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OBJECTIVES

• Describe documented health benefits and risks of animal-
assisted therapy (AAT) programs for patients and others 
involved in human healthcare

• Discuss evidence-based practices and protocols of an AAT 
program to best maximize health benefits and minimize 
health risks
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RESOURCES

https://webbertraining.com
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HUMAN-ANIMAL BOND
Often strong bonds pets and people
↓ stress, anxiety, loneliness, depression1

↓ risk cardiovascular disease2

Children: better social skills, self-esteem, empathy3

Catalyst for harm reduction (e.g., tobacco, drug use)4

1 Friedmann	2009 2 Patronek	1993 3	Melson	1997		 4	Lem	2013

Source: Pixabay
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IMMUNOCOMPROMISED
Mental & physical isolation

HIV-infected1

 Pet as family member
 Source of support and affection
 Protect against loneliness
 Pet-owners with AIDS less depression than non-pet owners

Cancer patients2

 High level of attachment to pets 
 Having a pet provided health benefits (67%)

Immunocompromised children3

1 Siegel 1999 2 Larson 2010 3Stull 2014 

Photo Source: Pixabay
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PETS INCORPORATED INTO HUMAN 
HEALTHCARE

Builders of social capital1

Harm reduction1

Motivators for healthy behavior change1

Participants in treatment plans1

Perceived benefits (patients/staff)2

1Hodgson	et	al.,	2015 2Stull	et	al.,	2018.		

Source: Pixabay
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PET-ASSOCIATED DISEASE

70+ pathogens of pets transmissible to people 

Pets often subclinical shedding

Emerging & remerging diseases

Animal and human reservoirs

Dogs visiting human healthcare facilities1

C. difficile (OR=2.4)
MRSA (OR=4.7)

1 Lefebvre 2009

Source: Pixabay
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1 Lefebvre 2009

Source: Pixabay

https://www.cdc.gov/healthypets/outbreaks.html 9

Stull JW, et al.  CMAJ 2015
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12Gussgard, et al. 2019
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AMR….ESBL INFECTIONS

Healthy and sick dogs
Same strains as people1

Pet contact associated with increased risk ESBL 
colonization2

Antimicrobials RF for ESBL acquisition3

1 Damborg P, 2015 2Meyer, 2012       3Wedley AL, 2017

13

ANTIMICROBIAL RESISTANCE

Community-acquired ESBL & AmpC attributed to…
Other people: 60% (40–74) 
 Food: 19% (7–38)
Dogs: 5% (0.2–16)
Cats: 2% (0.1–8)

Intracommunity spread alone unlikely to be self-maintaining 
without transmission to and from non-human sources

Mughini-Gras, 2019
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PET-ASSOCIATED 
DISEASE RISKS

Disease risk greatest
 Extremes of age (<5 yrs, ≥ 65 yrs)
 Pregnant
 Immunocompromised

Higher risk groups
 Particular pathogens 
 Longer duration
 More severe/unexpected complications

Pet factors

Photo Source: Pixabay 15

RAW MEAT-BASED DIETS AND PETS

ESBL infections

Bacterial and protozoal contamination
 Salmonella, Listeria, E. coli
 T. gondii and Cryptosporidium 
 Exotic agents (e.g., Brucella suis)1

Asymptomatic shedding

Outbreaks of human salmonellosis associated with animal-
derived pet treats (pig ears)2

Recent pig ears outbreak3

1 van Dijk, 2018 2 Clark, 2001 3CDC, 2019 

Photo Source: Pixabay
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FED RAW AT HIGHER RISK

Dogs ate raw 11X as likely to shed 3rd generation cephalosporin-resistant 
E. coli 1

Dogs ate raw poultry 48X as likely to shed ESBL E. coli 2

Dogs ate raw poultry 104X as likely to shed E. coli resistant to 
fluoroquinolones 2

Dogs ate raw meat 2X as likely to shed ESBL producing E. coli 3

Cats ate raw 32X as likely to shed ESBL-producing bacteria4

1Schmidt, 2015       2 Wedley, 2017     3 Baede, 2015    4Baede 2017  
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FACTORS INFLUENCING PET-ASSOCIATED INFECTIONS
Vaccination

Hand Hygiene / PPE

Preventive Care

Contact (pet, person)

Education & Awareness

Environmental disinfection

Animal Procedures

Surveillance/Screening

Antimicrobial Use

Infections

18



Building (Enhancing) Evidence-Based Animal-Assisted Therapy Programs in Human Healthcare
Prof. Jason Stull, The Ohio State University

A Webber Training Teleclass

Hosted by Paul Webber  paul@webbertraining.com
www.webbertraining.com

10

AAT – ARE THERE BENEFITS?

Photo Source: Pixabay 19
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SUMMARY

High heterogeneity (species, type 
interaction, outcome measured)

Observed benefits of AAT

Many methodology issues in studies 
make it difficult to fully assess impact
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AAT – ARE THERE RISKS?

Photo Source: Pixabay
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PET-ASSOCIATED DISEASE

190 animals involved in AAI

Endoparasites in 60 (62%)

13/60 (22%) zoonotic 

Source: Pixabay
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Screening tests: 22 dogs, 2 cats

17 positive results (of 118 infectious 
disease screenings); 14 zoonotic

Poor adherence to infection control 
practices

16-year program with no documented 
pet-associated infections

Averaging 20,000 pet therapy 
interactions per year
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BOTTOM LINE

29 studies
High heterogeneity infection 
control practices
Few data confirmed 
pathogen transmission 
between therapy animals 
and patients
Risks exist; challenges in 
documenting transmission 
and evaluating effectiveness 
in prevention
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OPTIMIZE BENEFITS…..MINIMIZE RISKS

27

RESOURCES
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http://www.go.osu.edu/nhpets 29
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https://www.aaha.org/aaha-guidelines/2021-aaha-working-assistance-and-therapy-dog-guidelines/home/ 31

BEST PRACTICES (SEE RESOURCES FOR 
SPECIFIC SETTINGS)

Well managed AAT program
 Written and updated policy
 Liaison/coordinator
 Log (date, patient, animal, specifics)

Formal training
 Handlers, facility representative

Formal audits and adjustments
 Following protocols
 Effectiveness of protocols
 Adverse events (e.g., infections, bites/scratches)

32



Building (Enhancing) Evidence-Based Animal-Assisted Therapy Programs in Human Healthcare
Prof. Jason Stull, The Ohio State University

A Webber Training Teleclass

Hosted by Paul Webber  paul@webbertraining.com
www.webbertraining.com

17

https://www.aaaiponline.org/ 33

BEST PRACTICES
Recent…..
Signs of GI, respiratory, skin disease

Antimicrobials

Diagnosed with an infectious disease

Raw meat/egg diet or treat

Evaluated by veterinarian

Preventive care
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BEST PRACTICES

Right pet…right patient…right context and 
location
Screening

Reduce contamination
Disposable, impermeable barrier if animal placed on bed 
(single patient and immediately launder)
Areas not amenable to effective disinfection

Source: Pixabay
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BEST PRACTICES

Hand hygiene before and after pet interaction

Consider animal contact surfaces contaminated
Routine cleaning and disinfection
Predominately bacteria; some concern for more difficult 
organisms (e.g., Cryptosporidium, C. difficile) 
SOPs to ensure compliance Source: Pixabay
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EXAMPLE: AAT AT HOSPITAL1

Requirements/screening
Dog at least 1 year of age
 Formal evaluation; re-
evaluation every 3 years
 Permanent home at least 6 
months

Health and safety
Health evaluation by veterinarian annually
Vaccines, internal/external parasite control
No known or suspected communicable diseases
 Exclude if on immunosuppressants, 
antimicrobials, fed raw food
 Bathing/grooming/hair/skin maintenance
 Leashed at all times
Handlers: formally evaluated and trained, 
healthy, reporting injuries/events

Murthy, et al. 2015
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CONSEQUENCES OF SOLELY RELYING ON 
OTHERS
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Serpell, et al. 2020

• Group 1 (n=4): prominent national or 
multiregional therapy animal certification 
organizations in U.S.

• Group 2 (n=24): representative national 
sample of U.S. therapy dog organizations

• Many gaps in AAT infection control best 
practices
– Vaccination against zoonoses
– Ectoparasite control

– Raw meat diets and treats
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Source: Pixabay 41
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