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Abstract

Context: Research has been scarce on health pro-
fessionals’ knowledge about guidelines regulating service
dogs in a clinical setting. Gaining insight into health pro-
fessionals’ understanding of Americans with Disabilities
Act (ADA) regulations concerning service dogs is critical for
navigating compliance and reducing risk. Misinformation
about service dogs could influence decisions affecting
policy and care, leading to poor treatment and suboptimal
health outcomes for patients with service animals.
Objectives: To assess health professionals’ knowledge
about ADA regulations and beliefs about workplace pro-
tocols and training related to service dogs.
Methods: The study used snowball sampling to distribute
surveys to health professionals from around the United
States. Initial outreach occurred using mailing lists, in-
vestigators’personal networks, and socialmedia. The survey
contained 24 items. True and false questions were used to
test ADA knowledge and then coded as correct or incorrect.
Most closed-end questions were measured on a 5-point Lik-
ert scale using frequencies and descriptive statistics. A
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)was conducted to test
whether variables, such as encounters to service dogs,
affected knowledge of ADA requirements.

Results: The survey was completed by 441 health pro-
fessionals from around the country. Most (234; 53.1%)
worked in a hospital and came from a range of profes-
sional backgrounds (nurses, 155 [35.2%]; physicians, 71
[16.1%]). While nearly three-quarters (318 [73.1%]) of
participants said their workplace had a policy on service
animals, 113 (34.9%) of those said they were unfamiliar
with the policy and 236 (54.5%) said they had not
received adequate training on the topic. Most partici-
pants did not know basic ADA policy requirements
related to service dogs. Only those who were extremely
familiar with policy (F=4.613; p=0.001) and those who
strongly agreed that they knew the differences between
service dogs and other classes of animals (F=5.906;
p=0.000) scored higher on the knowledge test than
those who disagreed.
Conclusions: Our results suggest that increased famil-
iarity and training leads to higher knowledge about ser-
vice dogs and ADA policy. Health professionals need
additional education on ADA service dog regulations
and hospital policy in order to minimize risk and ensure
patients with service dogs receive optimal care.
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Most existing literature on service animals has examined
how they affect owners’ health outcomes, but there has been
little research on health professionals’ understanding of
federal regulations and protections for patients who own
service dogs [1–4]. Gaining insight on this issue is critical
because misinformation about service dogs could affect
policy decisions, ultimately leading to poor treatment
and suboptimal health outcomes for patients with service
animals. In the past decade, the use of service animals
to support individuals with health issues has grown
considerably in theUnitedStates [5]. A 2017 study [4] showed
wide public misunderstanding around the definitions,
rights, and rules of service dogs [4]. One key issue involves
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how a service animal is legally defined. According to the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), service animals are
“dogs that are individually trained to do work or perform
tasks for peoplewith disabilities” [6]. This includes assisting
people who are blind, deaf, have mobility difficulties,
mental illness, or post-traumatic stress. The definition ex-
cludes emotional support animals (which offer comfort but
have not been trained to perform a specific task for someone
who is disabled) and therapy dogs (which provide comfort
and affection to individuals, disabled or not, in schools,
health facilities and similar locations). The ADA lists ex-
amples of tasks performed by service dogs, such as
reminding a person to takemedicine or pulling awheelchair
[6]. Dogs typically undergo intensive training, which can
cost $30,000–$50,000, to learn these skills [7]. To further
clarify the role, the ADA states that a service dog is not a
pet, but aworking animal [6]. The distinction can be difficult
to make. According to a 2017 survey by the American Vet-
erinary Medical Association, there are about 77 million
pet dogs in the U.S. and 85% of pet owners consider dogs
to be family members [8]. A 2016 survey found that 19% of
dog owners have sneaked them into placeswhere dogswere
not allowed [9].

Service dogs, in particular fake service dogs, have
received considerable media attention highlighting in-
dividuals who have tried to circumvent no pet policies in
apartments, restaurants, and on airlines by claiming they
have a service dog [10–15]. Numerous organizations sell
paraphernalia like vests and certifications, which make
that type of fraud harder to detect [14]. This also could
potentially increase the number of encounters healthcare
providers’ have with dogs in a clinical setting [16–18].
However, 16 states have made service dog fraud a criminal
violation due to the rising number of incidentswhen poorly
trained animals, incorrectly identified as service animals,
have bitten people [10], attacked legitimate service dogs
[11–13], and have been out of control [10]. Some service dog
advocates worry that bad behavior by falsely labeled ser-
vice dogs will increase bias and create a backlash against
people with disabilities and mental illness, such as veter-
ans, who qualify for a service animal [11, 12, 19].

In terms of access regulations, service dogs are allowed
anywhere the public can go. This includes hospitals and
clinics, which are required to meet requirements from the
ADA [6]. However, after a review of its members’ service dog
policies, the Society forHealthcareEpidemiologyofAmerica
(SHEA) concluded that healthcare institutions lacked
consistent policies or practice around managing service
dogs [20]. SHEA strongly recommended that medical
facilities implement written policies addressing animals
in a healthcare setting and educate their staff about the

topic. The group outlined a list of specific policy guidelines
to help institutionsminimize risks and reduce the likelihood
of an adverse event [21]. To our knowledge, no studies have
subsequently examined the knowledge level of healthcare
professionals about ADA regulations for service animals,
which was the aim of our study.

Methods

This study was approved by the Ohio University Institutional
Review Board.

The participant pool for this exploratory study included health
professionals aged 18 years or older working in a clinic or hospital
setting who could read or write English. Individuals working at
long-term care facilities or in a home healthcare setting were
excluded. Participants were recruited using mailing lists from the
American Assembly for Men in Nursing as well as Ohio-licensed
certified nurse practitioners, physician assistants, and physicians
from the Ohio State Medical Board. Additionally, the research team
also recruited participants via social media and in their own pro-
fessional networks, including preceptors affiliated with the Ohio
University Heritage College of OsteopathicMedicine, where the study
took place. To encourage broader participation, respondents were
asked to share the survey with colleagues (a “snowball sampling”
method).

The anonymous, online survey was developed by the authors,
with several survey questions based on previously published work on
this topic [4]. The surveywas administered throughQualtrics (SAP SE)
between September and November 2018. Prospective participants
followed a link to the survey, where they were presented with the
informed consent form and asked to click a button affirming their
consent. Once consent was given, participants could access the
24-item survey. The survey was divided into the following sections:
questions regarding institutional policies, which assessed partici-
pants’ comfort level with service dogs and awareness about policies
and training related to service dogs; questions aboutADA compliance,
to examine their knowledge of federal regulations related to service
dogs; and demographic questions about dog ownership, occupation,
work facility, sex, and area of residence.Most questions used a 5-point
Likert scale for answer options. There were multiple anchors, such as
“extremely familiar” to “not familiar at all” or “strongly agree” to
“strongly disagree,” depending on the question type.

Before completing the ADA compliance section of the survey,
participants were provided with the following definitions:
(1) Service dog—adog thathasbeen individually trained todowork or

perform tasks for an individual with a disability. The task(s) per-
formed by the dogmust be directly related to the person’s disability.

(2) Emotional support dog—a dog that provides comfort by being
with the person but has not been trained to perform a specific job
or task to assist people with disabilities.

(3) Therapy dog—a dog that provides comfort and affection to peo-
ple, who may or may not have a disability, in schools, mental
health institutions, health facilities, disaster areas and similar
locations.

The questions in the compliance section then posed true/false
questions to test knowledge; answerswere codedas correct or incorrect.
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Most closed-end questions were analyzed using frequencies
and descriptive statistics. As stated, true and false questions were
used to test knowledge and then coded as correct or incorrect. A
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to test
whether certain variables affected participants’ knowledge of ADA
service dog requirements. The relationship between having a pet
and comfort level with service dogs was analyzed using Pearson
chi-square with statistical significance defined as p<0.05. Reliability
and validity were not evaluated on the survey.

Results

The survey was completed by 441 health professionals, but
not all participants responded to all questions; response
rates and demographic information are shown in Table 1.
Most participants were women (343; 77.8%), lived in the
Midwest (378; 90.6%), and worked in a hospital (234;
53.1%) in either an urban (211; 47.8%) or suburban (159;
36.1%) setting. Participants were primarily nurses (155;
35.2%), physicians (71; 16.1%), or physician assistants (65;
14.7%), and 149 (33.9%) participants worked in other
health professions.

Although 318 (73.1%) participants said their employer
had a policy on service animals, 117 (26.9%) said there was

no policy. Of those whose workplace had a policy, only 68
(20.9%) said they were extremely or very familiar with that
policy, 143 (44.1%) had some familiarity, and 113 (34.9%)
were not familiar at all with the policy (Table 2). When
asked if their employer had adequate protocols for man-
aging service animals, 85 (19.6%) strongly agreed and 106
(24.5%) somewhat agreed. More than half of participants
strongly agreed (129; 29.7%) or somewhat agreed (122;
28.1%) that their workplace provided adequate support for
individuals with service animals. However, 236 (54.5%) did
not feel they had received adequate training from their
employer on how to handle patients or visitors with service
animals; 68 (15.5%) reported they probably would not and
27 (6.2%) said they definitely would not know what to do if
a service animal entered the workplace. Fifty-seven
(13.0%) participants said they had never encountered a

Table : Participant demographics.a

n (%)

Sex, n=
Women  (.)
Men  (.)
Prefer not to disclose  (.)
Work setting, n=
Urban  (.)
Suburban  (.)
Rural  (.)
Region, n=
West  (.)
Midwest  (.)
Northeast  (.)
South  (.)
Profession, n=
Nurse  (.)
Physician  (.)
Physician assistant  (.)
Other  (.)
Facility, n=
Hospital  (.)
Health clinic  (.)
Rehabilitation center  (.)
Other  (.)

aWhile the survey included  participants, many did not
respond to all questions. Individual n values are indicated on
the leading row for each category.

Table : Workplace policy, training, and support.a

n (%)

Does your clinic/hospital/facility have a policy
on service animals? n=
Yes  (.)
No  (.)
How familiar are you with that policy? n=
Extremely familiar  (.)
Very familiar  (.)
Moderately familiar  (.)
Slightly familiar  (.)
Not familiar at all  (.)
My clinic/hospital has adequate protocols to address
how to manage service animals, n=
Strongly agree  (.)
Somewhat agree  (.)
Neither agree nor disagree  ()
Somewhat disagree  (.)
Strongly disagree  (.)
My clinic/hospital provides adequate support
for individuals with service animals, n=
Strongly agree  (.)
Somewhat agree  (.)
Neither agree nor disagree  (.)
Somewhat disagree  (.)
Strongly disagree  (.)
My clinic/hospital offers adequate training for
employees about handling patients/visitors
with service animals, n=
Strongly agree  (.)
Somewhat agree  (.)
Neither agree nor disagree  (.)
Somewhat disagree  (.)
Strongly disagree  (.)

aWhile the survey included  participants, many did not respond to
all questions. Individual n values are indicated on the leading row for
each category.
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service animal at work, while a similar number (53;
12.1%) reported frequently seeing service animals. Three
hundred and seventy participants (83.9%) said they were
comfortable with service animals in the workplace. Two
hundred and ninety-seven (67.3%) participants had a dog
as a pet, but very few had a service (2; 0.5%), emotional
support (7; 1.6%), or therapy dog (7; 1.6%). No statistically
significant relationship was found between participants
having a pet or service dog and their comfort level when
dealing with service dogs (p=0.110).

Only two of the true/false questions were correctly
answered by most participants. Full results from these
seven dichotomous variable questions are shown in Ta-
ble 3. Almost all participants (402; 91.2%) knew that clinics
and hospitals are required to allow access to service dogs
accompanying a patient or visitor. However, more partici-
pants either answered incorrectly or were unsure about
specific questions aboutwhat is allowed. Twohundred and
ten (47.6%) of participantswere unsure aboutwhether a pit
bull could be a service dog, 180 (40.8%) incorrectly said
service dogs cannot be restricted from entering any part of
the facility, and 268 (60.8%) incorrectly said they could ask
for proof of a dog’s status as a service dog.

A one-way ANOVA test was conducted to assess
whether knowledge of ADA service dog requirements
was affected by the frequency of encounters with service
dogs (F [4, 434]=3.486; p=0.008), familiarity with service
dog policies (F [4, 319]=4.613; p=0.001), reports of
adequate training (F [4, 428]=5.160; p=0.000), confidence
(F [4, 433]=7.568; p=0.000), and comfort level (F [4, 436]=
2.763; p=0.027) when dealing with service animals. The test
revealed that knowledge scores were statistically
significantly lower for the following: participants who
had never encountered a service dog (mean±standard
deviation [SD], 43.1 ± 24.4; p=0.011), those who strongly

disagreed when asked if they’d had adequate training
(mean±SD, 43.3 ± 24.7; p=0.008), and thosewho said they
would not know what to do if a service dog entered their
workplace (mean±SD, 32.8 ± 27.4; p=0.000). On the other
hand, those who said they were extremely familiar with
service dog policies had statistically significant higher
(mean±SD, 60.7 ± 21.9; p=0.002) knowledge scores.
Comfort level had no statistically significant effect on
knowledge scores except for those who reported being
neither comfortable nor uncomfortable with service ani-
mals in a professional setting. Their knowledge score was
significantly lower (mean±SD, 35.7 ± 25.1; p=0.019). There
was also a statistically significant difference between
groups (F [4, 427]=5.906, p=0.000) on knowledge scores
among those who strongly agreed that they knew the
difference between service animals, therapy animals, and
emotional support animals, and those who were neutral
(p=0.011), somewhat disagreed (p=0.002), or strongly dis-
agreed (p=0.025).

Discussion

In this study, we sought to understand health professionals’
knowledge about ADA service animal regulations. Medical
facilities are likely to encounter service dogs and it is rec-
ommended that they have a policy regarding them [21].
We found that while many participants said their work-
places had a policy for service dogs, over a third (34.9%)
of participants said they were unfamiliar with the policy.
Over half (54.5%) of participants did not feel that they
had received adequate training from their employers
on handling patients or visitors with service animals. Our
exploratory study results also showed that there was a lack
of knowledge about service animals and ADA regulations,

Table : Participant results for true/false knowledge-based questions regarding compliance (n=).

Questions Correct, n (%) Incorrect, n (%) Not sure, n (%)

. Clinics/hospitals are required to allow
access to service dogs accompanying a patient or visitor.

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

. Clinics/hospitals cannot restrict service dogs from entering
any area of the facility.

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

. I can ask individuals with service dogs to provide proof
of the disability.

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

. I can ask for proof of a dog’s status as a service dog.  (.%)  (.%)  (.%)
. I can ask individuals with service dogs if the dog is required
because of a disability.a

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

. If a service animal is disruptive or uncontrollable, I can ask
that the dog be removed.a

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

. A pit bull cannot be a service dog.a  (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

aIndicates missing data from participant nonresponse (n=).
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with the exception of participants who had reported
that they were extremely familiar with their workplace’s
policy on service dogs. Of the seven questions given to
participants onADArequirements for servicedogs, 5 (71.4%)
were answered incorrectly by most participants. Outside
of knowing that service dogs can accompany patients, par-
ticipants had a strong misunderstanding of regulations.
For example, more than 57% of participants either were
uncertain or mistakenly answered that pit bulls cannot be
service dogs. The ADA states that any breed of dog may be
a service animal [22].

Further, 40.8% of participants incorrectly answered
that service animals cannot be restricted from someparts of
a hospital. Although service animals can accompany a
patient into an exam roomand placeswhere the public and
patients are permitted, they can be excluded from areas
where a sterile environment is required, food and medi-
cation are prepared, or where the animal poses a risk to
immunocompromised patients [20]. If the service animal
stays with patients when they are admitted to the hospital,
the patient or their family and friends must be able to care
for the dog. Otherwise, the hospital may place the dog in a
boarding facility [22].

Nearly one-third (31.7%) of participants were unsure
whether they could ask patients to provide proof of their
disability, and 60.8% incorrectly answered that they could
ask for proof of the dog’s status as a service animal. The
ADA explicitly states that staff can ask two questions of
service dog owners: (1) whether the dog a service ani-
mal required because of a disability, and (2) what work or
task has the dog been trained to perform [6]. If the patient
answers these questions, the animal must be given access.
Owners cannot be asked about their disability or requested
to show medical documentation or dog training certifica-
tion. Staff cannot ask the person to state or describe their
disability or ask for the dog to demonstrate the task it
performs. They also cannot ask the animal to leave because
staff can provide the same services or because staff or other
patients are afraid or allergic to dogs. However, service
dogs must meet local animal control or public health re-
quirements, such as being vaccinated or licensed [22].

Many participants either incorrectly answered (30;
6.8%) or were unsure (125; 28.3%) about whether service
animals could be removed for being disruptive or uncon-
trolled. The ADA clearly states that staff may ask for service
animals to be removed if the animal is out of control, not
housebroken, disruptive, ill, or a direct threat to others’
health and safety [22]. In most cases, the dog must be on a
leash or tether and should not bark repeatedly [6].

Typically, service dogs are highly trained to help those
with disabilities perform a specific task much like a

medical device, such as an insulin pump or walker, but the
ADA does not require the dog to be professionally trained
nor wear a vest to indicate their status [22]. ADA knowledge
was lower among participants who had not encountered
service dogs, felt they had inadequate training, or said
they were uncomfortable dealing with service dogs. Only
participants who said they were extremely familiar with
their workplace’s policy and those who strongly agreed
that they knew the difference between service animals
and other classes of animals scored higher on the knowl-
edge test than those who disagreed. These results suggest
that increased of familiarity and training leads to higher
knowledge levels about service dogs and ADA regulations.

Noncompliance with federal, state, and local regula-
tions - such as refusing patients with service animals ac-
cess to areas where members of the public are allowed to
go - could result in patients taking legal action. Patients
can file Title III complaints, which cover places of public
accommodations, through private lawsuits in federal
court or with the U.S. Department of Justice [23]. If the
violation involves a federal government facility, activity,
or program, or an organization receiving federal funds, the
patient can file a section 504 complaint, which is done
through the agency overseeing the funding or program [23].

A list of ADA cases since 2006 related to public access of
service animals mostly contains complaints filed against
schools, restaurants, hotels, and transportation companies
[24]. However, healthcare facilities have also been the sub-
ject of complaints, lawsuits, and negative publicity for
denying service animals access to facilities [25–27]. In one
case [28], medical staff at a clinic complained about a pa-
tient’s service animal and inappropriately asked for written
proof of thedog’s trainingandcertification.Theembarrassed
patient left without being seen. The United States Attorney’s
Office conducted an investigation and found the office
had violated the ADA. Consequently, the physician had to
create a written service animal policy, distribute the policy
to all employees, train them on it, integrate compliance
with the policy into employee contracts, post signage
saying individuals with service dogs were welcome in the
office, promptly investigate complaints, respond in writing
to individuals making complaints, record violations of the
policy, and submit a biannual report of complaints for three
years. He also had to pay $500 in compensatory damages [28].

One recommendation to help healthcare organizations
better manage service dogs in their facilities is to hire a
liaison who would handle incident reports involving ani-
mals and act as a checkpoint for animals entering the
building [21]. The results of our study suggest that it may be
beneficial for hospital administrators to review their
workplace’s policies regarding service dogs and evaluate
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their employees’ familiarity with them. The Society of
Healthcare Epidemiology has published a thorough list
of recommended service dog guidelines [21] addressing
a broad range of topics such as infection control, in-
teractions with animals, and policy development, which
could be helpful for creating or updating policies. We
also recommend that practices and health systems
integrate service dog guidelines into their compliance
manual and require employees to routinely review the
policy, including the two questions that can be asked of
service dog owners.

There are two primary limitations of our study, which
include survey construction and generalizability of the re-
sults. This is among of the first studies investigating this
topic as its primary purpose. Therefore, we based several of
the survey questions on the limited work that was done
previously [4]. Reliability and validity were not evaluated on
the survey. It is unclear whether these trends are influenced
by the environment, participants’ perceptions, or participant
background. In addition, use of a nonrandom sample is a
potential limitationof the study.Although it canbeuseful for
exploratory studies, it can also lead to oversampling, self-
selection bias, and lack of a representative sample of the
population.

We also did not consider specific state laws appli-
cable to service dogs, nor how regional culture and
attitude toward animals in public might influence health
professionals’ knowledge of service animals. Most study
participants lived in the Midwest; a broader distribution
of participants from around the country may have shown
variations in knowledge by region.

Conclusions

Healthcare professionals who participated in our survey
reported considerable uncertainty about and had received
what they considered inadequate training on ADA service
dog regulations, suggesting they could benefit from training
to reduce safety risks and optimize health outcomes for in-
dividuals with service dogs. Developing a greater under-
standing of service dogs, their function in the overall health
of patients who need them, and policies concerning service
dog use in clinical settings is consistent with osteopathic
philosophy and belief that good health extends beyond
treating symptoms. Additionally, sensitivity to their usemay
help foster holistic and compassionate care based on the
tenets of osteopathy. Future research examining the per-
ceptions of patients with service dogs regarding their treat-
ment and care at healthcare facilities could help identify
gaps in how service dog policies are implemented.
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