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Is Animal Assisted Therapy Covered by
Insurance? A Comprehensive Guide

is animal assisted therapy covered by insurance is a question many individuals and
families are asking as the benefits of AAT become increasingly recognized. Animal-assisted
therapy (AAT), a goal-directed intervention facilitated by a credentialed professional,
incorporates animals as part of the treatment process to achieve specific therapeutic
outcomes. While its efficacy in treating conditions ranging from mental health disorders to
physical rehabilitation is well-documented, its coverage by insurance providers can be
complex. This article delves into the nuances of insurance coverage for animal-assisted
therapy, exploring the factors that influence reimbursement, common insurance provider
stances, and strategies for seeking coverage. Understanding these elements is crucial for
making AAT a more accessible and sustainable part of a comprehensive treatment plan.
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Understanding Animal Assisted Therapy and
Insurance

Animal-assisted therapy is a distinct form of therapy that utilizes trained animals, most
commonly dogs, to aid in a patient's physical, emotional, social, and cognitive functioning.
Unlike pet therapy, which is more informal, AAT is delivered by licensed healthcare
professionals who integrate the animal into their therapeutic interventions. These
professionals, such as therapists, counselors, psychologists, and occupational therapists,



have specialized training in both their respective fields and in the ethical and effective use
of animals in therapy. The therapy sessions are carefully structured to address specific
treatment goals, which can include reducing anxiety, improving social skills, managing
pain, or enhancing motor function.

The question of insurance coverage for AAT is not straightforward. Insurance companies
typically cover treatments they deem medically necessary and evidence-based. While the
evidence supporting AAT's benefits is growing, its integration into mainstream healthcare
practices is still evolving. This means that coverage can vary significantly depending on the
insurance provider, the specific treatment plan, the patient's diagnosis, and the credentials
of the therapist and animal team. Understanding the established criteria for medical
necessity and the prevailing policies of insurance carriers is the first step in determining
potential coverage.

Factors Influencing Insurance Coverage for AAT

Several key factors determine whether animal-assisted therapy might be covered by an
insurance plan. These elements are critical for both healthcare providers seeking
reimbursement and for patients advocating for their treatment needs. The foundation of
any insurance coverage hinges on the demonstrable medical necessity of the service being
provided.

Medical Necessity and Diagnosis

The most significant determinant of insurance coverage is whether the animal-assisted
therapy is deemed medically necessary for the patient's condition. Insurance providers
generally cover treatments that are essential for diagnosing, treating, or preventing illness
or injury. For AAT to be considered medically necessary, the patient must have a
diagnosable condition for which AAT is a recognized and effective treatment modality.
Conditions commonly addressed by AAT that may be covered include PTSD, depression,
anxiety disorders, autism spectrum disorder, and certain developmental delays. The
diagnosis must be clearly documented by a qualified healthcare professional.

Provider Credentials and Licensing

The qualifications of the therapist and the animal team are paramount. The human
therapist must be a licensed and credentialed professional in their field (e.qg., licensed
clinical social worker, licensed professional counselor, licensed marriage and family
therapist, psychologist, occupational therapist). Furthermore, the animal must be
appropriately trained, temperament-tested, and often certified through recognized
organizations that ensure the animal's safety, suitability, and ability to perform in
therapeutic settings. Unlicensed practitioners or non-certified animal teams are unlikely to
be covered by insurance.



Treatment Plan and Documentation

A comprehensive and well-documented treatment plan is crucial. This plan must outline the
specific goals of the AAT, the methods to be used, the frequency and duration of sessions,
and how progress will be measured. It should clearly articulate how the animal's
involvement directly contributes to achieving these therapeutic objectives and why it is
superior or complementary to traditional therapies. Thorough and accurate record-keeping,
including session notes and progress reports, is essential for demonstrating the efficacy
and necessity of the treatment to the insurance company.

Type of Service and Setting

The nature of the animal-assisted therapy session and the setting in which it is delivered
can also influence coverage. AAT that is integrated into an established outpatient mental
health service or a rehabilitative physical therapy program is more likely to be covered than
standalone AAT sessions. Services provided in a licensed clinic or hospital setting often
have a higher chance of reimbursement than those conducted in a private home or
community setting, unless these latter settings are part of a recognized home-based
therapy program.

Insurance Policy Specifics and Payer Practices

Ultimately, coverage depends on the specific terms and conditions of the patient's
insurance policy. Different plans have varying levels of coverage for mental health services,
rehabilitative therapies, and experimental or complementary treatments. Some policies
may explicitly exclude AAT, while others might cover it under a broader category of therapy
if it meets their criteria for medical necessity. It is imperative to review the policy details or
contact the insurance provider directly to understand their specific stance on AAT.

Common Insurance Provider Policies on AAT

Insurance provider policies regarding animal-assisted therapy are diverse and often depend
on whether the therapy is categorized as mental health treatment, rehabilitative therapy,
or an alternative/complementary modality. Many insurance companies are still developing
comprehensive policies for AAT, leading to a fragmented landscape of coverage.

Mental Health Coverage

In cases where AAT is used to treat mental health conditions like depression, anxiety, PTSD,
or trauma, it is often considered under the umbrella of mental health services. If the
patient's insurance plan includes robust mental health benefits and the AAT is provided by
a licensed mental health professional as part of an established treatment plan, there is a
greater likelihood of coverage. However, insurers may still scrutinize the necessity of the
animal's involvement compared to non-animal-assisted interventions. They may require
specific diagnostic codes and strong justification for the inclusion of the animal.



Rehabilitative Services Coverage

When animal-assisted therapy is used for physical rehabilitation, such as improving motor
skills, balance, or coordination following an injury or stroke, it might fall under rehabilitative
services. If the treating therapist is a licensed occupational therapist or physical therapist
and the AAT is directly linked to functional improvement goals, some insurance plans may
provide coverage. Similar to mental health coverage, the medical necessity must be clearly
demonstrated, and the animal's contribution to achieving rehabilitation milestones needs to
be well-documented.

Exclusions and Limitations

Many insurance policies may have specific exclusions for "alternative," "experimental," or
"complementary" therapies. Depending on how an insurance provider categorizes AAT, it
might fall into one of these excluded categories. Even when not explicitly excluded, there
can be limitations on the number of sessions covered or specific requirements regarding
the providers and settings. Some policies might only cover AAT if no other effective
treatment is available, placing a higher burden of proof on the necessity and efficacy of the
animal's role.

Pre-authorization Requirements

For AAT to be potentially covered, many insurance plans will require pre-authorization. This
process involves submitting the detailed treatment plan, diagnostic information, and
justification for the therapy to the insurance company for approval before services are
rendered. Failure to obtain pre-authorization can often lead to denial of claims, even if the
service would otherwise have been covered. This step is critical for avoiding unexpected
out-of-pocket expenses.

Navigating Insurance for Animal Assisted Therapy

Successfully navigating insurance for animal-assisted therapy requires a proactive and
informed approach. Given the complexities, it is essential to be prepared and to advocate
effectively for coverage. This involves understanding your policy, communicating clearly
with providers and insurers, and meticulously documenting all aspects of the therapy.

Review Your Insurance Policy

The first and most crucial step is to thoroughly review your insurance policy documents.
Pay close attention to the sections detailing mental health coverage, rehabilitative services,
and any specific exclusions or limitations for alternative therapies. Look for definitions of
covered services and any requirements related to provider credentials or treatment
settings. If the policy language is unclear, do not hesitate to contact your insurance
provider directly.



Contact Your Insurance Provider Directly

Direct communication with your insurance provider is invaluable. When you call, be
prepared to ask specific questions:

 Is animal-assisted therapy a covered benefit under my plan?

e What are the specific diagnostic codes or conditions for which AAT is typically
covered?

e Are there specific requirements for the credentials of the therapist and the animal
team?

What is the process for obtaining pre-authorization for animal-assisted therapy?

What documentation is required to support a claim for AAT?

Is AAT covered under mental health benefits, rehabilitative services, or another
category?

What is the reimbursement rate for such services?

Take detailed notes of your conversations, including the date, time, representative's name,
and a summary of the information provided.

Work Closely with Your Therapist

Your therapist plays a vital role in the insurance coverage process. Ensure they are
experienced in AAT and understand the insurance billing and documentation requirements.
A qualified therapist will be able to:

e Provide a clear diagnosis and a detailed, evidence-based treatment plan that justifies
the inclusion of AAT.

e Use appropriate billing codes that align with the therapeutic goals and services
rendered.

¢ Assist with the pre-authorization process by submitting necessary documentation.

e Maintain meticulous records of sessions, progress, and the impact of the animal's
involvement.

Open communication between you and your therapist regarding insurance matters is
essential.



Understand Billing Codes and Documentation

Insurance claims are processed using specific billing codes. Your therapist should be
knowledgeable about which codes are most appropriate for AAT. For instance, if AAT is used
for a mental health condition, it might be billed using standard psychotherapy codes, with
additional documentation highlighting the animal's role. If it's for rehabilitation, physical or
occupational therapy codes might apply. Comprehensive and accurate documentation is
the backbone of any successful insurance claim for AAT. This includes session notes
detailing the patient's response, the animal's interaction, and progress towards specific
goals.

Appealing Denied Claims

If your claim for AAT is denied, do not be discouraged. Most insurance companies have an
appeals process. You and your therapist can work together to gather additional
documentation or provide further justification for the medical necessity of the therapy. This
might involve obtaining letters of support from other medical professionals, submitting
further research on the efficacy of AAT for your specific condition, or clarifying any
misunderstandings the insurance company may have had.

The Future of AAT Insurance Coverage

The landscape of insurance coverage for animal-assisted therapy is dynamic and likely to
evolve as more research emerges and AAT becomes more integrated into standard care
practices. The growing body of evidence supporting the efficacy of AAT across a wide range
of physical and mental health conditions is a significant driver for increased acceptance and
coverage by insurance providers.

As more healthcare professionals become trained and certified in AAT, and as more
reputable studies demonstrate its cost-effectiveness and positive patient outcomes,
insurance companies are likely to recognize its value more broadly. We may see the
development of specific CPT (Current Procedural Terminology) codes for AAT, which would
simplify billing and improve consistency in coverage. Furthermore, advocacy groups and
professional organizations are actively working to educate insurers and policymakers about
the benefits of AAT, aiming to standardize reimbursement practices.

The trend towards holistic and patient-centered care also supports the expansion of AAT
coverage. Many patients report significant improvements in their well-being and
therapeutic engagement when animals are part of their treatment. This patient-reported
efficacy, combined with objective clinical data, will continue to push the needle towards
broader insurance inclusion. While challenges remain, the future of AAT insurance coverage
appears increasingly promising, with the potential for greater accessibility to this beneficial
therapeutic modality.



FAQ

Q: What types of conditions are most likely to be
covered by insurance for animal-assisted therapy?

A: Insurance coverage for animal-assisted therapy (AAT) is most likely when it is deemed
medically necessary for specific diagnosable conditions. These often include mental health
disorders such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, anxiety disorders,
trauma-related conditions, and autism spectrum disorder. AAT is also increasingly
recognized for its benefits in physical rehabilitation, helping individuals recover from
strokes, injuries, or improve motor skills, which may also be covered if prescribed by a
licensed therapist.

Q: Does my insurance plan automatically cover animal-
assisted therapy if my therapist uses a dog?

A: No, your insurance plan does not automatically cover animal-assisted therapy simply
because a therapist uses a dog. Coverage depends on your specific insurance policy, the
credentials of the therapist and animal team, the medical necessity of the therapy for your
condition, and whether the therapy is delivered within the guidelines set by your insurance
provider. It is crucial to verify coverage beforehand.

Q: How can | determine if my specific insurance plan
covers animal-assisted therapy?

A: To determine if your insurance plan covers animal-assisted therapy, you should first
review your policy documents, paying close attention to sections on mental health and
rehabilitative services. Following that, contact your insurance provider directly. Ask specific
questions about AAT coverage, the required credentials of providers, and the process for
pre-authorization and claims submission.

Q: What are the key requirements for animal-assisted
therapy to be considered medically necessary by an
insurance company?

A: For AAT to be considered medically necessary, there must be a clear diagnosis of a
condition for which AAT is a recognized and effective treatment. The therapy must be
delivered by a licensed and credentialed healthcare professional as part of a documented
treatment plan with specific, measurable goals. The animal must also be properly trained
and the human-animal team certified to ensure safety and efficacy.



Q: Are there specific professional organizations or
certifications that make animal-assisted therapy more
likely to be covered by insurance?

A: Yes, insurance companies often prefer that animal-assisted therapy providers and their
animal partners are certified or credentialed by reputable organizations. While specific
requirements vary by insurer, organizations that focus on proper training, temperament
assessment, and ethical practices for therapy animals and their handlers can lend
credibility to the therapy, potentially increasing the likelihood of insurance coverage.

Q: What should | do if my insurance company denies
coverage for animal-assisted therapy?

A: If your insurance company denies coverage for animal-assisted therapy, you have the
right to appeal the decision. Work closely with your therapist to gather additional
documentation supporting the medical necessity and efficacy of the therapy. This may
include detailed progress notes, evidence-based research, or letters of support from other
healthcare providers. Understand your insurance plan's appeal process and submit a
comprehensive appeal.

Q: Is animal-assisted therapy billed using the same
codes as traditional therapy sessions?

A: It depends on how the AAT is integrated. Often, animal-assisted therapy is billed using
the same or similar CPT (Current Procedural Terminology) codes as traditional
psychotherapy or rehabilitative therapy, depending on the primary discipline of the treating
professional. However, providers must ensure that the documentation clearly indicates the
use of the animal and its specific contribution to the therapeutic goals to justify the service.
Some insurers may have specific codes or require modifiers to denote the inclusion of
animal assistance.
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