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their therapists, and were more content with their actions at home 

and school than those undergoing traditional therapy.1 Above all, the 

dogs provided the patients with emotional comfort during their ses-

sions and fostered a warm, loving environment in which they could               

begin to heal. 

Aside from feeling depressed, many patients are deprived of the 

physical touch that humans often crave. Steve Reiman, President of 

Therapy Dogs of Vermont, has discussed how therapy dogs are able to 

fulfill a person’s need for physical touch by providing a warm physi-

cal sensation that motivates movement and inspires social behavior.7 

Dr. Michael McCulloch, a psychiatrist in Portland, Oregon, stated that 

“touch is one of our primary needs when we’re born and one of our 

last needs to go.”7 Dogs provide a means of obtaining this physical con-

tact in a comfortable way. A New Jersey nurse who has witnessed her 

patients’ interactions with therapy dogs noted that the visits alleviate 

a lack of physical contact because they shift the patients’ focuses from 

anxiety, fear, and loneliness to the soft, calm interactions with dogs.3 

Thus, animal-assisted therapy allows patients to calmly escape their 

anxious thoughts of reality through a gentle touch.

Recently, Joanne Livingston, Director of Volunteer Services at 

Frisbie Memorial Hospital in Rochester, New Hampshire, initiated a 

therapy dog program and has been fortunate enough to witness the 

benefits firsthand. She wanted to create the program because “an over-

whelming amount of research has shown the 

therapeutic value of pet visitation programs, 

so I had wanted to start one for a long time. 

When Frisbie Memorial Hospital enlarged its 

Geriatric Psychiatry Unit (GPU), it seemed like 

a good time. Then things just fell into place. The 

manager of the GPU was supportive of the idea. 

At the same time, a handler applied to volunteer and 

within a few weeks the program was started.”6 Since the very 

start of the program, Joanne has been present during ther-

apy dog visits. She remarked that “the patients are gener-

ally very happy to see the pet visitation team.  Just the sight 

of a dog on the unit makes many patients smile.  Most of 

the patients are curious to meet the dog and learn about                                

the visitation team.”6

In conclusion, therapy dogs provide immea-

surable benefits to the patients that they visit and 

support. In Steve Reiman’s opinion, they “bring 

joy and laughter to daily life, which in later years is 

often uneventful. [They] give the people something 

to do, talk about and think about, and remind [peo-

ple] of their own pets.”7 Anecdotal evidence, combined with academic 

research, has indicated the powerful benefits that patients can gain 

from their visits with furry canines. Thus, as time moves forward and 

more research is conducted on the benefits of animal-assisted therapy, 

more patients should be offered the opportunity to have an improved 

healing experience by interacting with a therapy dog.
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THE NUMBER OF HOSPITALS INCORPORATING ANI-
mal-assisted therapy has risen recently throughout the U.S.4 

Researchers from across the globe have been investigating the 

benefits of this once taboo type of mental health support to determine 

whether animal-assisted therapy, particularly involving therapy dogs, 

is beneficial to healing patients. For many, a long-term hospital stay 

gives a sense of hopelessness and lack of control. Patients can no longer 

continue their daily routines or participate in activities they previously 

enjoyed. Although these patients may feel that their current situation 

is bleak, they can gain some comfort from the presence of a therapy 

dog. The recent increase in therapy dog visits has proven beneficial 

to patients of all ages, particularly the elderly. These people, many of 

whom have left behind their own pets due to their declining health, 

are given the comfort of a dog’s love and affection. One informative 

way to understand the experienced benefits of animal-assisted therapy, 

alongside supporting academic research, is by learning from the people 

who have witnessed them.

Pet therapy emerged as a popular treatment method in the 1980s 

after American hospitals recognized that the trend was becoming com-

mon in Europe.7 Patients in European hospitals had higher levels of 

satisfaction and fewer cases of depression when a dog visited regularly.7 

Additionally, an Australian study investigating the effects of a visiting 

dog found that nursing home residents had reduced levels of fatigue 

after their visits.1 A hospital nurse who 

works in an elderly unit visited by therapy 

dogs observed one of her patients as “…

the calmest I have seen her today. The dogs 

have tremendously reduced her high anxiety 

level.”7  Amidst such benefits, pet therapy has 

become an increasingly prevalent mode of relax-

ation for hospitalized patients.

One area where animal-assisted therapy may enact  

its benefits surrounds the psychological distress that 

patients may experience as a result of the hospital 

environment. Dr. Brian Hughes, Professor of Psy-

chology at the National University of Ireland Gal-

way, explained that “the sources of stress for and 

threats to patients arise from circumstances of the 

hospital setting, the behavior of hospital staff, the 

patients’ own behavior and the built hospital 

environment.”5 Additionally, a 2009 study found 

that out of 100 chronically ill hospitalized adults 

over age 60, 64% were depressed.2 However, 

animal-assisted therapy can help to rem-

edy such issues, according to recent studies. Project Chimo, the m o s t 

extensive study of dog therapy in North America, compared the con-

ditions of depressed patients who received animal-assisted therapy to 

those of patients who received traditional therapies.1 The study found 

that, when dogs were incorporated into therapy, patients more excit-

edly anticipated their sessions, felt a greater sense of security with 


