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Abstract

Introduction:

Animal-assisted-therapy (AAT) is a form of psychotherapy where animals are used as a part of
a therapeutic process. Most commonly chosen are dogs and horses, however, some research
shows a positive impact in therapy with farm animals, cats, birds, rodents, and dolphins. AAT

provides a comfortable environment which empowers patients to recall traumatic memories and
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facilitates communication with their therapist. Furthermore, contact with therapeutic animals
lowers blood pressure, heart rate and cortisol level. There have also been noted significant
increases in beta-endorphin, oxytocyn, -phenylethylamine and dopamine levels.

Purpose: The purpose of this article was to present the current state of knowledge regarding
the influence of dog-assisted therapy in individuals of all ages experiencing depression or
anxiety.

Material and methods: A review of the available literature was conducted by searching the
PubMed, and Google Scholar databases using the keywords: adults, elderly, children, DAT,
dog-assisted therapy, depression, anxiety. Included articles were published after the year 2000.
Results: The studies reviewed consistently demonstrate the potential benefits of dog-assisted
therapy (DAT) for alleviating anxiety, depression, and enhancing overall well-being in various
populations. In dental and hospital settings, DAT significantly reduced anxiety and
physiological distress with notable improvements in heart rate and depression scores.
Conclusion: Dog-assisted therapy (DAT) effectively reduces anxiety and depression,
demonstrating its potential as an engaging intervention for diverse populations. These findings

support its broader integration into mental health programs.

Key words: adults, elderly, children, DAT, dog-assisted therapy, depression, anxiety.

Introduction

Animal-Assisted Intervention refers to a wide range of practices that incorporate
animals into human care and support services to promote health, education, or well-being.
These interventions can be informal, such as companionship visits, or formalized, as in
therapeutic or educational programs.[1] A subset of AAI, Animal-Assisted Therapy is a
structured and goal-oriented therapeutic approach where trained animals are incorporated into
treatment plans to support physical, emotional, and psychological well-being. Guided by
professionals, AAT is designed to improve specific outcomes such as reducing stress,
enhancing social skills, or alleviating symptoms of anxiety and depression.[1] Within AAT,
Dog-Assisted Therapy is a specialized form of AAT that specifically involves trained therapy

dogs to achieve therapeutic goals.



Mental health conditions like depression and anxiety are among the most prevalent
worldwide. According to WHO data from 2019, an estimated 280 million people worldwide
experienced depression. In the same year, 301 million individuals were affected by anxiety
disorders, making them the most common mental health condition globally. Both depression

and anxiety can affect individuals of all ages.[5]

Therapeutic animals offer unwavering companionship, providing a comforting presence
for individuals struggling with anxiety or depression. Their nonjudgmental nature creates a safe
and accepting environment where people can freely express their emotions, fostering feelings
of connection and self-worth.[30] For individuals facing anxiety, spending time with therapy
animals can provide a calming, sensory experience that helps redirect attention from intrusive
thoughts or overwhelming feelings. For individuals battling depression, these interactions often
spark moments of happiness and instill a renewed sense of purpose, encouraging engagement

with daily activities and enhancing emotional well-being.[2]

Physical contact with therapy dogs has been shown to have a profound impact on the
body’s physiological response to stress, providing immediate relief from anxiety. When people
interact with therapy dogs, their cortisol levels decrease significantly. Elevated cortisol is
commonly associated with chronic stress, anxiety, and even depression, and its reduction leads
to a calmer state of mind. Futhermore, heart rate and blood pressure typically lower during
interactions with therapy animals, which further alleviates the physical manifestations of
anxiety and stress.[3] The calming effect of therapy dogs goes beyond just physical relaxation.
Interaction with dogs also stimulates the release of oxytocin, a neuropeptide often referred to
as the bonding hormone. Oxytocin is essential for forming connections and fostering feelings
of security. When released during moments of companionship with a therapy dog, oxytocin not
only strengthens the emotional bond between the individual and the animal, but it also helps
alleviate feelings of anxiety, loneliness, and fear. [2,3] In addition to the emotional benefits,
dopamine—a neurotransmitter associated with pleasure and reward—also plays a critical role.
Interacting with therapy dogs can increase dopamine levels in the brain, which leads to
improved mood and an enhanced sense of well-being.[4] For individuals experiencing
depression, where pleasure is often diminished, this surge in dopamine can help combat
anhedonia, the inability to feel pleasure. Increased dopamine also encourages a more positive
outlook, aiding in overcoming the mental barriers that often accompany depressive
symptoms.[36] B-endorphin—a neuropeptide involved in pain relief, feelings of euphoria and

stress reduction— increases during DAT. Known for its role in learning, memory, and



emotional regulation, B-endorphin helps alleviate stress and promote relaxation.[4] Furthermore,
B-phenylethylamine—a compound in the brain that promotes feelings of excitement and

positivity—also rises with therapy dog interactions.[4]

State of knowledge:

1) Children

2) Research indicates that interactions with therapy animals enhance positive emotions and
alleviate anxiety in children. Dogs provide unwavering acceptance, helping to reduce
stress, ease physical discomfort, and encourage emotional resilience and social
engagement. The therapeutic bond between humans and animals has been shown to
improve mood, decrease anxiety, and enhance overall well-being. By offering tactile
and visual comfort, therapy dogs foster feelings of safety and acceptance, helping
children feel less distressed and more receptive.[6]

3) A randomized controlled trial conducted by Mohammad Tahan et al. (2022) examined
the impact of animal-assisted therapy (AAT) on reducing anxiety in preschool-aged
children. The study involved 20 children aged 5 to 7 years, who were randomly assigned
to an experimental group receiving eight AAT sessions or a control group with no
intervention. Anxiety levels were measured using the Spence Children Anxiety Scale
for Parents (SCAS-P) and a structured DSM-V-based interview, administered before
and after the intervention. Results showed a significant reduction in overall anxiety for
the AAT group, with mean scores dropping from 67.90 to 55.30, reflecting a 12.60-
point decrease. Moreover, AAT had notable effects on specific anxiety subtypes,
including separation anxiety, generalized anxiety disorder, social phobia, and specific
phobias, with effect sizes ranging from 0.30 to 0.53. A limitation of the study was the
small sample size, which may restrict the generalizability of the findings. Despite this,
the results suggest AAT’s potential as an effective intervention for managing anxiety in
young children, offering targeted relief across various anxiety subtypes.[7]

4) Research by Molly K. Crossman et. al (2018) underscores the efficacy of dog-assisted
therapy (DAT) in mitigating anxiety and enhancing affect in children. Their study
involved 78 children, aged 10 to 13, who participated in brief, unstructured interactions
with unfamiliar dogs after exposure to a stressful task. Using the State portion of the

State/Trait Anxiety Inventory for Children (STAI-C), the researchers assessed anxiety
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6)

levels before and after the intervention. Findings revealed that interactions with dogs
moderately alleviated children’s subjective experiences of anxiety and stress.
Participants who interacted with dogs showed lower anxiety levels compared to those
who waited without intervention, although the results were comparable to those who
interacted with a soothing object. The study highlights that animal-assisted activities
(AAAs), such as DAT, not only help alleviate the negative effects of stress but can also
prevent stress-induced increases in anxiety and affect during challenging situations.
However, the study evaluated only immediate changes in anxiety and affect, leaving
questions about the long-term effects unanswered. Additionally, the participants were
volunteers who likely had positive attitudes toward dogs, which limits the
generalizability of the findings to individuals with neutral or negative perceptions of
dogs.[8]

A study by George Kleftaras et al. (2024) explored the effects of a Dog-Assisted
Activity (DAA) program on depression levels in elementary school students in Greece.
The research sought to determine if interactions with a trained dog could reduce
depressive symptoms, assessed through a self-reported questionnaire. The participants
were divided into two groups: an experimental group (n = 19) that engaged with a
trained dog and a control group (n = 25) that attended lectures on dog training. The
program ran for approximately two months, with evaluations conducted before and after
the intervention. Analysis of the data showed a significant decrease in depression scores
among students in the experimental group (p = .018). However, the study's ability to
generalize its findings is limited, as the research was conducted in a private school,
which may not fully represent the broader Greek student population.[9]

A study by M.C. Stefanini et al. (2015) explored the impact of Animal-Assisted Therapy
(AAT) compared to standard treatment protocols in children and adolescents
hospitalized for acute mental health conditions, including depression, anxiety, eating
disorders, and psychotic breakdowns. This randomized controlled trial (RCT) involved
34 participants aged 11 to 17, divided into treatment and control groups. Key outcomes
assessed included global functioning (measured by the Children’s Global Assessment
Scale), duration of hospitalization, and ordinary school attendance. Results
demonstrated significant benefits for the AAT group, including improved global
functioning, reduced time spent in the hospital, and increased school attendance. Over
the three-month intervention, participants in the AAT group also exhibited better social

participation, stronger interaction skills with adults and colleagues, and greater
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emotional connections with the therapy animals. These improvements persisted even
three months post-intervention. The findings underscore the role of AAT in promoting
adaptive social and relational integration in adolescents with severe psychiatric
disorders, with animals acting as catalysts for engagement and creating a more relaxed
therapeutic environment.[10]

Dog-assisted therapy has also proven to be a valuable tool for managing anxiety in
hospitalized children and children undergoing dental treatment. Settings where fear and
anxiety are common barriers to successful care.

A prospective multicenter cohort study by Maylos Rodrigo-Claverol et al. (2023)
evaluated the impact of animal-assisted therapy (AAT) on adolescents aged 13 to 17
who were admitted to psychiatric inpatient units in Spain. The intervention involved
two weekly, one-hour group therapy sessions with therapy dogs over two weeks. The
study included 114 participants, with a mean age of 14.9 years, most of whom were
female (84.2%). The primary diagnosis among participants included depression. Using
the Center for the Study of Animal Wellness Pet Bonding Scale (CSAWPB), the study
found that adolescents formed a positive perception of the therapy dogs and developed
significant bonding and attachment in a short period. While the study did not establish
whether a strong human-animal bond directly enhances AAT outcomes, it highlighted
the potential of AAT as a complementary intervention to pharmacological treatments
for managing mental health symptoms.[11]

A study by K. Hinic (2019) explored the effectiveness of pet therapy in reducing anxiety
in hospitalized children. The research established that pet therapy can be a valuable
complementary intervention to decrease anxiety in children receiving medical care.
Notably, all parent participants reported that they would recommend pet therapy,
highlighting the strong parental support for this intervention. This suggests that pet
therapy not only alleviates anxiety in children but also garners positive feedback from

families, further endorsing its potential in hospital settings.[12]

10) In a dental clinic, therapy dogs help create a calming and friendly environment that helps

children relax and feel more at ease during procedures. Therapy dogs offer distraction
and comfort, often allowing children to focus on the dog instead of the dental equipment
or procedures that may trigger fear.[13,14] A study conducted in 2023 revealed that
children who interacted with a dog during dental procedures experienced a significant
decrease in heart rate (HR). In contrast, the control group showed no change in HR

before, during, or after treatment. Furthermore, anxiety, as measured using Corah’s



Dental Anxiety Scale (CS), significantly increased in the control group compared to
pre- and post-treatment scores, while no such increase was observed in the AAT group.
[13] Similarly, another study conducted on 102 children aged 5—10 years, where anxiety
levels were evaluated using pulse rate and the Revised Modified Faces version of the
Modified Child Dental Anxiety Scale (MCDASEF), also demonstrated a reduction in

anxiety following interactions with therapy dogs.[14]

2). Adults
Student mental health has garnered increasing attention in recent years, as many

university students face significant stress and anxiety due to the demands of academic
life. Therapy animals, particularly dogs, have emerged as a potential intervention to help
mitigate these challenges. Dog-assisted therapy (DAT) has shown promise in improving
psychological well-being, offering students a natural and effective way to cope with
anxiety and stress.[15]

A 2017 study by Grajfoner et al. explored the effects of a brief, 20-minute dog-
assisted intervention on student well-being, mood, and anxiety. While categorized as an
intervention, this study provides valuable insights into the therapeutic potential of dog-
assisted therapy (DAT). The study involved 132 university students (mean age = 21.6
years), who were assigned to one of three groups: an experimental condition with both
dogs and their handlers, and two control groups—one with only the dog and the other
with only the handler. Participants completed a series of assessments, including the
Warwick—Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale, the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, and
the UWIST Mood Adjective Checklist, both before and after the intervention. The
results indicated that interactions with the dog led to significant improvements in mood
and well-being and a notable reduction in anxiety. Interestingly, the presence of the
handler alongside the dog was associated with a negative impact on mood, as greater
positive shifts were observed in the group that interacted only with the dog. These
findings support the idea that even short, structured interactions with therapy dogs—a
cornerstone of DAT—can effectively improve student mood and reduce anxiety.[15]

Another study on students, conducted by Hall in 2018, explored the long-term
effects of a therapy dog on anxiety and depression symptoms in nursing students. The
study involved 109 participants, with 77 completing the study. The students, aged 21 to
56 years, were assigned to either a control group or a treatment group. Over a 16-week

semester, those in the treatment group interacted with a registered therapy dog, while
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the control group did not. Both groups completed the Hospital Anxiety and Depression
Scale at the beginning and end of the semester. While there was no significant change
in depression symptoms, the results showed that students in the treatment group
experienced a notable reduction in anxiety symptoms by the end of the semester. The
findings suggest that having a therapy dog on campus can effectively alleviate anxiety
in nursing students, a group often faced with high levels of stress due to the demanding
nature of their studies. This intervention may help students manage anxiety and
potentially improving their success.[16]

In 2017, Phung, Angela et al. conducted a study examining the effects of animal-
assisted therapy (AAT) on anxiety in adult inpatients at a hospital in Illinois. Using a
quasi-experimental design, the researchers evaluated changes in anxiety levels through
pre- and post-intervention assessments. Data was collected from patients across various
units, including general medicine, general surgery, medical and cardiac ICUs, medical
neurology, oncology, and rehabilitation. All participants were adults aged 18 and older
and rated their anxiety using a Likert scale. The findings showed a reduction in anxiety
levels following AAT, suggesting its potential to provide temporary relief in acute care
settings. However, the study did not include control groups or comparative interventions,
making it challenging to assess AAT's effectiveness compared to conventional
treatments.[ 17] Another research, conducted in 2020 in the emergency department (ED),
further highlighted the benefits of therapy dogs. Among 97 patients, reductions were
observed in pain (43%), anxiety (48%), depression (46%), and well-being (41%). Strong
responders to the intervention (i.e., those experiencing >50% reduction) were noted for
each of these metrics, reinforcing AAT's potential to alleviate distress in high-stress

medical environments.[21]

In 2009, Andreas O.M. Hoffmann et al explored the effects of dog-assisted
therapy on anxiety in hospitalized patients diagnosed with major depression. The study
utilized a pre- and post-treatment-controlled crossover design and assessed anxiety
levels using the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI). Twelve patients (six male, six
female, average age 40.5 £ 10 years) with similar disease onset and hospitalization
histories participated. Each patient engaged in two 30-minute sessions: the treatment
session included interaction with a therapy dog and a research assistant, while the
control session involved discussing personal experiences with pets and the patient's

history with the same research assistant. The results indicated a significant decrease in
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STAI scores following the dog-assisted session. However, no significant change was
observed after the control session.[18] Supporting these findings, a related study found
that dog-assisted therapy reduced anxiety in patients awaiting electroconvulsive therapy
(ECT). In this study, 35 patients alternated between a 15-minute therapy session with a
dog and its handler and a standard condition involving reading magazines. Anxiety and
depression were measured using visual analog scales. The findings showed an 18%
reduction in anxiety after dog-assisted therapy, though no effect on depression was
observed.[19]

Similar to the positive effects observed in children, dog-assisted therapy has also
been shown to reduce anxiety in adults undergoing dental procedures. A 2019 study
involving 12 adults utilized the Corah Dental Anxiety Scale (CDAS) to measure anxiety
levels. Of the participants, 91.7% were women, and 8.3% were men, with a mean age
of 31.25 years. Physiological parameters, including pulse and blood pressure, were
recorded at three intervals: before, midway through, and at the end of the intervention.
Results indicated that being accompanied by a dog during the procedure decreased
discomfort and contributed to relaxation. Pulse and blood pressure measurements
consistently declined from the beginning to the midpoint of the intervention. However,
a slight increase was observed at the end of the procedure, likely due to participants

physically reactivating as they prepared to leave the chair.[20]

3). Elderly

Dog-assisted therapy has been shown to be helpful in reducing symptoms of
depression in elderly individuals, especially in environments like nursing homes or
assisted living facilities where isolation and loneliness tend to be prevalent. [23,37]
Studies indicate that engaging with therapy dogs not only enhances mood and offers a
feeling of companionship but also fosters social interactions. These interactions can
create a sense of belonging and community, which has been associated with improved
mental health outcomes. Furthermore, actions like petting, feeding, or simply being
around a dog help elderly people feel purposeful and emotionally connected, reducing
signs of apathy and sadness. This aligns with broader findings that pets can fill the
emptiness of the house and reduce feelings of loneliness, ultimately improving overall

well-being. [2,22]
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Randomized controlled trials have highlighted the benefits of dog-assisted
therapy (DAT) for institutionalized elderly populations. In 2009, Le Roux et al. found
that animal-assisted activities (AAA), consisting of visits from a qualified dog and
handler, positively impacted depression levels among residents in long-term care
facilities, though no significant changes in anxiety levels were observed. The Beck
Depression Inventory (BDI) and the Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI) were used pre- and
post-intervention to measure these effects. The study involved 16 participants, and the
researchers suggested that the non-significant changes in anxiety scores for the AAA
group might be attributed to the small sample size, emphasizing the need for further
research with larger groups. [23] A decade later, Ambrosi et al. (2019) demonstrated
that DAT effectively reduced symptoms of depression in institutionalized elderly
individuals but similarly reported no significant impact on anxiety. The study involved
31 participants, and the Geriatric Depression Scale-15 (GDS-15) and the Generalized
Anxiety Disorder 7 (GAD-7) were utilized before and after the 10 weeks of DAT. The
authors highlighted the need for further investigation into potential correlations between
anxiety, emotional memory patterns, and broader constructs like alexithymia in the
context of aging. [24] More recently, Parra et al. (2022) found that dog-assisted therapy
(DAT) significantly improved emotional, behavioral, and cognitive outcomes in elderly
patients with dementia, suggesting potential benefits for mood-related disorders,
including depression and anxiety.[25] Furthermore, Olsen et al. (2016) conducted a trial
to examine the effects of a 12-week animal-assisted activity (AAA) program on nursing
home residents with cognitive impairments or dementia. Depression levels were
assessed using the Cornell Scale for Depression in Dementia (CSDD), and the findings
highlighted the potential of AAA to alleviate depressive symptoms. Particularly,
participants with severe dementia demonstrated significant improvements in depression
during the post-intervention period, underscoring the intervention’s efficacy for this

subgroup.[27]

In a broader context, a meta-analysis conducted by Marta Borgi et al. in 2020
reviewed 10 studies to evaluate the impact of dog-assisted interventions on depressive
symptoms among older adults, both institutionalized and noninstitutionalized. The
analysis included 328 participants across 7 randomized controlled trials (RCTs) and 3
quasi-randomized controlled trials. All studies implemented periodic animal-assisted

intervention (AAI) sessions, typically twice per week, with session durations ranging
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from 30 to 90 minutes and intervention lengths spanning 6 weeks to 8 months. The
findings confirmed the potential value of dog visits in reducing depressive symptoms in
older adults, supporting previous research highlighting AAIs as promising
complementary programs for preserving and enhancing emotional and behavioral
functioning in aged individuals. However, the analysis identified substantial
heterogeneity among the included studies, reflecting variability in methodologies,
participant demographics, and intervention protocols. Despite these limitations, the
results underscore the therapeutic potential of AAls, particularly dog-assisted visits, as

an adjunctive treatment for depression in older populations.[26]

Conserns and challanges:

Zoonotic risk
1). Therapy dog programs carry potential zoonotic risks, involving the mutual
transmission of infections between humans and animals. Humans may face exposure to
pathogens like Salmonella spp., Clostridium spp., and Listeria spp., as well as other risks
such as allergies, bites, and fleas. Dogs, especially those on raw meat diets, can shed
harmful bacteria, creating additional risks for individuals with weakened immune systems.
Preventative strategies such as routine veterinary care, vaccinations, parasite prevention,
and maintaining proper hygiene, including bathing dogs before visits, are critical to
minimize these risks. Factors like environmental cleanliness and materials used in
facilities also influence the likelihood of zoonotic transmission. To safeguard both dogs
and participants, experts emphasize the importance of clear health protocols, thorough risk

assessments, and qualified handlers to oversee these interactions. [28,29,31]

Allergies
2). DAT also carries a potential risk for individuals with pet allergies. Common allergens
found in dogs such as dander, saliva, hair and urine can trigger allergic reactions including
rhinitis, conjunctivitis [38], allergic bronchial asthma, and skin irritations.[39] To
minimize these risks routine cleaning procedures should be carried out following each

session and therapy dogs should be bathed frequently. [40]
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Risk of Aggressive or Unpredictable Behavior

Even well-trained animals may display signs of stress in certain situations, which can
impact their ability to provide effective therapy. Therapists and handlers must closely
observe the behavior of the animal and take into account the unique circumstances of
each patient. Handlers should be trained to recognize subtle signs of stress in dogs, such
as pacing, panting, excessive yawning, or withdrawal, and remove the animal from
potentially overwhelming situations. It is crucial to monitor dogs for any behavioral
signs of stress that could potentially escalate to aggression. It's important to ensure dogs

are not overworked and have adequate rest. [32,34]

Avoiding Exploitation

The use of animals in therapy should not place financial profit or public exposure above
the well-being of animals and patients. Ethical programs prioritize genuine therapeutic

outcomes.[33]

Addressing these issues, it is essential to find a balance between compassionate care for
patients and therapy animals, with careful protocols to guarantee safety, transparency, and

mutual benefit in therapeutic interactions.

Conclusion:

This research highlights the effectiveness of dog-assisted therapy (DAT) in alleviating
anxiety and depression symptoms. DAT demonstrated measurable improvements in
psychological well-being and provided participants with a unique and engaging form of stress
relief. It highlighted its potential to enhance motivation and emotional resilience. The
intervention proved valuable across demographics. These results support the integration of
DAT into broader mental health programs as an accessible therapeutic approach. Future
research should explore long-term effects and develop standardized guidelines for
implementing DAT across various settings to ensure consistent and reliable outcomes. This
includes establishing criteria for selecting and training therapy dogs as well as implementing

safety protocols to mitigate hazards like allergies and zoonotic diseases.
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