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Objectives

• Explain best practices for animal grooming, health 
screening, and handler expectations.

• Describe potential zoonotic pathogens, including 
antimicrobial-resistant bacteria. 

• Recognize transmission pathways between animals, 
patients, and the healthcare environment. 



About therapy animal 
programs



Definitions

• Animal-assisted intervention

• Animal-assisted activity

• Animal-assisted therapy

• Service animal

• Resident animals

• Personal Pet

Image: Pexels

Source: 
AVMA. https://www.avma.org/resources-
tools/avma-policies/animal-assisted-
interventions-definitions
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Patient impact
• Benefits for pediatric 

through geriatric patients

• Manage anxiety and 
depression

• Increase engagement in 
therapy

• Reduce pain



Animal species
• Dogs

• Cats

• Horses

• Rabbits

• Guinea pigs

• Rats

• Birds

• Miniature pigs

• Llamas and alpacas



Minimum criteria
• Animal = minimum of 1-2 

years of age

• With owner > 6 months

• Well-mannered

• Housebroken

• Formal certification



Training
• Formal coursework

• Trainers trained to recognize 
subtle signs of stress

• Evaluation

• Appropriate gear
‒ Leash, collars, harness



Animal care
• Routine veterinary care

‒ No chronic/acute illness
‒ Up-to-date on vaccinations

• Bathed before service

• Nails trimmed

• Fresh breath

• No raw pet food or treats!

• Negative fecal culture?



Handler Responsibilities
• Training

• Grooming

• Follow site and therapy 
animal protocols, observing 
whichever is more 
conservative

• Protect animal from stress 
and harm



• 2-hr maximum visiting time 
(24-hr period)

• Routine veterinary care

• Protection of personal space 
of the animal

“Doing no harm while doing good”

https://petpartners.org/doing-no-harm-
while-doing-good-how-pet-partners-
protects-the-well-being-of-therapy-animals/



Antimicrobial resistance and 
zoonotic disease risks



Zoonotic pathogens (viruses and parasites)
• Viruses

‒ Lymphatic choriomeningitis
‒ Rabies
‒ Highly pathogenic avian influenza

• Parasites
‒ Hookworm
‒ Cryptosporidium spp.
‒ Giardia lamblia
‒ Toxocara spp.
‒ Toxoplasma gondii

Toxocara spp., S. Gefroh

Rabies (Public Health Image Library)



Zoonotic pathogens (bacteria and fungi)
• Bacteria

‒ Campylobacter spp.
‒ Bartonella henselae
‒ Chlamydia psittaci
‒ Streptobacillus monliformis
‒ Streptococcus pneumoniae
‒ Pasteurella species
‒ Salmonella 
‒ Capnocytophaga canimorsus

• Fungi
‒ Blastomyces spp.
‒ Dermatophytes (ringworm)
‒ Malassezia pachydermatis

Left: Streptococcus equi, Dermatophytes, S. Gefroh
Right: Salmonella spp., K. Maddock



Antimicrobial resistant pathogens

• Shared commensal and environmental 
flora
‒ Staphylococcus pseudintermedius

‒ Staphylococcus aureus

‒ Klebsiella pneumoniae

‒ E. coli

‒ Pseudomonas aeruginosa

‒ Clostridioides difficile
S. pseudintermedius, S. Gefroh



The literature

• Higher incidence of MRSA 
carriage

• Carriage by animal assessed, 
not transmission events 
(human, environment)



Raw pet food
• Risk of handling

• Risk of fecal shedding

• Microbes:
‒ Salmonella
‒ Listeria monocytogenes
‒ Campylobacter
‒ Diarrheagenic Escherichia coli
‒ Highly pathogenic avian 

influenza (HPAI)



Antimicrobial resistance in 
veterinary medicine



IPC in veterinary medicine



Infection prevention and 
control



Animal and Trainer IPC
• Trainer- 

‒ Understanding of need for IPC
‒ Follow facility and certification policies

• Routine veterinary care

• Free of acute or chronic illness

• Vaccinated

• Groomed and inspected for parasites 
within 24 h of visit



Licks (...or bites)

• Capnocytophaga canimorsus

• Pasteurella spp.

• Staphylococcus spp.

• Streptococcus spp.



Patient IPC
• Hand hygiene before and 

after petting animal

• Treats to animal?

• No isolation precautions

• Underlying conditions/age-
related considerations?
‒ Might impact appropriate 

species



Procedural IPC
• Towel barrier

• No floor based interactions

• Handwashing before and after

• Not allowed to shake or offer 
paw

• No agitated/violent patients

• Be aware of patient 
equipment



Facility IPC
• Should have formal written policy

• May restrict animal species

• Infection prevention consult

• Policy for waste cleanup

• Often excluded:
‒ Isolation precautions
‒ ICU
‒ Immunocompromised (definitions varied)

• No admittance to OR, kitchen, pharmacy



Audience participation



Does your facility allow animal-
assisted therapy?



Animals permitted for AAA?



Frequency of veterinary 
assessment?



Expert guidance

• Society for Healthcare 
Epidemiology of America 
(SHEA) 
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Questions?

• Contact:

     

     kelli.maddock@ndsu.edu

Direct line: 701-231-5191


	Slide 1: Paws and Precautions: Infection Prevention and Control Considerations for Therapy Animals in Healthcare
	Slide 2: Objectives
	Slide 3: About therapy animal programs
	Slide 4: Definitions
	Slide 5: Patient impact
	Slide 6: Animal species
	Slide 7: Minimum criteria
	Slide 8: Training
	Slide 9: Animal care
	Slide 10: Handler Responsibilities
	Slide 11: “Doing no harm while doing good”
	Slide 12: Antimicrobial resistance and zoonotic disease risks
	Slide 13: Zoonotic pathogens (viruses and parasites)
	Slide 14: Zoonotic pathogens (bacteria and fungi)
	Slide 15: Antimicrobial resistant pathogens
	Slide 16: The literature
	Slide 17: Raw pet food
	Slide 18: Antimicrobial resistance in veterinary medicine
	Slide 19: IPC in veterinary medicine
	Slide 20: Infection prevention and control
	Slide 21: Animal and Trainer IPC
	Slide 22: Licks (...or bites)
	Slide 23: Patient IPC
	Slide 24: Procedural IPC
	Slide 25: Facility IPC
	Slide 26: Audience participation
	Slide 27: Does your facility allow animal-assisted therapy?
	Slide 28: Animals permitted for AAA?
	Slide 29: Frequency of veterinary assessment?
	Slide 30: Expert guidance
	Slide 31: References
	Slide 32: Questions?

