impending 

danger more than any other sense. Someone who cannot hear may be afraid of going 

outdoors for fear of not being able to hear danger coming. Kamberg reports of a 

"Norwegian elkhound who received an award for saving her deaf owner's life by pushing 

her out of the way of a speeding tmck when the driver honked his hom" (11) 

Sirens often alter us of problems, and a lot of the time they signal people to get 

out of the way. These dogs can also alert people of telephones ringing and of doorbells 

Having a dog that has been properly trained "can serve as an alert system while outdoors 

but also to draw the older person's attention to guests and intmders" (Baun 239). Dogs 

need to be walked and taken outside throughout the day. While older people are doing 

this, k increases their chance of communicating verbally with others whom they would 

not have seen if they had stayed inside all day. 
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Touch sensitivity is reduced in older people as well The skin is the largest organ 

of the body and one of the most important organs we are bom with Without our skin, we 

would not be able to survive. "While the skin serves many physiological functions, such 

as protection of intemal organs, regulation of temperature, and synthesis of vitamin D, it 

is also involved in sensory perception and expression of feelings" (Baun 240) When 

people say that they really need a hug, what they want is to be touched and feel the 

sensation of touching themselves. Dogs can play a big role in the need to touch and be 

touched. Hugging a dog or just simply petting one "can be the stimulus that connects the 

older person to reality' (240). The feeling of touch can sometimes be enough to keep a 

person going. 

Being able to smell is something that none of us would like to give up, but we 

could if we had to. Not being able to smell does not take away a person's independence 

or keep a person from living life. An elderly person who cannot smell can still move 

about freely on their own. The loss of smell does put the elderly at a greater risk of 

danger. People usually smell fires long before they can actually see one. Dogs can serve 

as the warning bell and smoke detector for people who have lost their sense of smell 

They have the abilky to alert their human companions and get them out of harm's way, 

which in the worst instance could be a burning house. 

"It is possible that pet attachment poskively affects the health of the elderly, 

thereby helping to alleviate one of the common losses experienced in the later years, that 

of health. Pets have lessened the impact of the loss of personal freedom for persons 

confined to residential centers such as nursing homes" (Baun 243). The mere presence 

of a dog can have a great impact on people. People's eyes light up and their faces 
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become overtaken with grins and smiles when a dog is brought into the room Dogs fill a 

void in the lives of many elderly in this country According to Whhe, "The most serious 

disease in society today is loneliness" (44). Pets cannot take the place of human 

companions, but they do take the loneliness and isolation out of many people's lives 

"One of the big rewards of having loved animals all your life is the fact that you could be 

spared a lonely old age as a result of your continuing affection There are two times 

when you need animals the most when you are very young, and when you are very 

old.. and often quite a bit in between" (90). Animal Assisted Therapy serves many 

people in many different ways. Connor writes that, "Most important, AAT enhances 

motivation, the driving force that heals. Animal visitation and therapy in critical care 

helps motivate patients by reminding them that there's a life outside the hospital walls to 

which, in time, they'll return" (44). 

Goals of Animal Assisted Therapy 

"Animal assisted therapy is a scheduled intervention designed to improve a 

patient's cognitive or physical functioning, with specific short- and long-term goals" 

(Connor 44). Animal assisted therapy serves people in different ways, depending on the 

individual's needs. For some, a feeling of acceptance and belonging is what they are 

striving for. Animals offer uncondkional acceptance (Neebe 402). We all want 

uncondkional acceptance from those whom we care about. "The elderly, like the rest of 

us, have a tremendous need for affection, for companionship, and for the opportunity 'to 

do' for others" (Neebe 403). Age does not curb these needs and, if anything, makes them 

stronger. Afternoon games of shuffleboard do little to satisfy them 
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Pets, however, offer a great deal" (Whke 81). Some people might not like other 

people because of the way they dress and others might not like them if they are too fat or 

too skinny, but animals love a person for the person that they are Animals are very good 

at reducing a patient's loneliness (Connor 44). To improve the residents' feeling of 

acceptance and belonging. The Deka Society recommends having them "Interact with 

(pet, talk to, groom, etc.) an animal, give and receive affection from an animal, verbally 

introduce the animal to others and to reminisce about the past." 

Another goal might be to improve communication and socialization During a 

normal day at a nursing home, life can be pretty boring, wkhout a lot to do or talk about 

Some residents of nursing homes lose all sense of realky and what is going on in the 

world. On days when the therapy dogs are coming, people get excited and cannot stop 

talking. They all have something in common when they are around a therapy dog, and in 

tum the dog gives them something to talk about. 

An AAT technique that promotes improved communication and socialization 

would be to have the residents of a nursing home, "Practice teaching the animal 

something new, engage in play wkh the animal, learn about and then assist in the 

care/grooming/feeding of the animal, reminisce about the past and to remember and 

repeat information about the animal" (Deka Society 2001). Many people are amazed to 

see the difference an animal can make in the lives of the elderly. "As far back as 1975, 

the Divine Savior Nursing Home in Wisconsin added a young canine therapist named 

Princess to its staff. The change in morale that Princess effected was almost 

instantaneous.. residents who had not responded too much to anything were petting 

Princess and grinning from ear to ear" (White 86). Communication and socialization go 
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hand in hand. If the staff could get the nursing home residents to communicate with each 

other, they in tum are encouraging them to socialize and move about far more than thev 

would on their own. 

Motivating patients is sometimes extremely difficuk to do The elderiy in nursing 

homes feel that they have nothing to look forward to during the day, and a lot of them do 

not even bother getting out of bed. Animals offer a lot more than fun and diversion 

They gives the residents a sense of self worth. The Humane Society for Larimer County 

(Colorado) has been visiting nursing homes for the past twenty years. They noted that 

several of the facilities had started making toys for the animals in arts and crafts Prior to 

the visks from the animals, no one really enjoyed the class, but after the dogs and cats 

started coming, everyone all of a sudden started to love coming and making things for 

their animal friends (White 101). 

To the elderly, pets provide "valuable relationships that serve such functions as 

companionship, tactile stimulation, safety and non-judgmental emotional support" 

(Graham 50). Rogers reports that, "Some elderly people in the Unked States have no 

human friends in whom they confide" (265). Animals step in and listen to all problems 

and play the role of someone these people can talk to about anything. Some elderly 

people have lost all of their connections and contacts with the world they once knew 

Animals provide a way to bring them back into reality and give them strength to keep 

living. According to Fine, "... a sense of value could be tremendously enhanced as a 

consequence of feeling needed once again. In addition, many individuals will thrive from 

the positive attention they will receive from their companion animals. In some cases, the 
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human-animal relationship may become the necessary ingredient, which alleviates a 

perceived sense of loneliness and isolation" (195) 

Animals in Heakh Care Facilities and Their Benefits 

There are many benefits of having animals in health care facilities Anita Gates 

has so much faith in animals that she writes in the New York Times "Don t worry so 

much about the cardiovascular workouts, the oat bran, the diet or the aspirin a day Thev 

may all have benefits, but apparently they're minor compared wkh one simple thing to do 

to live longer, heal faster, lower blood pressure and cholesterol and have a better chance 

of surviving a heart attack. GET A PET" (F6). She goes on to write that, "Dogs should 

be making rounds on the ward - and house calls." She was kidding of course about 

making rounds and the house call, but what she says holds a lot of validky. The Delta 

Society states that "For Seniors: Pets Are Just Plain Heakhy." 

The psychological benefits of AAT include increased social interaction with 

others, increased self-esteem and independence, a reduction of anxiety and reduced 

loneliness. In Connor's article, she found that "Critical care nurses use AAT to relieve 

patients' stress during ventilatory weaning. Petting an animal during weaning can 

simultaneously improve physical functioning" (52). When people pet animals, their 

attention is taken off of themselves and placed onto the animal. When an animal comes 

to visit, it usually draws everyone together. No one wants to miss out on the visit, so 

everyone congregates together. The residents of nursing homes are then forced to talk to 

each other and converse back and forth. This encourages people talk to others when they 

usually would not. 

15 



The emotional benefits of AAT include a willingness to be involved and fulfilled 

sense of emptiness The following is a story reported by White about Bonnie, a three-

year-old terrier, and what she did for a rest home resident who never before was involved 

in anything: 

One rest home resident, addicted to alcohol and denied the chance 
of a home and family, spends her time following Bonnie around the 
building, calling her endearing names and seeing that she wants for 
nothing. From her Bonnie receives the love and attention that might in 
other, happier circumstances, have been lavished on a child . For another 
lady, daily walks with Bonnie are a link to the outside worid. To a 
retarded woman, Bonnie gives unreserved love and friendship, their 
relationship is not hindered by the woman's achievements levels or 
affected by her physical appearance. (83) 

When they feel that they are needed and wanted and that there is a reason to live, people 

generally do. When all hope is lost and all reason to live is gone, people generally give 

up. The elderly enjoy the animal visits so much that the animals become their reason to 

live. 

The physical benefits of AAT range from improving fine motor skills to 

improving wheelchair skills and everything in between. Sometimes elderly people have 

trouble keeping their balance. Some walk with walkers and others use canes AAT has 

the abilky to provide a way for the elderly to keep their balance and not have to use 

anything man made. Big dogs serve as perfect balancing tools. They are able to 

withstand the weight and do not mind being leaned on Fine motor skills are improved 

when the elderly pet and brush the animals. They use muscles that they might not use on 

a typical day. Also, big dogs are able to pull around the weight of a wheelchair. By the 

dogs doing this, it gives the elder practice maneuvering the chair on their own 
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Improved memory and problem-solving skills fall into the category of cognitive 

benefits that come about through AAT. During the days following a visit, the elderly 

generally talk about the events of that day and everything that took place while the 

animal was there. In order to do so, they must think back to recall what transpired This 

improves their abilky to remember events and situations Problem-solving skills are 

enhanced, generally when the elder wants an animal to come and visit them They have 

to come up with a way to draw the animal's attention to them, rather than who the animal 

is wkh at that present time. 

There are not any disadvantages to AAT as far as the human population is 

concerned, unless someone is allergic to the animals. Other than that, AAT appears to 

help all those who are involved. Very rarely are the animals ever abused. More times 

than not, when the word "abuse" is used, it generally has to do the animals not getting 

enough rest. Animals, especially dogs, love to please and if a person is not careful, the 

dogs will wear themselves out. Special "care should be taken to ensure that all animals 

involved in AAT enjoy the activky. Only animals that receive satisfaction from engaging 

in AAT sessions should be included as therapy animals. Limking the time an animal is 

'on duty' and keeping the animal safe from accidents or aggressive client behavior" 

(Granger 230) are all steps that need to be taken in order to ensure the safety of the 

animals involved. 
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CHAPTER II 

THERAPY DOGS 

"Despite stiff competition from cats, rabbks, fish, birds and, in recent years, 

potbellied pigs, goats and chinchillas, the most popular choice of a therapy animal 

remains the dog" (Abdill 79). Klotter reports that, "The beneficial effects of companion 

animals on people have been long recognized. Hospitals and nursing homes are 

incorporating these benefits into their heakhcare programs by using well-socialized dogs 

in AAT. AAT provides patients with entertainment, distraction, and social interaction as 

a dog and its handler visks patients" (18). A therapy dog is defined by Therapy Dogs of 

Vermont as "a dog that has been specially trained to work vsnth and around people who 

may be in a convalescent home, hospital, or even a juvenile hall or prison The therapy 

dog is trained to be calm, gentle and well-mannered in many situations that may vary 

from being around excited, screaming children or allow an elderly convalescent patient to 

pet him." A therapy dog can be anything from a high-dollar dog with a pedigree to a 

mixed breed picked up at the local sheker. 

Different Types of Therapy Dogs 

There are three different types of therapy dogs that are used The most common 

type of therapy dogs is called "therapeutic viskation" dogs. These dogs are taken to visit 

places such as rehabilitation faciIkies, hospitals and nursing homes. Their owners take 

these dogs to visit people who are away from their homes and their pets "These people 

miss their pets, and a visk from a visitation dog can brighten the day, lift spirits, and help 
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motivate them in their therapy or freatment with the goal of going home to see their own 

pets" (Therapy Dogs of Vermont 2001) 

Another type of therapy dog is referred to as an "animal assisted therapy" dog. 

These dogs serve a different purpose than the therapeutic visitation dogs do Animal 

assisted therapy dogs assist physical therapists "in meeting goals important to a person's 

recovery" (Therapy Dogs of Vermont 2001). With the dog's help, the patients reach 

higher goals than those who go without the help of a dog The dog's help in areas of fine 

motor control and also in gaining motion in their limbs 

The third and final type of therapy dogs is referred to as "facility therapy dogs" 

These are the type of dogs that are most commonly found in nursing homes These types 

of dogs "are often trained to help keep patients wkh Alzheimer's disease of other mental 

illness from getting into trouble. They are generally handled by a trained member of the 

staff and live at the facility" (Therapy Dogs of Vermont). 

General characteristics of therapy dogs are that they must be "well tempered and 

well socialized." They must be able to handle numerous situations without ever losing 

their "cool." Most importantly, these therapy dogs must love to cheer others up The 

dogs must be very people oriented. If the dog does not enjoy being around and pleasing 

people, then k will be extremely difficuk for anyone, the dog included, to benefit The 

temperament of a therapy dog is also very important A good therapy dog is able to relax 

in all sorts of circumstances. When the dogs get uptight, so do the people and no one 

benefits. When the dog is relaxed, then the elders will also relax and everyone will enjoy 

the visit that much more 
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It is hard to find someone that does not love a puppy because they are so cute and 

so much fun to play with, but many elderly people have mobilky difficulties 'While a 

young dog can provide much affection and entertainment, it may be too strong for the 

elderiy person to walk on a leash or it might be able to cause a fall by jumping against the 

legs or tripping the person" (Baun 244). Training a puppy requires a lot of energy and 

older people might not have the mobility to keep up Puppies would be wonderful 

therapy pets for someone who is much younger and has the strength that is takes to keep 

up with one. Even though young dogs are more energetic and play fill, sometimes they 

are not the best choice for a therapy dog when elderly people are concerned 

Older dogs are a better choice for the elderly, simply because they are generally 

clam and more tolerant of people petting and mbbing all over them Older dogs have 

been introduced to many different types of situations, so nothing is new or frightening to 

them. Puppies have a tendency to shy away from people that they are not familiar with 

Puppies behave this way because they are still not quite sure about what is going on, but 

older dogs have learned to tmst and they know that they will not be harmed 

According to Therapy Dogs of Vermont, "Dr. Michael McCulloch, a Portland, 

Oregon, psychiatrist, and Dr, Samuel Corson, of Ohio State University, are two active 

researchers and experts on why pets are therapeutic agents. The primary reasons these 

experts eke are an individual's 'need to be needed' and 'to touch and be touched'." This 

not only applies to therapy with elders but with everyone else too Everyone wants to be 

needed, not just older people, although they probably yeam for it more 
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What Makes A Good Visit'̂  

A good visk from a therapy dog is one in which both the animal and the person 

benefit Both have to enjoy the company of each other for any headway to take place If 

people do not like dogs, they will not enjoy being around them and will shut themselves 

off from what is going on. If the dog does not enjoy being around people, it will be timid 

and shy; therefore, it will not want to interact vnth anyone When therapy dogs come for 

a visk, they give the elders an opportunity to learn all sorts of new and interesting things 

If a person has never been around a dog before, the person will have all sorts of questions 

that they will want to ask. This serves as a great opportunity to increase the 

communication that takes place. When the dogs leave, everyone should have had 

wonderful time and the mood of everyone involved should be excellent If all of these 

things take place, then the visit has been a success. 

"Animals that participate in Animal Assisted Therapy are purposefully selected, 

heakhy, and meet risk management criteria. They meet the aptitude, size, age, and skill 

level required for their participation to be beneficial" (Delta Society 2001). The actual 

training of therapy dogs depends greatly upon the tasks that the dogs are required to carry 

out. For instance, a seeing eye dog would go through much more extensive training than 

a dog whose sole purpose would be to serve as a fakhful companion For the dogs that 

are specially trained, "At present, there is a 75% dropout rate for these dogs, that is, 

three-quarters of the dogs who have been specially reared do not succeed in their formal 

training program" (Baun 244). The training that these dogs must go through is extremely 

diflficult, and only the top dogs actually make it The dogs that do not make it still make 

excellent pets because "they have had systematic socialization and obedience training 
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since they were young puppies" (245). There are usually long waiting lists of people who 

want to adopt these dogs. 

One of the most important aspects of the therapy dog is reliability The provider 

of the animal "must provide a documented history of the animals' reaction to a variety of 

social context, based on prolonged interaction between the animal and handler" (Delta 

Society 2001). The dog must also be easily controlled. A wild dog mnning through a 

nursing home would not be very beneficial to anyone. 

Benefits of Therapy Dogs with the Elderly 

Therapy dogs benefit the elderly in different ways. One type of benefit the 

elderly receive from therapy dogs are the physiological benefits. "Physiological benefits 

exist in many forms from the benefits of relaxation as well as a heakhy environment 

The presence of animals can produce a relaxation or stress reduction response" (Katcher 

413). The dogs stimulate the minds of the elderly and continue to keep them stimulated 

long after the visit is over. This forces the elderly to use their minds to recall the dog's 

name, whether it has visited before, and the events that took place during the past visits 

"Therapy dogs encourage use of past knowledge (labeling, naming, describing), exercise 

use of short term and long term memory" (Abdill 37). Memory is something that many 

elderly people have trouble wkh. Not remembering names and places is often very 

embarrassing for them. With the help of the therapy dogs, memory is not as difficult for 

them as it was prior to the dog's visk (Abdill 38). 

The therapy dogs bring joy and laughter to daily life, which in later years is often 

uneventful. "Watching faces light up as the animals enter the room, the residents creep 
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along to get closer to a favorite dog or cat and old hands grasp at the animals' fur, face 

and ears. I realized how these animals bring joy and motivate them to challenge their 

limitations" (Esordi 51). Sometimes the dogs are the only viskors that residents of 

nursing homes receive. Knowing that friends and family are not coming to visit you can 

deeply depress someone. The feeling of rejection is something that no one should have to 

go through and face, especially someone whose life is coming to a close. Therapy dogs 

give these people something to look forward to. The dogs also "heighten self-confidence, 

esteem and a sense of achievement" (Therapy Dogs of Vermont) A sense of attachment 

is often formed between the dogs and the elderly. This attachment really helps people 

cope with illness, loss and depression. The attachment that is formed provides the elderly 

with a sense of self worth. 

Touch is something that is very important to all of us. As one grows older, there 

are less people around with the ability to walk up and give you a big hug. These dogs 

provide a source of touch that elderly people long for. Touching someone or something 

provides a sense of comfort. Loneliness is a major issue for the elderly and physical 

contact v̂ dth the therapy dogs takes a little of the sadness away. Animals are an 

"unconditional support system that can be drawn on at any time of day or night, when 

family members or friends may be busy with other things or unreachable' (Hart 59). 

The dogs provide physical benefits to the elderly as well. According to Miller, 

"Interacting with animals has been shown to reduce blood pressure and cholesterol, 

decrease anxiety, and improve a person's sense of well being" (477). The simple act of 

petting a dog on the head allows the elderly person to relax. Relaxing is sometimes hard 

to do when all a person can think about is their illness. Old age is not fun to face, and 
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often times can be very stressful. The dogs have a way of making people forget about 

their own illness and heakh problems. Therapy dogs offer the elderly opportunities to 

express their own feeling. Keeping feelings locked up inside you only bring a person 

down (Abdill 65). Miller also reports that when therapy dogs are a prominent figure in 

the nursing homes, less pain medication is asked for. 

Kinesthetic awareness of body parts and improved physical actions are another 

example of how therapy dogs benefit the elderly (Abdill 37) For some people who do 

nothing except sk in a chair all day, these dogs provide the only physical movement these 

people perform. In order to pet the dog, a person would have to move their arms and 

hands. Movement is good not only for the muscles, but is also keeps the joints loose 

When a person sks all day, the body tightens up, and when that happens, k is very 

uncomfortable and hard to work out. Increase in activky is another benefit When the 

dogs are around, they stimulate the elderly to become active and in turn, it provides them 

wkh a way to exercise. 

When the dogs are present, sensory neurons are put to work. Some elderly people 

have lost more of their senses than others, but for those who still have them, smell, touch 

and pressure awareness are senses that are activated. Dogs have a certain smell to them, 

and when the elderly comment on that, k is obvious that their sensory neurons are still 

active. The dogs also allow for use of "spatial awareness in relationship to other objects" 

(Abdill 26). Overall, people are more active and physically heakhier when they are in the 

company of a dog (Graham 12). 
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CHAPTER III 

ALTERNATIVE ANIMALS TO BE USED IN 

ANIMAL ASSISTED THERAPY 

Even though dogs have been proven to be the most common animal uses in AAT, 

other animals are used and the results have all been good. Depending on the type of 

facility the animals are to visk, a variety of other animals have brought happiness into the 

lives of people who need it the most. Someone who is afraid of dogs would benefit more 

from spending time wkh a cat. Cats are generally more calm and relaxed than dogs are 

"Felines work especially well with people that are afraid of or are allergic to dogs and can 

also become certified as animal partners" (Granger 215). Birds can also be very 

therapeutic for someone who is allergic to all types of fur and hair. For some people, 

simply watching a bird play around in the cage can be very beneficial. Through AAT, 

animals such as horses and dolphins can be used to improve the quality of life for many 

people. 

Cats Used in Animal Assisted Therapy 

For a cat to be effective, it must love to be and accept being touched all over 

Some cats like to keep to themselves and come around only when they want attention 

This type of cat would not make a very good therapy cat. Therapy cats must be 

comfortable interacting with numerous people in a crowded setting (Abdill 114). Cats 

are good at sitting in a person's lap and purring. They do not provide much physical 
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activity for people to participate in, but sometimes just sitting and relaxing can be 

therapeutic also. 

In his book, Abdill included a letter that was written as a "Message to Directors" 

by Sue Steganga: 

One of the most effective and sensitive therapists I 
know of has gigantic ears and enormous feet, though he's 
really quite small in stature. Some folks think he's 
somewhat peculiar looking and he's certainly not atypical 
therapist. But most of his advocates think he's adorable in 
his own unique way. Not only does he have huge floppy 
ears and clodhopper feet, but he also has a nose that 
wiggles in exckement as he hops from place to place You 
guessed k: this therapist is a rabbk - a Holland lop rabbit, 
to be exact. (122) 

Rabbks Used In Animal Assisted Therapy 

Rabbits are yet another type of animal that are used in AAT and in some 

situations, can be very helpful. "These furry creatures are sometimes used in AAT when 

a dog or cat may not be appropriate, and many can become certified animal partners after 

going through a careful screening process" (Granger 216) By nature, rabbits are uneasy 

around unfamiliar objects. To fully serve the elderly, the rabbks have to be comfortable 

and tolerant "of individuals wkh disabilities and the equipment they might utilize 

including walkers, cmtches, and wheelchairs" (Granger 216). 

Older rabbks are more accustomed to being around unfamiliar people "A young, 

nervous, and/or restless rabbit may squirm and wiggle, and may hop out of your arms" 

(Abdill 130). Rabbits in general are easier to transport from place to place They are 

small enough so that more than one will fit in a single pet carrier, making it easier for the 
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handler to manage. When working wkh small children, rabbits have been found to be a 

favorite. Dogs and cats are sometimes pets that they have at home, but a rabbit is 

something new and different. It is good to encourage children to speak quietly when 

around the rabbk. Elderly people do not have to be reminded to speak quietly near as 

much (Abdill 125). 

"Rabbks have therapeutic value in full-care nursing homes and assisted living 

settings. They are distinctly different from other domestic pets and have their own 

special characteristics" (Abdill 124). The Baptist Home of South Jersey even has a live 

in rabbit. The rabbk has to be kept in the cage when the residents are not playing with 

him. They found that many of the residents have become more nurturing and that 

everyone thinks of the rabbk as their own. "The tasks of cleaning the cage, changing the 

food and water daily and even buying the food, have provided incentive for the residents 

to become involved. The rabbk serves as a 'portable socialization tool' who draws 

attention wherever he goes" (Abdill 127). 

Birds Used in Animal Assisted Therapy 

Birds are another type of animal that can be used in AAT. They are mainly used 

to "alleviate depression and provide an impetus for social interaction" (Holcomb 35) 

Birds that are commonly consist of parakeets, finches, and canaries. They are small 

enough that they do not mind being kept in a cage. When birds are used in long-term 

care facilkies, they can be used to "enhance self-esteem and a sense of responsibility by 

encouraging residents to help in the daily care and maintenance tasks" (Holcomb 33) 

The birds may also be used as a source of visual stimulation, much as fish tanks are used 
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Providing the residents with something enjoyable to look at will often keep them out of 

their rooms and k gives them more opportunities to socialize wkh others. Along wkh 

visual stimulation, the birds also provide "auditory stimulation which is much enjoyed by 

residents who are regressed" (Abdill 130). When the birds are placed in communal areas 

of the nursing homes, k is not uncommon at all for the residents to spend a large portion 

of the day watching and talking to them. The birds have a calming effect that is very 

much enjoyed by all who are around them. McElroy quotes a poem written by Emily 

Dickinson: 

Hope is the thing with feathers 
That perches in the soul. 

And sings the tune without the words. 
And never stops at all. (124) 

Horses Used in Animal Assisted Therapy 

AAT also can be done through the use of horses. When horses are used with 

^ AAT, they offer many "unique aspects that are not available wkh smaller animals" 

(Granger 217). The key component of successful riding therapy has to do with the 

personality of the horse (Granger 218). Along with the personalky of the horse, it must 

also move wkh a symmetrical, balanced, rhythmic gak The use of horses within a 

therapeutic setting falls under four broad categories: hippotherapy, riding therapy, riding 

for rehabilkation, and vauking (Biery 347). Hippotherapy translates literally into 

"therapy wkh the help of a horse." Humans and horses walk very similarly. When a 

person is sitting on top of a walking horse, the body goes through the same movement as 

if he or she was walking by himself or herself, except for the fact that there is not any 
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weight placed on the legs. "Hippotherapy has been used successftilly with one-side 

paralysis and other problems with asymmetry. It has also shown poskive results for 

people with cerebral palsy: a relaxation of spastic and rigid muscles; increased 

coordination, balance, and posture; and reinforcement of normal movement pattems" 

(Biery 352). 

Riding therapy is another form of AAT, which can either be an active or passive 

form of therapy. During riding therapy, either the horse or the rider has control "This 

includes times when the rider allows the horse to lead, as well as times when the rider 

takes an active role in the exercise. Benefits of riding therapy are many, including 

increased flexibility, walking balance, gross motor coordination, and cardiorespiratory 

function" (Biery 353). Long-term memory is also enhanced because the rider must learn 

the preparation that must take place before the actual riding can occur. 

Vauking, which is basically gymnastics performed on the back of a horse, is 

another type of riding therapy. This type of therapy works on building tmst with the 

horse. Both the rider and horse have to cooperate with each other in order for the 

vauking to take place. Vauking offers "a wide range of benefits including improved 

balance and arm and leg coordination; and increased muscle strength, mobility, self-

esteem, attention span, and self-control" (Biery 354). 

Although all four parts of riding therapy are wonderful and very beneficial, 

sometimes it is not a wise choice of therapy to use wkh the elderiy. Many elderiy do not 

have the capability to sk in a chair by themselves, so putting them on top of a horse 

would not be a very good idea. The elderly who are physically able to move around 
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freely on their own enjoy visiting the stables where horses are kept The simple act of 

petting a horse has a remarkable effect on people that is impossible to put into words 

Dolphins Used in Animal Assisted Therapy 

Another great choice of an animal to be used in AAT is the dolphin The one 

drawback to the dolphin is that not many people have the opportunity to work with these 

animals. For those that do, "dolphin AAT provides a fresh akemative to traditional 

therapies and has been shown to increase motivation, attention span, gross and fine-motor 

skills, and speech and language" (Nathanson 23). Dolphin therapy has also been 

successful in alleviating depression and anxiety. Dolphins and humans are linked more 

closely together in their "multimodal learning style and cognitive abilities than most other 

animals" (Nathanson 20). Dolphins have the ability to attract an individual's attention 

and the uncanny knack to hold k for long periods of time. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

Nathanson makes a very good point when he says that, "The characteristics, level 

of training, and care of any type of animal obviously impact the delivery and form of 

AAT. The important point made is that the very nature of AAT, with the use of a variety 

of species and breeds, their temperaments, and personalkies" all factor into what make 

AAT so unique and special (24). Animals do not judge, nor do they hold gmdges. They 

are always happy to help and they love to please. Wkhout animals, lives would be far 

less rich and extremely bleak. Schoen sums k up best when he says, "the amazing, 

adaptable, admirable animal: Indeed, animals perform wonderful acts for humans - they 

help us take care our ourselves, they improve our physical and mental health" (147). It 

is obvious that animals bring so much into the lives of people who need k the most 

When a animal is brought into a room, the faces of everyone present begin to 

glow. The benefits of AAT are so great that some people believe in animals more than 

they do doctors. Animals are the windows to our souls and they understand people better 

than some doctors do. It is as though animals know exactly what people need and when 

they need k the most. 

AAT has advanced a great deal in the last ten years. Beginning in the days of the 

Romans, people have relied on animals for a number of things. In the 21^ century, 

people are still relying on animals for mental and physical healing, even though modem 

medicine has come so far. Doctors are now able to perform miraculous surgeries, ones 
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that were thought impossible thirty years ago. The medical field is growing with leaps 

and bounds, and yet the four legged furry friend is still needed and wanted above all else 
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