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ABSTRACT 

 

Dog-assisted therapy (DAT) consists of an intervention, applied and supervised by duly 

qualified health professionals, in which the dog is an integral part of the treatment, 

causing behavioral changes and the health of people with different types of needs. This 

article aims to identify, through a literature review, the health areas capable of receiving 

intervention with dogs and their benefits in treatment. The results showed the possibility 

of implementing DAT in different configurations such as hospitals, nursing homes, 

clinics or schools and demonstrated the beneficial potential of this intervention for 

physical, mental and emotional rehabilitation. 

 

Keywords: Assisted therapy; Dog; Animal. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the evolutionary history of man, the relationship between human beings and 

animals, in terms of coexistence, interaction and domestication, constituted one of the 

most significant events; Animals are an integral part of cultures around the world, 

regardless of the degree of civilization achieved. (LAMPERT, 2014) Animals arouse 

people's interest, attention and affection, from childhood to old age, playing an important 

role in their lives, whether as pets and companionship, or even as co-therapists 

(ALMEIDA et al ., 2016), bringing with it a strong appeal to humanization, as it helps to 

relax the heavy climate of a hospital environment, improves interpersonal relationships 

and facilitates communication (BUSSOTTI et al. 2005). 

 

Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT) is a complementary strategy that consists of a 

targeted, individualized intervention with specific criteria, in which the animal is an 

integral part of the treatment. It must be applied and supervised by duly qualified health 

professionals, and can be developed with any age group and in different places: hospitals, 

outpatient clinics, nursing homes, rehabilitation and physiotherapy clinics or schools. 

(ALMEIDA et al. 2016). It is the subfield of professional activity that constitutes a 

process in which a professional, through animals, causes behavioral or organic changes 

in people with different types of needs. (GARCIA and BATOMÉ, 2008). All types of 

animals are used that can come into contact with humans without offering them danger, 

the main animal being the dog, as it has a natural affection for people, is easily trained 
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and capable of creating positive responses to touch, having great acceptance by people. 

Animal therapy achieves more efficient results with animals that can be touched. 

(KAWAKAMI and NAKANO, 2002). 

 

Dog Assisted Therapy (DAT) has shown over the years to be a very useful and 

effective approach for the improvement of the individual with different pathologies and 

has enabled people to make several changes that are involved in their biopsychosocial 

development. (BUNDUKI and MILANEZ, 2015). The dog is the animal of choice to 

promote relaxation and distraction in health treatments and in education, as they are 

capable of generating a feeling of security in the patient. (VICENT et al. 2020) 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

MACHADO et al. (2008) state that Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT) can be 

applied in areas related to psychomotor and sensory development, in the treatment of 

physical, mental and emotional disorders, for programs aimed at improving the ability to 

socialize or recovering self-esteem. Likewise, BUNDUKI and MILANEZ (2015) 

mention that AAT has clear and directed objectives, where the interaction between man 

and animal can generate benefits such as: well-being, removal from the state of pain, 

encouragement of physical / speech functions, decreased anxiety and stress, reduced 

blood pressure, reduced heart rate, stimuli to memory, stimulus to cognition and 

socialization. 

 

For ALTHAUSEN (2006) and LUNDQVIST et al. (2017), the canine species 

have characteristics that facilitate the formation of a bond with the human being because 

they are good observers of human reactions through their exceptional ability to read signs 

of desires and emotions on human faces, also presenting a behavior that individuals 

interpret as happy, friendly and affectionate, which makes them suitable for use in 

interventions with a therapeutic purpose. 

 

KAWAKAMI and NAKANO (2002) pay attention to the fact that the inclusion 

of the dog in the therapy program requires the performance of a set of tests to guarantee 

the animal's full health. They must behave well, react in a sociable way to strangers and 
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be used to other animals; small and large dogs of any breed can participate, as long as 

they obey basic obedience commands. VACCARI and ALMEIDA (2007) reinforce that 

all animals used in these programs must pass the evaluation of professionals in the area 

of veterinary and behavioral psychology, they must be evaluated, reassessed and 

monitored. 

 

MANDRÁ et al. (2019) demonstrated, through a literature review with 43 articles 

published between 2010 and 2018, that the dog is the most mentioned animal in the AAT 

programs, being chosen for different therapeutic purposes (Table 1). 

 

SANTOS and SILVA (2016) presented a survey that identified existing AAT 

projects in the state of São Paulo. With the results obtained, it was possible to analyze the 

dog breeds most used in the projects found, with Golden Retrivier dogs being the most 

prominent as a co-therapist (Table 2). It is mentioned that this fact can be explained by 

the calm behavior and the quick sociability that this breed presents, having a pleasant 

temperament when in contact with children and the elderly. In addition, it was also 

observed that most projects followed the goal of biopsychosocial development. 

 

Table 1: Therapeutic purposes attributed to the use of the dog as a co-therapist. 

Diagnosis 

of the patient 

Finalty  

Therapy 

Animal 

Mediator 

More used 

Locomotor impairment, chronic pain and acute pain 

associated with different pathologies, hypertension, 

type 2 diabetes, obesity, cerebral palsy, acute 

psychiatric disorders, stress, anxiety and depression, 

cancer, physical and mental deficiencies, surgical 

procedures and immediate postoperative period, 

elderly patients apparently healthy and learning 

difficulties 

Physics 
Dog 

(33 works) 

Mental illnesses, Psychotic disorders, Alzheimer's 

disease, Delay in the learning process 
Cognitive 

Dog 

 (8 works) 

Stroke, Delay in the learning process, Depression 

and anxiety, Developmental dysphasia 

Communicati

on 

Dog 

 (4 works) 
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Cancer, fibromyalgia Emotional 
Dog 

 (3 works) 

Source: Adapted from Mandrá et al. (2019)  

 

Table 2: Dog breeds most used in projects in the State of São Paulo. 

Breed Number of dogs 

Golden Retrivier 11 

Labrador Retrivier 4 

Yorkshire 3 

Lhasa Apso, Poodle, Shitzu, 

Terra Nova, Cocker Spaniel 

  

Beagle, Border Collie, Pastor de 

Shetland, 

West, Sheepdog, Old English, 

Boiadeiro Bernes, Samoieda 

 

1 

Source: Adapted from Santos e Silva (2016) 

 

KOBAYASHI et al. (2009) report that AAT sessions with hospitalized dogs and 

children facilitated socialization and distraction during painful procedures. Other reports 

show that the interaction between dog and patient improves the cardiovascular pattern by 

decreasing blood pressure and cholesterol levels. In addition, this interaction also 

increases the plasma concentration of â-endorphins, cytokines, prolactin, dopamine and 

decreases the plasma concentration of cortisol, generating results that act positively in the 

state of anxiety. ELMACI and CEVIZCI (2015) also admit that this relationship can be 

beneficial to improve agitated behavior and the psychological symptoms of chronic 

diseases that involve physical and mental disabilities. 

CHUBAK et al. (2017) conducted an assessment on the feasibility of animal 

activities for pediatric oncology patients admitted to Seattle Children’s Hospital, in the 

city of Seattle. Preliminary data were collected on the potential benefits for this group, 

the results were summarized according to the average changes in suffering pre and post 

intervention, verifying the following variables: less distress and significant decrease in 

worry, tiredness, fear, sadness and pain after the visit of the therapy dog. Patients and 

parents were always or almost always anxious to see the dog, they smiled, they seemed 

more relaxed and the patients were excited. In addition, when answering the question 

2 
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"Did you enjoy being visited by the dog?" no patient reported not having enjoyed the 

visit. 

YAMAMOTO et al. (2012) presented a study carried out with a behavioral 

observation of nine dogs from the project Cão-Cidadão-Unesp through the analysis of 

serum and salivary cortisol levels, parametric evaluation and observation of behavioral 

changes at certain times. The results showed that animal-assisted therapy does not seem 

to cause significant stress to dogs, as it does not directly interfere with animal welfare and 

health. Neither was negative stress behavior observed, concluding that AAT is capable of 

causing benefits to humans without harming the animal. 

IN THE DENTAL CLINIC 

 

GUSSGARD et al. (2019) mention that most human beings are capable of 

handling dental consultations well, but for people who suffer from odontophobia, it may 

not be so easy. The dental therapy dog can help reduce stress, anxiety and also act as a 

communication icebreaker for an anxious patient to talk about their distress in dental care. 

And they also emphasize that, for this type of therapy, the dog must be used to the 

environment of a dental examination and, thus, be able to demonstrate to the patient that 

there is nothing to worry about. The authors exemplify that when the dental therapy dog 

shows comfort and tranquility in the dental chair, the child may want to try the same. 

 

VICENT et al. (2020) state that the interaction of the pediatric patient with an 

animal can reduce anxiety and fear in dental care and this therapeutic modality can reduce 

the use of benzodiazepines to control the behavior of these patients. They conducted a 

study in which they assessed the acceptance and demand of those responsible for children 

who are candidates for Therapy Assisted by Dogs and of the dental and auxiliary 

professionals responsible for the care of children, through a questionnaire for these two 

groups. The results of the research show that the use of dogs in the waiting room was 

approved by more than 80% of the guardians of children, while in the treatment room it 

was a little more than 60%. However, there is still concern among parents, because, 

although the dog is a novelty and distraction for the child, it can also bring both positive 

effects, such as drawing your attention to the dentist, and negative effects, not allowing 

the child listens to the dentist; in addition, there was a tendency to concern about cleaning 
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the environment, training and temperament of the dog and allergies. With oral health 

professionals, 31% approved, 54% said they were neutral and 11.5% made negative 

comments regarding therapy with dogs in the waiting room; while in the treatment room, 

16% were positive, 46% neutral, 33% negative. Seen like this, the dental health team 

showed concern about the risk of accident, infection control and clinical effectiveness. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The interaction between man and animal goes back to the beginnings of human 

relations and demonstrates, through countless records, that these bonds of affection 

between human beings and animals are capable of providing well-being in different 

perspectives throughout life. Based on these potential benefits, AAT brings the possibility 

of helping traditional therapies making the process less traumatic and more pleasant for 

patients with different health conditions and with different ages. (LAMPERT, 2014; 

ALMEIDA et al., 2016; GARCIA and BATOMÉ, 2008). 

 

To be chosen as a co-therapist, animals must have the ability to maintain 

satisfactory and friendly contact with humans. Among all the available options, the dog 

appears as the animal of preference due to its good levels of obedience and its good 

interaction with patients, being able to trigger significant improvements in 

biopsychosocial development regarding physiological functions, daily well-being and 

encouragement to proceed with basic therapies. (KAWAKAMI and NAKANO, 2002; 

BUNDUKI and MILANEZ, 2015). 

 

The use of the dog is the interaction most mentioned by the AAT projects, being 

included for different therapeutic purposes such as physical, cognitive, emotional 

rehabilitation and stimulating communication in patients with the most varied diagnoses. 

Records are also found for other benefits such as: improvement in the cardiovascular 

pattern, improvement in the state of anxiety and stress, improvement in the behavior and 

psychological symptoms of chronic diseases, decrease in fear or sadness and possibility 

of distraction during painful procedures. (MANDRÁ et al. 2019; KOBAYASHI et al. 

2009; ELMACI and CEVIZCI, 2015; CHUBAK et al. 2017). 
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In addition to presenting extremely favorable behavioral characteristics for their 

inclusion in these programs, dogs also receive good acceptance from patients for the role 

of co-therapist. However, in order to build a beneficial relationship without harming the 

animal's health, it is necessary to follow a routine of evaluation and monitoring through 

examinations and veterinary monitoring. (ALTHAUSEN, 2006; LUNDQVIST et al. 

2017; KAWAKAMI and NAKANO, 2002; YAMAMOTO et al. 2012). 

 

In dental practice, the participation of therapy dogs plays an important role in 

improving the consultation environment for both children and adults, in addition to 

bringing the possibility of reducing the use of benzodiazepines. The reduction of stress 

and anxiety, improved communication, increased safety and relaxation of patients with 

conditions of distress to care are some of the benefits that can be generated. (GUSSGARD 

et al. 2019; VICENT et al. 2020). 

 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

The animal can be an aid in human biopsychosocial development and act as a co-

therapist for various diagnoses, from physical to emotional. Thus, the dog is the animal 

most used in animal-assisted therapies, since it has excellent behavioral characteristics 

and acceptance by the patient. 

According to the studies, it is concluded that, with the Assisted Therapy by Dogs, the 

general health of the patient is benefited and the therapeutic procedures are facilitated, 

being even dispensed, or minimized, the use of medications to control anxiety during the 

procedures. It is observed that, in addition to controlling the patient's health, the dog must 

also have periodic veterinary monitoring. 
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