
We are aware of ongoing conversations within academic circles advocating for
changes to the terminology used to describe work with therapy animals. Some
scholars suggest replacing phrases such as “animal-assisted interventions” with
alternatives like “animal-assisted services.” Others question the term “therapy
animal,” arguing it implies the animal is performing therapy.

A CALL FOR CONSISTENCY
UPHOLDING ESTABLISHED TERMINOLOGY IN AAI 
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While we respect the role of academic discourse,
Pet Partners and the Association of Animal-Assisted
Intervention Professionals (AAAIP) will continue to
use the long-standing terminology established by
the field. Changing core terminology only hinders
progress, especially in a field that is still finding its
footing outside of academia, research and
volunteer therapy animal programs.

The current terminology is already well established. It appears in textbooks, policy
documents, certification standards, and is familiar to the general public. Changing it
now would only cause confusion, create unnecessary division, and distract from our
shared goal: promoting safe, ethical, and effective animal-assisted interventions
(AAI) and positive human-animal interactions.



“Numerous terms have been introduced, each carrying its
nuances and implications. A 2024 publication identified a
total of 1,414 distinct terms to describe AAI, with over 75%
of the terms having only been used once between 2013 and
2023 (Green et al.). This inconsistency in terminology use
has often led to confusion and misunderstanding among the
public, muddying their perception of the subject. Our
current efforts should not be spent on changing terminology
that already clearly explains our direction, but rather on
demonstrating the efficacy and value of human-animal
interactions from a therapeutic standpoint. The consensus
among early pioneers is that the misuse of these terms led
to confusion and hindered the acceptance of this discipline. 

CONTEXTUALIZING THE ISSUE

“I (Aubrey Fine) suggest that one of the significant challenges that the field has
encountered over the years has been the plethora of terminology used to describe this
complex process.

I suggest that our leadership needs to guide the field into the future while preserving the
clarity that currently exists. Over the past several decades, a strong consensus has
emerged emphasizing our unity. Although this issue may continue to be revisited in the
future, that moment does not appear to be now. Our leadership's efforts should focus
on demonstrating the efficacy of AAI and effectively communicating this information to
those who can influence policy and drive change. Engaging in disputes about definitions
at this juncture may only fragment the field when unity is crucial.”

BY AUBREY FINE
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HONORING ACCESSIBILITY
For decades, the field has struggled with issues of accessibility and diversity. Many potential
participants and professionals don’t know how to get started or even what to search for online. As
two of the largest organizations in the therapy animal space, Pet Partners and AAAIP recognize our
responsibility to lower barriers, not raise them. Accessibility must be reflected not just in practice
but in language. Shifts in terminology, especially when not driven by urgent or practical needs,
could alienate those we aim to include. We remain committed to serving everyone who seeks to
explore the power of the human-animal bond.

IMPACT ON POLICY
Policies, procedures, and legal standards across thousands of programs are built on
the established term “animal-assisted interventions.”  Replacing this language would
require massive and expensive updates with little benefit.  Our priority remains
progress, not performative change.

INVESTMENT IN
CERTIFICATION &
EDUCATIONAL
MATERIALS
When AAAIP set out to create the Animal-
Assisted Intervention Specialist Certification, we
brought together a diverse group of respected
field leaders from around the globe. Following
certification industry standards, we conducted a
rigorous practice analysis to determine the
necessary knowledge, skills, and terminology.
During that process—and while developing the
certification exam and educational resources—
there was never any concern about the phrase
“animal-assisted interventions.” Pet Partners and
AAAIP have invested significant time, funding,
and expertise to elevate professionalism in the
field. Any future changes to our programs will be
guided by demonstrated needs and evidence-
based improvements, not semantic preferences.
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FOCUSING ON WHAT
MATTERS MOST
The field of AAI faces real, urgent challenges. Many
volunteer and professional handlers lack access to
training in best practices that protect both people
and animals. That is where our collective focus
should lie: ensuring safety, consistency, and quality
across interventions. Although language debates
can be stimulating, they do not address the most
pressing needs of the field.

LEARNING FROM OTHER
SPECIALIZATIONS
Other helping professions can act as great
models for the field of AAI. Play therapy is an
excellent example. While its terminology has
faced critique, the field has remained consistent.
This consistency allowed professionals and the
public alike to develop a shared understanding.
As a result, play therapy is now a well-recognized
and respected specialization. The field of AAI
should follow a similar path to grow recognition,
accessibility, and credibility.
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We at Pet Partners and AAAIP highly
value our ongoing collaboration with
the academic community because
we’re rooted in research and ethical
practice. Our programs are informed by
the insights of our Scientific Advisory
Board, our Board of Directors, and
international experts who regularly
contribute to developing our services.
We remain unwavering in our
commitment to advancing the field in
ways that are practical, inclusive, and
grounded in real-world application.
While we welcome fresh perspectives,
we believe that changing foundational
terminology—without clear evidence of
benefit or demand from the broader
field—takes attention away from the
urgent, tangible work needed to
enhance safety, accessibility, and
professionalism in animal-assisted
interventions. We are committed to
progress that strengthens the field, not
redefines it without cause.
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