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Dear Editor,

A

t a time of increasing concern about how best to achieve
balance between sustained rehabilitation treatments and
cost containment, keeping in mind, in particular, patients’ motivation and direct involvement, we believe that it would be
strategic for physical and rehabilitation medicine (PRM) and
allied professions to closely consider the field of animal-assisted
activities (AAAs) and animal-assisted therapy (AAT).1 In order
to provide a better understanding of this field, the Delta Society
Task Force of the Standards Committee has recently defined the
two terms, AAAs and AAT. The AAAs basically represent informal
activities that involve human-animal interactions; AAAs promote
socialisation, motivation, education, recreation, and other therapeutic benefits to globally enhance quality of life. AAT, in contrast, represents a more formal, goal-directed intervention in
which an animal that meets specific criteria becomes an integral part of a treatment process (functioning as a co-therapist);
AAT is thus aimed at improvement of human function. Unlike
AAAs, AAT is delivered and/or directed by people with specialized expertise (e.g., occupational therapists, certified therapeutic recreation specialists, nurses, mental health professionals,
etc.) as a part of their professional activities; AAT has specific
goals and objectives, it is documented in a person’s medical
history (with the progress and activity noted) and evaluated.
Animals have been our companions since the beginning of
human life on earth, and we are well aware of the many ways
that they have aided us, from the very earliest times, though
they have not always received the gratitude they deserve. Only
recently, however, have we begun to recognize the important
role that animals play in human lives: they are not only attendants and companions, but they also function as co-therapists
in many fields of medicine. In fact, animals can improve the
physical, emotional, cognitive and/or social functioning of
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humans, and play a crucial role in community health.2, 3 For
this reason, AAAs and AAT are undergoing constant development (particularly in North America and North Europe);1-3 they
are being transformed from empirical aids into scientific treatments that are supported by evidence-based, peer-reviewed
research documenting the effectiveness (in terms of physiological, psychological and social benefits) of many interventions. These topics can be tracked in biomedical web-based
databases using key words such as “pet therapy”, “companion
animals”, “animal-assisted activities” and “animal-assisted
therapy”.
Numerous types of interventions and programs (administered individually or in a group format) that use animals can
provide health benefits in various settings (e.g., schools, health
care facilities, residential and other treatment locations, etc.)
and for various individuals (e.g., people with physical or cognitive disabilities, children, the elderly, schizophrenic patients,
cancer patients, and prisoners).2-7 Almost any animal with which
we can positively interact can be useful as a therapy animal, a
service/assistance animal or a companion animal;1 these animals include not only dogs and horses, but also dolphins, ornamental fish (e.g., in aquariums), cats, birds, rabbits, monkeys,
and others. Each animal has a specific set of skills, temperament and aptitudes that it conveys to the therapy environment.The key components for the successful use of animals in
these programs includes proper animal selection, appropriately
trained personnel, expert supervision and animal care (very
important in relation to both animal and human health, as well
as environmental concerns), interdisciplinary cooperation, and
development of protocol and training programs with realistic
planning of measurable goals and objectives.1, 2, 8
It is very important for PRM to keep abreast of this field,
considering that a great deal of these interventions are of specific interest to physical, occupational, speech-language, and
recreation therapies in people with physical impairments (e.g.,
spinal cord injury) or communication and mental impairments
(e.g., dementia and depression).2, 3, 6, 7, 9 The most interesting
results can be summarized as follows: enhancement of socialization (frequently, an increase in social interactions can improve
the social climate of an institution, and help to achieve treatment goals);10 reduction of stress, anxiety, loneliness and agitated behaviours;1, 11 improvement in mood, self-esteem and
general well-being;7, 12 and development of leisure/recreation
skills.2 Moreover, AAT goals in PRM may include the improvement of more specific targets: motor skills, wheelchair skills or
balance, willingness to be involved in activities, outward focus
stemming from verbal interactions, attention skills and knowledge of simple concepts, etc.2 In particular, the friendliness of
dogs can facilitate communication and interaction skills and
may reinforce rehabilitative behaviours in patients through the

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF PHYSICAL AND REHABILITATION MEDICINE

1

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

7. Delta Society – the Human-Animal Health Connection. Animalassisted activity/therapy - Abstracts, articles and bibliographies.
[Internet]. Bellevue (WA) USA: Delta Society; c 2007. [cited 2007
Sept 14]. Available from: http://www.deltasociety.org/AnimalsResourcesHealth.htm.
8. American Veterinary Medical Association. Wellness guidelines for
animals in animal-assisted activity, animal-assisted therapy, and
resident animal programs [Internet]. Washington (DC) USA: American Veterinary Medical Association; c 2007 [cited 2007 September
14]. Available from: http://www.avma.org/issues/policy/animal_
assisted_activity.asp.
9. Edney AT. Companion animals and human health: an overwiew.
J R Soc Med 1995;88:704-8.
10. Fick K. The influence of an animal on social interactions of nursing home residents in a group setting. Am J Occup Ther
1993:47:529-34.
11. Barker SB, Dawson KS. The effects of animal-assisted therapy on
anxiety rating of hospitalized psychiatric patients. Psychiatr Serv
1998;49:797-801.
12. Raina, P, Waltner-Toews D, Bonnett B, Woodward C, Abernathy
T. Influence of companion animals on the physical and psychological health of older people: an analysis of a one-year longitudinal study. J Am Geriatric Soc 1999;47:323-9.
13. Benda W, McGibbon NH, Grant KL. Improvements in muscle symmetry in children with cerebral palsy after equine-assisted therapy (hippotherapy). J Altern Complement Med 2003;9:817-25.
14. Chern, R, Liao H, Leung HWC, Hwang A. The effectiveness of
therapeutic horseback riding in children with spastic cerebral
palsy. Adapt Phys Activ Q 2004;21:103-121.
15. Hammer A, Nilsagard Y, Forsberg A, Pepa H, Skargren E, Oberg
B. Evaluation of therapeutic riding (Sweden) /hippotherapy (United
Status). A single subject experimental design study replicated in
eleven patients with multiple sclerosis. Physiother Theory Pract
2005;21:51-77.
16. Muñoz S, Valero R, Atin MA, Jimenez M, Rodriguez LP. Terapia
asistida con animales. In: Máximo Bocanegra N editor. Neurorehabilitación en esclerosis múltiple. Madrid: Ramón Areces; 2007.
p. 177-91.
17. Lechner HE, Kakebeeke TH; Hegemann D, Baumberger M, The
effects of hippotherapy on spasticity and on mental well-being
of persons with spinal cord injury. Arch Phys Med Rehabil 2007;
88:1241-8.
18. Voelker R. Puppy love can be therapeutic, too. JAMA 1995 Dec
27;274:1897-9.

M
C IN
O E
P R
Y V
R A
IG M
H E
T® D
IC
A

use of simple activities, like throwing a ball, walking, or talking.3
Hippotherapy, i.e., therapeutic horseback riding, has been
reported to facilitate the normalization of muscle tone (spasticity reduction) and to improve posture, balance and coordination in children with cerebral palsy and people with multiple sclerosis and spinal cord injury.13-17 In addition, service
animals aid people with various disabilities to perform everyday
tasks. The animals can guide the visually-impaired, discriminate sounds for people with hearing impairments, perform
tasks in response to voice commands (as Capuchin monkeys
for tetraplegics), to name a few.2
In conclusion, many programs that utilize animals have been
demonstrated to represent effective interventions for specific
patient populations in several rehabilitative or other care facilities. We believe that PRM should foster further studies to gather
scientific evidence addressing these interventions, and promote
the clinical use of AAAs and AAT in fields where they can provide our patients with a promising, complementary and natural means to improve both their functioning and quality of
life. These treatments provide not only specific physical and
psychological benefits, but they also often add an extraordinary component that animals can offer: friendship and love.18
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