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Abstract 

Dog Assisted Therapy is a prevalent part of therapeutic process in pediatric population. It is a 

modern and constantly developing intervention. Dog Assisted Therapy is utilized with 

pervasive development disorders. Most of studies confirmed that Autistic Spectrum Disorder, 

Down Syndrome or Cerebral Palsy may benefit from Dog Assisted Therapy. It is important to 

emphasise the role od Dog Assisted Therapy in improving children mental and physical 

development.  
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Introduction 

Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT) is a type of intervention that incorporates a trained animal. 

AAT is considered a modern improvement of rehabilitation and treatment of several 

children’s disorders
[1]

. Besides dogs (Dog Assisted Therapy-DAT) animals such as horses, 
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cats or rabbits are used.
[2]

 DAT can be effective not only in rehabilitating children suffering 

from Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Down's Syndrome, Cerebral Palsy, but also in 

pediatric palliative care. 
[1] 

Dogs come from the Euroasian wolfs.
[3]

 The domestication of the dog commenced over 

15,000 years ago and took place in Iran, Palestine and Siberia. At first people had dogs mainly 

as guards or help in hunting.  

Nowadays special taming makes dogs able to help people in many ways. Because dogs’ sense 

of smell is more sensitive than humans’, it is used by the police or military to search for 

drugs, bombs or people. Many people use dogs to guard their houses, possession, warehouses. 

Not only they warn people against rubbery but also alert people before hypoglycaemic shock 
[4]

 or epileptic seizure. The other functions of the dogs are: herding, dogs leading and 

therapeutic. Most people own dogs as a companion animal, sometimes they treat dog as a 

family member. In United States circa 69.9 million households have a dog.
[5]

 It is indicated 

that people who have been in the company of a dog since childhood are more caring, resistant 

to stress and have less emotional problems.
[5,6]

 Some researches indicate that a pet owner has 

extended life expectancy and a higher level of serum oxytocin, serotonin, prolactin.
[5]

 Dogs 

reduce stress, anxiety, agoraphobia and help to improve verbal communication.
[6]

 The contact 

with a dog has positive effects such as reducing cortisol level, blood pressure and keeping us 

fit. 

First historical sources about Animal Assisted Therapy came from the ancient Greeks. For 

example Hippocrates described positive effects of horse riding on humans. During The 18th 

century in Bethel, Germany animals have been used in The therapy of mentally ill for the very 

first time.
[7]

 In 1964 American psychiatrist Boris Levison found out that children suffering 

from Autistic Spectrum Disorder were able to communicate with a dog even though they 

weren’t able to contact the other humans. He used the name "pet therapy" for the first time in 

his article "The dog as the co-therapist".
[7]

  After that the bond between animals and humans 

has become a frequent subject of research. In 1977 in the USA Delta Society was founded (in 

2012 the name has changed to Pet Partners), the organization aimed at training pets, 

popularization of the AAT and research positive effects of AAT.
[7]

 It is the most important 

organization of those dealing with dog therapy. Delta Society created the definition and 

divided Animal Assisted Intervention into two parts: Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT) and 

Animal Assisted Activities (AAA). AAT is a planned intervention, designed for specified 

diseases, in which an animal is an integral part of therapy. During AAT professional 

therapist's presence is necessary, each day of the therapy has a definite goal. AAA’s work 

consists of visiting the people in need by a volunteer with an animal, and promoting actions to 

raise quality of life through the contact with a pet. In contrast to AAT, AAA does not require 

a professional therapist, plan and specific therapy goal. Over time in many countries similar 

organizations have been founded. In Europe Dog Assisted Therapy standards are created by 

Assisted Dog Europe(AEDs).
[7]

 AEDs additionally distinguishes the third part of AAI - 

Animal Assist Education(AAE). AAE is meant as an intervention where the animal-human 

team improves the human cognitive function by education programs. 

Dog Assisted Therapy is considered as a prevalent part of the therapeutic process in pediatric 

population. Patience, gentleness, friendliness, calmness (even in an exceptional situation like 

a sudden noise), balanced nature are the features that every therapist dog should have.
[7,8]

 The 
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Golden Retriever, Labrador Retriever, Cavalier King Charles Spaniel are the most frequently 

used dog breeds
[8,9]

. DAT consists of several actions, such as for instance: touching, brushing, 

feeding, issuing commands, walking the dog on a leash and hugging.
[7]

 There are few 

contraindications to Dog Assisted therapy such as: asthma or respiratory problems, pet-dander 

allergy, fear of animal.
[5,10]

 Not only children but also many social groups may achieve 

benefits from DAT, for instance psychiatric patients, war veterans (as a treatment of 

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder), prisoners or elderly people
[11]

. 

 

Autism spectrum disorder 

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a complex condition which includes difficulties in social 

interactions, interest restrictions, problems with communication.
[12]

 ASD has several 

symptoms such as: communication delay, reparative movements (e.g. hand clapping), limited 

eye contact, narrow interests, constrained feelings sharing, overreactions to sound and 

difficulties with the imaginary play.
[13]

 ASD consists of autism, Asperger syndrome and 

atypical autism. In order to fulfil the diagnostic requirements the symptoms of autism have to 

come out in the early childhood. The etiology of ASD reminds unknown. Genetic factors are 

suspected because of the risk increase if a family member has ASD, however the precise gene 

hasn’t been found yet.
[14]

 The sex is an important risk factor: the male to female ratio is 

estimated as 4:1 for the classic autism.
[15]

 Furthermore, such factors as a stressful experience, 

maternal conditions like diabetes, hypertension or infections, advanced parental age, low birth 

weight and preterm delivery are indicated.
[16]

 There is no perfect therapy of ASD. Various 

therapies of ASD do exist, nevertheless they should be highly individualized. Children 

suffering from ASD may benefit from the Dog Assisted Therapy. DAT increases self-esteem, 

social interactions in children with ASD
[17,18,19 ] 

. DAT may change children’s behavior by 

reducing anxiety, anger, emotional outbursts and repetitive behaviors.
[l]

 Children willingly 

talk to a dog during a therapy, thus affecting their own verbal interactions. Not only they 

express themselves to a dog, but also have a conversation with a therapist about the animal. 

All these activities provide to improving verbal communication and social interactions.
[1]

  

 

Down syndrome 

Down syndrome (DS) is a disease caused by the simple trisomy of chromosome 21, 

translocation trisomy or mosaic trisomy.
[20]

 The symptoms include facial dysmorphism, 

cardiac defects, thyroid function abnormalities often leading to nutrition problems like 

obesity.
[20]

 Additionally children with DS have a higher risk of leukemia. Beside physical 

defects, the clinical manifestation of the DS are: impaired intellectual development, delays in 

language skills, behavioral problems like hyperactivity, impulsivity, higher risk of depression 

or anxiety.
[1,18,21]

 Dog assisted therapy is considered to be effective in reducing behavioral 

problems, anxiety and hyperactivity.
[18]

  

 

Cerebral palsy 

Cerebral palsy (CP) is a non-progressive neurological condition which includes 

heterogeneous limitation of motor functions.
[22]

 CP is a risk factor for mental disturbance like 

depression, aggression, social withdrawal, thus complex therapy is required.
[22]

 Rehabilitation 

in CP should improve children’s movements and be adapted individually to a patient. The 
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positive effects of DAT in cerebral palsy are multidirectional. First of all, the contact with a 

dog improves mood and motivation, calms one down. 
[10]

 Secondly, dogs help with gait 

control, improving coordination and muscle building. 
[1,10] 

 

Pediatric palliative care 

The aim of pediatric palliative care is not to cure a disease but to increase the quality of life, 

reduce pain and anxiety. Oncological, genetic and metabolic diseases are examples of life-

limiting conditions. In this group congenital malformation are also included. To reduce an 

anxiety traditional pharmacological anxiolytic are often used, but the serious side effects of 

treatment pose as disadvantage of such a solution.
[5]

 Positive effects of the human-dog bond 

are indicated, thus DAT started to be a part of pediatric palliative care. DAT decreases stress 

and anxiety levels, concomitant to incurable diseases.
[5,23]

 There are no explicit data about 

reducing pain, but researches do indicate that Animal Assisted Therapy seem to distract 

children from pain-related condition.
[24]

 The important feature of DAT in pediatric palliative 

care is to reduce loneliness. In that group of children special contraindications of Animal 

Assisted Therapy are distinguished, such as neutropenia, tuberculosis, recent surgery, 

colonization by Methicyllin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus or Clostridium difficile. 
[5] 

 

Conclusion 

Dog Assisted Therapy is a important type of intervention in pediatric population, which surely 

should be developed. Most children benefit enormously during DAT. Further researches about 

DAT are needed, to improve and popularize such method of therapy.  
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