
Bocci et al. J Anesth Analg Crit Care            (2024) 4:62  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s44158-024-00200-3

CORRESPONDENCE Open Access

© The Author(s) 2024. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which 
permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the 
original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or 
other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory 
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this 
licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

Journal of Anesthesia,
Analgesia and Critical Care

Assisted animal interventions in the ICU: 
we are responsible for ensuring the well‑being 
and ethical treatment of animals and humans
Maria Grazia Bocci1, Daniele Natalini2, Rikardo Xhemalaj2* and Silvia M. Pulitanò2 

To the Editor,

Proof of the effectiveness of animal-assisted interven-
tions (AAIs) in the intensive care unit (ICU) is scarce, but 
available data show a high potential impact on patient 
care pathways. Fiore and colleagues emphasized the 
need for high-quality research evidence, but it is crucial 
to define ethical, educational, and fields of action [1]. As 
ethics, safety, and welfare of animals and humans must 
always be ensured, improvisation is not an option. To this 
scope, the collaboration between skilled and adequately 
trained healthcare professionals and other figures, such 
as veterinarians and animal behavior scientists, will 
acquire increasing relevance. National guidelines were 
provided to guarantee safety and standards for AAIs [2]. 
Many elements can make a difference in improving the 
quality of AAIs, such as identifying allergies, phobia of 
animals, or any potential contraindications, and, in the 
same way, optimizing logistic and organizational aspects 
[3, 4]. Healthcare professionals involved in AAIs must 
adhere to strict and specific ethical guidelines. Informed 
consent should always be obtained, confidentiality must 
be maintained, and the dignity and autonomy of the 

individuals must be respected. Human-animal interac-
tions must be respectful, safe, and focused on therapeutic 
targets rather than a generic consideration of non-malefi-
cence conditions [2].

While planning an educational path, a multidisciplinary 
approach is mandatory. To provide a holistic understand-
ing of the interventions, professionals with expertise in 
AAIs, animal behavior scientists, healthcare profession-
als, and educators need to contribute altogether to the 
curriculum design and serve as instructors.

It is necessary to establish mechanisms to evaluate 
the intensive care project’s effectiveness and assess par-
ticipants’ learning outcomes, including pre- and post-
program assessments, feedback surveys, and follow-up 
evaluations to track participants’ progress and impact.

Finally, collaboration among institutions must be 
strongly encouraged. Partnerships and collaborations 
with universities, healthcare facilities, and organiza-
tions with proven experience in AAIs allow access to 
resources, facilitating internships and creating research 
and knowledge exchange opportunities.
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