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Every day, in hospitals, 
nursing homes, schools,
libraries, assisted living

homes, adult day programs, and
in other facilities around the
world, therapy animals brighten
lives. They cheer up the lonely,
help those undergoing medical
procedures, pass the time, gener-
ate friendly conversations, and
encourage patients to reach,
stretch, walk, and move. Their
presence reduces stress levels 
and blood pressure. In schools
and libraries, they even help 
children read.

      In some cases, an animal’s
visit is transforming. Shy, with-
drawn, or depressed people find
themselves in animated conversa-
tion, angry people relax, and those
with memory lapses share detailed
recollections of pets they lived
with years before. Visiting pets
have helped autistic children,
stroke survivors, and Alzheimer’s
patients. Even when nothing 
dramatic happens, pet visits are
important changes of pace, bring-
ing excitement, affection, comfort,
physical contact, and joy.

      In addition to providing 
companionship, visiting pets 
participate in some facilities’ 
therapy programs. For example, a
dog might stand while a patient
brushes him in order to exercise
specific arm muscles, or a cat
might visit a depressed patient to
encourage conversation, or some-
one in speech therapy might give
commands to a dog who does
tricks or retrieves objects. Anyone
who loves animals is likely to
work harder and feel more 
motivated when one is part of 

the therapy team.

      Who are these special 
animals? Most are dogs or cats,
but some are birds, rabbits, minia-
ture horses, or other domestic
pets. These family-owned animals
share important personality traits:
they have a calm temperament,
travel well, recover quickly from
distractions, enjoy being petted by
strangers, and are affectionate,
quiet, healthy, and very well
groomed.

Therapy, Emotional-Support 
& Service Animals

“There’s a lot of confusion
about the different cate-

gories of animals that provide
assistance to people,” says Helena
dog trainer, Adele Delp. “It’s
important to understand the 
differences between therapy 
animals, emotional-support 
animals, and service animals.”

      Therapy animals are privately
owned pets trained to interact
with others. They visit different
facilities with their handlers 

(usually their owners) as members
of a volunteer program that 
provides training, screening, and
liability insurance. “Therapy dogs
are not service dogs,” says Delp.
“They do not have the public-
access rights that service dogs do,
but they are allowed to enter facil-
ities where arrangements have
been made for them to visit.”

      Emotional-support animals
offer companionship to their own-
ers, giving them a sense of securi-
ty and helping them remain calm.
They do not have the same public
access rights as service dogs. 

      Service dogs are specifically
trained to perform certain tasks
for a disabled person, such 
as someone who is sightless, 
hearing-impaired, autistic, epilep-
tic, or physically disabled. These
dogs have the legal right to go
anywhere with their person,
including restaurants and other
public places where dogs are not
normally allowed. Legitimate 
service animals come from organi-
zations like Guiding Eyes for the
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Blind, Canine Companions for Independence,
Blessings Unleashed (Autism Assistance Dogs), 
Bergin University of Canine Studies (Assistance Dog
Institute), and similar organizations. These animals
have been carefully selected and extensively trained
for specific tasks. While the organizations that 
sponsor and place them are supported by contribu-
tions and may provide them at no cost to recipients,
service animals typically cost thousands of dollars.

      Under federal law, service animals are covered 
by the Rehabilitation Act, the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA),
the Fair Housing
Amendments Act
(FHAA), and the Air
Carriers Access Act
(ACAA). Emotional
support animals are
covered by the FHAA
and the ACAA.

      In the October 20,
2014, New Yorker 
magazine, reporter
Patricia Marx exam-
ined the differences.
She wrote, “In 
contrast to an 
emotional-support
animal (E.S.A.), 
a service dog is
trained to perform
specific tasks, such
as pulling a wheel-
chair and respond-
ing to seizures. The
I.R.S. classifies these
dogs as a deductible
medical expense,
whereas an 
emotional-support animal is more like a blankie. An
E.S.A. is defined by the government as an untrained
companion of any species that provides solace to
someone with a disability, such as anxiety or depres-
sion. The rights of anyone who has such an animal
are laid out in two laws, both [of which] stipulate
that you must have a corroborating letter from a
health professional.”

      What service animals and emotional-support 
animals have in common is that their focus is 
(or should be) their human partners. In contrast, 
a therapy animal is expected to interact with others
in more public situations, like visits.

Therapy Pets 

While therapy animals work in a variety of set-
tings, most registered therapy animals work in

hospitals, nursing homes, or assisted-living homes.
Animal-assisted therapy has been shown to signifi-
cantly reduce pain, anxiety, depression and fatigue
in people with a range of health problems, including
children receiving dental procedures, cancer patients
undergoing treatment, residents in long-term care
facilities, and veterans with post-traumatic stress 
disorder. And it isn’t just patients or residents who
benefit—family members and friends who participate
in pet visits report feeling better, too! In addition, pet
therapy is used in nonmedical settings, such as in
universities during exam week, to help students deal
with anxiety and stress.

What’s involved
in becoming a therapy
pet volunteer?
Depending on its reg-
ulations, a program
offering registration
and liability insurance
may require as little
as a basic obedience
test or as much as a
series of workshops
that prospective vol-
unteers take with and
without their animals.

“I chose Intermountain
Therapy Animals,” says Adele
Delp, “because of its high
standards. Joining ITA
involves scheduling a pre-
screen interview, followed by
an all-day training workshop
for people, without their pets,
followed by individual half-
hour evaluations that test
pet/handler teams for skills
and aptitude, followed by the
application procedure, which

includes a veterinary exam and open-book test, 
followed by a half-day training workshop that all of
the animals attend. After that, volunteers go on 
observation visits to different facilities to watch 
therapy animals in action, and when they make their
first working visits, they are accompanied by a 
mentor/escort who supervises the visit.”  �

(See ad on back cover for a March 24th Helena event.)


