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Introduction
 Childhood cancer is a generic term that refers to “a heterogene-

ous group of diseases that have morbidity and mortality rates that 
depend on the type and extent of disease, the age of the child and 
the effectiveness of the initial treatment response” [1,2]. Cancer 
reaches 10 out of every 1,000,000 children each year worldwide, 
with one child in 600 developing it during childhood, but it is now 
known that two-thirds of these cancers are considered curable if 
the diagnosis is early and the treatment administered is adequate 
for the type of cancer [2,3]. The incidence rate of childhood cancer 
has grown at around 1% per year. In Brazil, cancer is already the 
third leading cause of death from 1 to 14 years, and in the city and 
state of São Paulo, it is the first cause of death between 5 and 14 
years of age, excluding external causes [4]. Although cancer in chil-
dren is considered rare in relation to adults, it is currently classified 
as the leading cause of death due to illness in children up to five 
years old, according to only deaths from violence and accidents [5]. 
With the cancer treatment, the child and the family suffer from the 
long periods of frequent hospitalizations and read missions. Having 
a child with cancer affects the entire family, and there is a chance 
of breaking these family ties, but if the family can adapt to this new 
routine and illness, their roles and responsibilities may change [6]. 

Due to the treatment the child is submitted to various hospital-
izations and often for long periods of hospitalization, it is essential 
that the environment is as pleasant as possible for it. It is impor-
tant that family, friends and people close to the child do not fail to 
visit him. In addition to taking the favorite toys and other objects 
that make the child feel the “taste” of home. The process of play 
is very important for the child at this stage of life as it helps in the 
development of physical, emotional, cognitive and social aspects. In 
children with cancer, play is an important tool to address the dis-
ease and treatment positively [7]. Hospitalization causes the child 
to become estranged from both the home and school environment, 
resulting in negative repercussions on academic achievement and 
socialization. In many cases, parents even quit their jobs, change 
their city, and make difficult decisions to accompany their child in 
the treatment of the Disease [8]. Animal-ssisted therapy (TAA) re-
fers to services developed by health professionals, whose main ele-
ment is the use of animals such as dogs, cats, rabbits, turtles, birds, 
among others in the care of hospitalized patients [9]. Among the 
animals most frequently used by nurses, the dog is distinguished by 
means of Assisted Dog Therapy (CAT), which has a natural affection 
for the people, is easily trained and creates positive responses to 
touch [10]. 
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The earliest records of TAA use occurred around 1972, in Eng-
land, by William Tuke, employed in the treatment of the mentally ill. 
In Brazil, he appeared with the psychiatrist Nise da Silveira in 1946, 
when he founded the Occupational Therapy Service in Rio de Janei-
ro, using cats as co-therapists for patients with mental disorders 
[11]. There are several benefits to the use of CT, both psychological 
and physiological: pain reduction, anxiety, reduction of heart rate, 
blood pressure, cholesterol levels and stress and the improvement 
in the interpersonal relationship of the child. With the presence of 
the animal the child ends up creating a bond with him and in this 
way feels more secure in expressing his feelings [10]. Nurses recog-
nize their role as key in providing and ensuring that actions such as 
TAA allow the child and adolescent a chance to experience the love, 
affection and complicity that the animal can provide. 

The experience of some nurses points out that the dog ther-
apist, used in the chemotherapy unit and doctors’ offices, has the 
role of assisting children and adolescents, giving them, their family 
and health team, the opportunity for inclusion in a care shared. Ac-
cording to nurses, TAA positively impacts the environment and, un-
like what some people may think, the presence of the animal does 
not interfere with the routine of the unit. It is possible to notice a 
change in the physical state and reducing the chorus in response to 
the unknown [9]. Nurses consistently seek interventions that re-
duce the stress of hospital admission and facilitate the treatment 
of cancer. For this reason, the use of alternative therapies in care 
that are capable of developing strategies to make it less traumatic 
have been valued10.Assisted animal therapy is an important strat-

egy forthe humanization of hospitalized child care [12]. This study 
aims to analyze the benefits of dog therapy for children with cancer.

Method
This is a systematic review of the literature. The systematic re-

view is one of the forms of research that uses the available literature 
on a given topic as a data source. The review provides a summary 
of the evidence related to a specific intervention strategy, through 
the use of explicit and systematized methods of searching, critical 
appraisal and synthesis of selected information. They are used as a 
way of integrating information from a set of studies performed sep-
arately on a particular therapy or intervention, which may present 
conflicting and / or coincident results, as well as identify subjects 
that need evidence, assisting in guiding future investigations [13]. 
The research was carried out in Scielo, with the descriptors “as-
sisted therapy” and “animals”. In the VHL, the descriptors “assisted 
therapy”,”animals” and “pediatrics” were used. Articles published in 
Portuguese and English, available in full, published between 2005 
and 2017 were considered. Also used was the law that addresses 
the subject. LAW Nº 16.827, OF FEBRUARY 6, 2018. 

Results
Based on the inclusion criteria established in this bibliographic 

review, 8 articles were selected (Figure 1).

The selected articles were also analyzed according to the jour-
nal and year of publication, type of study, objective and main find-
ings, as presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Distribution of articles according to journal and year of publication, type of study, objective and main findings, as presented. 
Brazil, 2018.

Journal Year Type of study Objective Main findings

1 Brazilian Journal of 
Nursing 2016 Qualitative

To learn the perception of professionals 
of the nursing team and responsible for 

children and adolescents with cancer about 
the Assisted Therapy with Dogs.

The participants’ perceptions reinforce the 
recommendations applicable in the hospital 

context and show that the practice in question 
can become an effective technique for health 
promotion in children and adolescents with 

cancer.

2 Nursing School 
Magazine 2005 Case study

To know the perception of an adolescent 
with recurrent acute lymphocytic 

leukemia, about the visit of her pet dog 
during hospitalization, in how the nursing 

interventions.

Because of its evolution, TAA has shown an 
important therapeutic potential in terms of 

psychological aspects. Therefore, its use should 
be extended to other clinical situations that 

contribute to the understanding and application 
of this intervention by nursing.

3 Brazilian Journal of 
Nursing 2009 Case study

Providing patients with a positive experience 
that differs from the routine of the hospital 
environment, some units of the São Paulo 

Hospital were visited by an animal for 
sessions of Animal-Assisted Therapy.

The results achieved among patients, caregivers 
and health professionals were positive, as well 
as attracting attention and interest from other 

health institutions and the media

4
Magazine Of The 

Medical Association 
Of Rio Grande Do Sul

2015 Quantitative

To identify the socio-demographic profile of 
patients, caregivers and health professionals 
involved in the pediatric area of ​​a university 

hospital and their opinion on Animal-
Assisted Activity

The research carried out showed an openness 
of the interviewees for AAA implementation. 

And it may, perhaps, serve as a stimulus for our 
health professionals to analyze, from another 

perspective, this innovative and internationally 
accepted activity.
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5 Latin American 
Journal of Bioethics 2014 Systematic 

review

It aimed at the improvement and well-being 
of the patient. Its efficacy has been proven 

through studies worldwide, in different 
areas such as pediatrics, geriatrics and 
psychiatry, among others, and bringing 

both physical and mental health benefits of 
institutionalized people

Animal activities may combine with traditional 
therapy aimed at the well-being of the 

hospitalized patient and the extent of their 
recovery or excellent palliative minimizing 

stress, anxiety and other clinical factors for their 
treatment.

6
Archive Brazilian 

Veterinary Medicine 
and Zootechnics

2012 Quantitative

To analyze the effects of assisted therapy 
in the dogs therapists in the hypothesis 

that such activity can trigger stress, using 
as means the measurement of serum 

and salivary cortisol values, parametric 
variations and observation of behavioral 

changes

Animal-assisted therapy does not appear to 
cause significant stress to dogs, and does not 
directly interfere with well-being and health, 

since changes in physiological parameters and 
salivary cortisol concentrations appear to be 
related to the containment and manipulation 
of the animal to obtain the samples, and also 

because no negative stress behavior was 
observed. In this way, TAA should be emphasized, 

since it provokes benefits to humans and does 
not harm the animal.

7 DOR Magazine 2016 Quantitative / 
qualitative

To evaluate the effectiveness of the activity, 
education and therapy assisted by animals, 

based on international bibliographical 
references.

There was a significant decrease in pain 
sensation after the intervention with dogs, 

confirming some international studies on the 
subject, showing the importance of future 
studies in the area, which are still scarce in 

Brazil.

8 Nursing Focus 2017

Descriptive, 
exploratory, 
transversal 
character

To verify the playful interaction between 
children and dogs in the activity assisted by 

animals.

They suggest a perspective with great potential 
to be explored and implemented in pediatric 

units, of low cost, with minimum risk since the 
adopted safety recommendations mentioned in 

the protocol.

Figure 1.

Discussion
The subjects of the eight selected articles can be separated into 

7 thematic ones: animal use in assisted therapy, hospital infection, 
team role, humanization, unfamiliarity of family members, recom-
mendations and benefits as shown in the chart below (Figure 2).

Figure 2.

Use of the Animal in Assisted Therapy
The dog is the animal most used for this type of therapy, hav-

ing a natural bond with humans and being a docile animal, calm 
and easy to train. It is well accepted to be touched, caressed, and 
well-regarded by people [14]. Remembering that the dog is not the 
only animal that can be used in this type of therapy, other animals 
are also used, such as birds, cats, guinea pigs, dolphins and horses. 
The selection of the animal is a very important aspect for the thera-
py, since it must be friendly, docile, affectionate and accustomed to 
TAA sessions in a hospital environment. The behavior of the animal 
needs to be evaluated, to be able to remain calm in an unknown en-
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vironment with unknown people, to see his reaction with different 
noises, with an aggressive voice or threatening gestures, reaction 
to strong hugs and interaction with other animals [16]. The animal 
must have attestation of health, be with its vaccines in day [14-16]. 
All dogs go through a type of selective process before they become 
volunteers. They need to be able to practice this activity. 

They identify the profile of the dog and verify if it is appropriate 
for the practice, in addition to the behavior, it is imperative that the 
animal on the day that the visits are showered and have adequate 
transportation [17]. The visit of the dog has become a routine in the 
selected units, they have pre-selected days and times and a certain 
time for the stay in the place. They are accompanied by their own-
er and volunteer, by social workers, doctors and nursing staff. On 
visits, dogs are taught not to accept food or drinks, not to do their 
needs on the spot and must obey the commands of their owner, who 
can help with requests from patients and relatives [14]. A research 
was carried out in the city of Araçatuba, published in the year 2012, 
in order to verify if the animal suffers some damage with the use 
of the therapy. It was evaluated the behavior and the physiological 
effect that can cause in the animal, being in a new environment with 
unknown people. 

They made an evaluation at various moments of the animal, at 
home, during the sessions and soon after the therapy. To check if it 
causes any type of stress in the dog. It has been proven by tests such 
as samples of saliva, respiratory rate, blood pressure and temper-
ature that does not cause any stress to the animal. The behavioral 
evaluation also did not have negative effects, since they do not feel 
frightened and do not present aggressive behavior [18]. Assisted 
therapy does not cause any harm to the animal.

Hospital Infection
One of the greatest problems experienced within the hospital 

environment is the risk of hospital infection. Currently all hospi-
tals adopt precautionary measures to avoid this problem. When it 
comes to animal assisted therapy it is no different. The greatest fear 
on the part of the multiprofessional and even patient and family 
team is the risk of infection. However, it is known that for animals 
to enter hospitalization units they undergo a rigorous evaluation 
criterion in order to know if they are / are able to participate in 
assisted therapy [15]. Studies carried out in the city of São Pau-
lo, published in 2009 regarding hospital infection, show that the 
rate in animals passing infection to patients is lower in relation to 
a visitor transmitting. This, when the animals follow all the ques-
tions to carry out the visit [14]. Other studies also show that after 
years of animal assisted therapy, the number of infections did not 
change during the visitation period. For the visits to be performed, 
it is necessary to follow several questions, besides authorization of 
the hospital infection commission. It is also extremely important to 
strengthen patients and family members to clean their hands after 
handling the animal.

 In a study carried out in the city of São Paulo, in 2003 it was 
observed that some entities that work with the control of hospi-
tal infection indicate that the animals can be sources of infection. 

However, if the guidelines are carefully followed for the therapy, the 
risk is minimal [7]. Another major concern of the multi professional 
team and family-related therapy would be with patient’s immune 
suppressed due to possible opportunistic infections. However, 
studies show that the number of infections in units with immune 
suppressed patients who receive the visit and units that do not re-
ceive the same rate. Always remembering that all animals must be 
fit in some aspects in order to be able to visit patients [10].

Role of the Team
Role of the Assisted Therapy has been performed and known 

for some time, it was once used in patients with psychological prob-
lems, but unfortunately is still little used by the nursing and general 
health team, as they do not have sufficient knowledge of the thera-
py and of its benefits. Few nursing professionals know the impor-
tance of assisted therapy on the patient, there are studies demon-
strating the effectiveness and benefits that the use of therapy can 
cause in the patient. Nursing professionals claim that they do not 
have enough knowledge to use this technique and that if there was 
a protocol that would help in dealing with this situation it would be 
more practical [10], explaining what benefits they can cause in the 
patient, in what way staff can help when the dog visits the hospital, 
which animals can be used in assisted therapy. Basic information 
that could make a difference for the professionals who are there 
everyday with the patient, since they are not accustomed to the vis-
it of the dog in their day to day life, but to the daily activities of the 
sector [11]. This same old technique is starting to get more visibil-
ity in hospitals today. 

A study conducted at a referral hospital in the north and north-
east from October 2014 to February 2015 in patients diagnosed 
with childhood and juvenile cancer with some nursing profession-
als has proven that assisted therapy helps in patient interaction 
with the nursing team, since the professionals noticed the differ-
ence and the collaboration of the patients after they implemented 
the therapy in the hospital [10]. They realized that the use of the 
animals improves the communication and the trust between the 
professional and the patient. Hospitalized children and adoles-
cents end up collaborating with staff on procedures, they feel more 
confident and relaxed in the hospital environment, knowing that 
that place can also provide a pleasant and relaxed environment. 
Sometimes forgetting that they are in a hospital. He observed that 
CT helps to cope with the treatment of the disease, allowing an 
adaptation to the hospital environment and helping to reduce the 
stress, anxiety and trauma of hospitalization [10]. The visit of the 
dog leaves the patient more relaxed and facilitates much the role 
of the nursing team, as there are some patients who are shy or who 
are very frightened by the hospitalization and end up not being able 
to communicate with the team. 

With the visit of the dog this communication becomes easier, 
the patients become more communicative and the professionals can 
draw subject on the dog itself with the patient, thus improving the 
communication and interaction between them. The use of assist-
ed therapy ends up being a relaxing time for both the patient and 
the nursing team, because it is different if you communicate with 
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the patient in an enclosed room that is only you, the patient and 
the companion at most, or a environment appropriate to receive 
the visit of the dog who are all relaxed and enjoying the moment 
of relaxation. There the nurse can provide a different environment 
than the patient is accustomed and can increase mobility and even 
muscle activity, encouraging the patient to caress and comb the an-
imal. Outside Brazil there are specific courses that are focused on 
nurses who want to follow this area of assisted therapy, enjoying 
their physical, cognitive, emotional, physiological and behavioral 
benefits [10].

Humanization
Assisted therapy is a humanized form and a different experi-

ence for the patient who is accustomed to the routines of a hospi-
tal environment, providing joy and relaxation to patients. With the 
visits of the animals they feel somehow closer to the familiar envi-
ronment. The multiprofessional team is extremely important with 
regard to the process that the patient undergoes during his hospi-
talization. It is necessary to evaluate the patient as a whole, aiming 
to develop a therapeutic plan in an individualized way. For 7 years, 
the National Health Care Program (PNHAH) was developed by the 
Ministry of Health, whose objective is always aimed at improving 
care in respect to life. In this way, the team has full responsibility 
and duty to develop the best interventions for patients. This state-
ment refers to the good practices that must be performed, consider-
ing the patient’s point of view, in order to improve care [14]. Some 
institutions observe in Therapy one of the best innovations and 
interventions in relation to Humanization. Thus, the health team 
becomes the main responsible for proposing interventions for the 
patients, thus, making the hospitalization less traumatic, obtaining 
positive results and improving the patient experience [19].

Unawareness of Family Members
One of the fears of family members with the visit of the dog to 

the oncologic patient is the state of immune suppression that fa-
cilitates the appearance of opportunistic infections. They believe 
that with the visit of the dog the same can help to transmit possible 
infections that can aggravate the situation of the patient [10]. But 
when explaining the entire process to the patient’s relative or com-
panion, the patient feels confident and happy to see the happiness 
the dog’s visit gives the patient. TAA needs to be more recognized 
because it is a great process for patients, parents and health pro-
fessionals.

Recommendations
Some recommendations are important for the use of assisted 

therapy, both for the patient, the health team and the animal used. 
For the patient it is essential the authorization of the same or the 
responsible in case of minors, to verify if it does not have phobia by 
animals. It is not recommended for patients who have allergies or 
breathing problems. Not being able to mistreat the animal, avoiding 
the animal lick the skin, wounds or devices. Avoid contact with sali-
va, urine and animal feces. And always communicate if there is any 
kind of incident involving the animal. For the animal it is important 
to be clean and with the vaccines on time, be trained for this type 

of therapy and have approval and authorization from the hospital 
infection committee. The implementation of the TAA should follow 
some rules to maximize the benefit of the practice and minimize 
the risks. The health team and program coordination must agree to 
the implementation of the TAA in the hospital unit. The use of TTA 
in intensive care units should be restricted; restricted units such 
as surgery rooms, sterilization center, isolation, drug preparation 
room, as well as spaces such as laundry or kitchen [13].

Benefits 
When we deal with an illness situation in the family, this be-

comes a suffering for everyone, especially when it comes to a child. 
As much as the family has a great foundation it ends up that every-
one gets sick or feels powerless with the situation. The family is 
forced to change their whole routine to fit this new situation. These 
are days and more days of hospitalization, often far from the city 
where you live. With that, it ends up changing the whole life of this 
child, being unable to go to school anymore, playing in the street, 
the conviviality with family and friends ends up diminishing be-
cause of the treatment and the very privacy of the child and the 
adolescent. With this they become more sad and even depressive. 
Affecting both the child and parents or guardians [6-7]. Analyzing 
the studies carried out, we verified that the use of CT is a great ben-
efit to hospitalized patients and family members who closely follow 
the treatment, because it brings joy, comfort and more social inter-
action. 

There are several benefits that can be seen in patients partici-
pating in assisted therapy, such as decreased anxiety, fear, sadness, 
anguish, isolation and even homesickness, as they end up making 
a connection between the home environment and the visit of the 
animal, feel closer to home [10]. One of the main and most rele-
vant benefits with the use of assisted therapy is the reduction of 
pain to the patient [15-19] due to stimulation of endorphin produc-
tion, increase of oxytocin, prolactin and dopamine, which are the 
hormones better known as “hormones happiness, “which give the 
feeling of well-being, comfort, better state of humor and joy [16]. 
In relation to the hormonal factors we can verify the decrease of 
the anxiety on the part of the patients due to the decrease of the 
plasma concentration of cortisol, substance that acts directly in the 
state of anxiety [10]. According to studies conducted in Brazil and 
in the city of São Paulo, in the years 2014 and 2014/2015 related to 
the use of assisted therapy, they can prove that patients who under-
went this type of therapy had a positive response, related to vital 
signs, such as a decrease in blood pressure, respiratory rate, and 
body temperature [15-16]. 

They also had a reduction in cholesterol levels [14]. It was 
noticed that there was an improvement in the adherence to the 
treatment by the patients after the insertion of the therapy in the 
hospitals, due to the defocalization of the hospitalization. With the 
increase of the interaction of the patients in the activities proposed 
in groups, facilitating and contributing in the communication be-
tween the patients themselves and with the professional staff [10-
14]. Considering the good relationship and good development in 
the proposed activities, it is possible to observe the change in the 
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perception of the hospital environment by patients and their fam-
ilies [14-17]. With hospitalization and situational change, patients 
become more stressed, causing them to end up affecting their emo-
tions a lot. 

With the visit of the animal they feel at ease in a more relaxed 
environment, because they forget at that moment by all the difficul-
ties that pass or have passed and they manage to be happy with the 
presence of the animal, which stimulates the children to maintain 
physical contact. Positive emotions only increase and negative emo-
tions decrease. We have a significant decrease of stress, a recovery 
of self-esteem and sensitivity [14-20]. In a study carried out in the 
city of Porto Alegre, published in the year 2015, the companions, 
patients and health professionals were interviewed to see if they 
are in favor of this practice. The majority of respondents are favora-
ble to TAA because they are accustomed to animals, and because 
they have pets [19]. In a study with patients and relatives, it was 
verified that most of them are favorable to TAA, and report the need 
to have an appropriate place to receive the animal, such as a recre-
ation room. They also reported knowledge related to the training 
of the animal, but they did not know how to detail the information 
about this training. They also denied knowledge related to medical 
evaluation in order to practice therapy [19].

Law 
There is a law that deals with the subject. The law is No. 16,827, 

February 6, 2018. This document addresses the release of pets into 
public hospitals for inpatient visits, in which pets are allowed in 
public hospitals for visits to patients internships; emphasizes that 
the pets to visit must be vaccinated on time and sanitized, and the 
responsible person must prove, by means of a veterinary report, 
the good health condition of the animal. The entry of the animal 
will depend on authorization from the hospital’s infectious disease 
committee. It will be up to the hospital to create norms and proce-
dures to organize the time and the place of stay of the animals for 
visitation of hospitalized patients [21].

Final Considerations
It was possible to verify that the Assisted Therapy brings in-

numerable benefits enabling improvement in the care for both 
the patient and the health professionals. However, it is still of low 
knowledge by the multi professional team and institutions, where 
it would be possible to implement the technique. Because there are 
currently no significant amount of studies on the subject in Brazil. 
However, abroad the technique is better known and used.
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