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How Therapy Animals Can Help
Maltreated Children

By Allie Phillips, J.D.!

ike most pet owners, I have experi-
enced how therapeutic a pet’s uncondi-
tional love can be during times of
stress. Therefore, it has not surprised
me to see many organizations, counselors and
health care professionals formally recognize
that animals can help people with emotional
and physical injuries recover faster.

Throughout its 132-year history, the Ameri-
can Humane Association has acknowledged the
power of the human-animal bond. Through its
Animal-Assisted Therapy Program, our staff’
currently trains and provides registered therapy
animal teams to help people in need—espe-
cially children who have been maltreated or
have witnessed trauma. To further support and
advance this work, American Humane
launched a national initiative in August 2009
called the Therapy Animals Supporting Kids
(TASK) Program.

As co-creator of the TASK Program, along
with American Humane Director of Animal-
Assisted Interventions Diana McQuarrie, I
provide guidance regarding therapy animals to
prosecutors, child protection workers, social
workers, police officers and other professionals
who work with maltreated children or child
witnesses to violence. It is widely accepted that
therapy animals can benefit individuals who
have suffered physical or emotional trauma.?
The TASK Program takes this concept one
step further and encourages child protection
professionals to incorporate therapy animals
into sessions with children who have been
abused or neglected or have witnessed vio-
lence. When children have suffered trauma, it is
often difficult for them to speak of their expe-
riences. Incorporating a therapy animal into
the process can help a child open up and pro-
mote the healing process.

The TASK Manual was created to help
child protection professionals understand the
nuances associated with incorporating therapy
animals. The TASK Manual merges two impor-
tant areas of expertise: first, the practical issues
involving setting up an animal-assisted therapy
program and safely working with therapy ani-
mals; and second, the legal implications of ef-
fectively incorporating therapy animals in work
with children that often entails a difficult court
process. The TASK Manual is available as a free
download at www.americanhumane.org/task.

The TASK Manual identifies six situations
where therapy animals can be incorporated to

help traumatized children, including thor-
oughly detailing the benefits, drawbacks, and
potential legal ramifications involved with each
type of situation. The six situations are: Greet-
ing children (at a children’s advocacy center,
prosecutor’s office, or other agency location),
the forensic interview or evaluation, the med-
ical examination, individual or group therapy,
court preparation and courtroom testimony.

The manual also contains numerous exam-
ples of dos and don’ts, including potential legal
objections and suggested responses, in each of
these six situations. For example, during a
forensic interview, do allow the child to decide
whether a therapy handler-animal team should
join him or her in the interview room. If a
child agrees to a therapy animal, the inter-
viewer and handler should still be aware of the
child’s non-verbal cues as to whether he or she
appears to enjoy the animal’s presence. If the
child appears hesitant in spite of saying yes to
the animal, the handler should politely excuse
the therapy animal and let the child know the
therapy animal will be waiting for him/her
outside. On the other hand, don’t tell the child
that if he or she comes to the interview room
and talks, then he or she can have a therapy an-
imal present. Never use a therapy animal as a
bartering tool to obtain a disclosure. A poten-
tial objection to including therapy animals dur-
ing the forensic interview process may be that
the presence of the handler inhibited the child
from a full disclosure that may have exonerated
the defendant. A suggested response could be
to have the interviewer, handler or even the
child testify that the child agreed to have the
handler present in the interview room. The in-
terviewer and handler can further testify re-
garding the child’s outward demeanor and
whether the child appeared apprehensive or in-
hibited as a result of the handler being present.
If the interview was videotaped, offer the
videotape as the best evidence of what oc-
curred.

For incorporating therapy animals during
pre-trial preparation and courtroom testimony
for children, the animals can relax the child and
provide a sense of security. Do ask the child if
s/he wishes to have a therapy animal accompa-
nying him/her to the witness stand. However,
don’t let the child believe that a “good per-
formance” on the witness stand is contingent
on having the therapy animal available for
court testimony. Potential objections to includ-



ing therapy animals in the courtroom may be:

* Objection: The presence of the therapy animal and handler in
the witness stand will be prejudicial to the defendant.
Suggested Response: The prosecutor should take steps to con-
ceal as best as possible the therapy animal and move the handler
as far from the witness stand, but still allow leash control and a
visual of the animal to ensure the animal’s safety. Just as children
in many states are allowed to have a comfort item (such as a doll
or blanket) or a support person with them during testimony, the
therapy animal fulfills both roles and is less suggestible than a
concerned adult.

Objection: The presence of the therapy animal and handler on
the witness stand conveys that the child is fragile and needing of
protection against the defendant, which conveys a negative image
of the defendant.

Suggested Response: This is not a valid objection and does
not reach the legal level of “extreme prejudice” or “overly preju-
dicial” The demeanor of the witness, whether strong or fragile
during testimony, is not an objectionable factor since all wit-
nesses react difterently when testifying. Therapy animals help
calm children; thus, the child will provide more efficient and ac-
curate testimony during questioning. This could help protect a
defendant from inaccurate testimony.?

Children’s advocacy centers and prosecutors’ offices that cur-
rently incorporate therapy animals to assist children are featured in
the manual. It also contains sample forms that can be downloaded
through the TASK Web page. Although the TASK Program en-
courages child welfare professionals to reflect on whether therapy
animals would benefit their agencies and children, it also explains
that therapy animals may not be appropriate for all situations or
children.*

Strategies and practical tips for using therapy animals and stories
about how these animals have helped children are included in the
Task Manual. The Alliance for Children Advocacy Center in Tar-
rant County, Texas, has several therapy animals, including Willie, a
handsome black Newfoundland dog. Willie’s first opportunity to
assist during a forensic interview involved a 10-year-old girl who
had not made an outcry even though her father confessed to sex-
ual abuse. The staff at the Alliance for Children discussed how to
help the girl, and that is when Willie was brought in to assist.
Willie and his handler, Karen, arrived at the center 15 minutes be-
fore the girl was scheduled to arrive. Willie visited the forensic in-
terview room so that he was comfortable with the location. The
girl’s mother also gave prior approval to have Willie interact with
her daughter. Then the moment came for the girl to meet Willie.
It was all smiles and tail wags. After 20 minutes of interaction with
Willie, the girl was asked if she would like Willie to come to the
interview with her. The girl became very excited and was pleased
to have Willie by her side. Karen brought an extra leash so that
both of them could walk Willie to the interview room. After the
interview was complete, the staff and Karen were debriefed. All
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agreed that the interview was successful. The girl was able to talk
about the sexual abuse for the first time. In the end, although the
father confessed, it was important to the center staff for the girl to
start talking about what happened. Because of Willie, she was fi-
nally able to talk and start the healing process. Most recently, the
Alliance for Children awarded Isabelle, a beautiful Newfoundland
therapy dog and “co-worker” to Willie, the Volunteer of the Year
award to acknowledge the important work she is doing to help
children.

The manual also features a story from the Palm Beach County
State Attorney’s Office. The office has three registered therapy dogs
(Jake, Chloe and Morgan) that help children through the court
process. In one situation, Chloe assisted a child who was so fearful
of the process she did not want to testify. Once the child realized
that Chloe could accompany her, the child relaxed and was able to
testify. According to Lorene Taylor, “She was able to tell the adults
what happened. It was not easy. Sometimes she gripped the leash
until her fingers turned blue. Sometimes she would only whisper
to the dog about what she had seen.They all pretended not to
watch while she cried into the fur on the dog’s back. But she was
able to tell what she knew.”

As a former prosecuting attorney, I know firsthand how diffi-
cult it can be for a child to climb up to the witness stand and tes-
tify about the trauma he or she experienced or saw. Animals,
especially trained therapy animals, have an innate ability to com-
fort and calm children and help them through the court process,
often resulting in less trauma and better outcomes for everyone in-
volved.

For more information about the TASK Program, please visit
www.americanhumane.org/task, where you can download a com-
plimentary copy of American Humane’s TASK Program Manual.

! Allie Phillips is the vice president of Public Policy for the American Humane As-
sociation. Previously she was a senior attorney with the National District At-
torneys Association’s National Center for Prosecution of Child Abuse and
National Child Protection Training Center, and an assistant prosecuting attor-
ney from Michigan.
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* The TASK Manual was peer-reviewed by nationally recognized leaders in child
protection and animal-assisted therapy, including the National Child Protec-
tion Training Center and Delta Society, as well as children’s advocacy centers
that have eftectively incorporated therapy animals to benefit child victims and
witnesses. The manual has received endorsements from the National District
Attorneys Association, the National Center for Prosecution of Child Abuse,
the National Children’s Advocacy Center, the National Child Protection
Training Center, the state’s attorney for the 15th Judicial District in Palm
Beach, Florida, and many others.
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