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SHORT COMMUNICATION

Parasitic infections in dogs involved in animal-assisted interventions

Federica Gerardi, Antonio Santaniello, Luisa Del Prete, Maria Paola Maurelli, Lucia Francesca Menna and
Laura Rinaldi

Dipartimento di Medicina Veterinaria e Produzioni Animali, University of Napoli Federico II, Napoli, Italy

ABSTRACT
Animal Assisted Interventions (AAIs) programmes have been considered useful in different set-
tings, such as hospital, therapeutic, educational and assisted living environments. In these con-
texts, all animals, and particularly dogs, should be subjected to appropriate health controls to
prevent a potential risk of transmission of zoonotic agents. Domestic dogs are reservoirs of
many zoonotic pathogens including several gastrointestinal parasites (protozoa and helminths).
Therefore, the aim of the present study was to investigate the presence of the protozoan Giardia
duodenalis and zoonotic gastrointestinal nematodes (geohelminths) in dogs hosted in a dog
educational centre in the city of Naples (southern Italy) where the animals were trained to AAI.
Between April and June 2016, 74 dog faecal samples were analysed using the FLOTAC dual tech-
nique to detect G. duodenalis cysts and other parasitic elements. Out of the 74 faecal samples
examined, 18 (24.3%; 95% CI¼ 15.4–35.9) were positive for parasitic elements. Specifically, 8
were positive for G. duodenalis (44.4%; 95% CI¼ 22.4–68.7). In addition, some co-infections were
also found: one sample (5.6%; 95% CI¼ 0.3–29.4) resulted positive to both Toxocara canis and
Trichuris vulpis and two samples (11.1%; 95% CI¼ 1.9–36.1) were positive to both G. duodenalis
and Ancylostomidae. Given that children, young adults and immunocompromised individuals are
among the main users of the AAIs, specific guidelines targeting G. duodenalis and other gastro-
intestinal zoonotic parasites should be formulated in order to develop effective control and pre-
vention strategies and reduce the zoonotic risk favoured by the human-dog interaction.
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Introduction

In order to control zoonotic diseases naturally trans-
mitted between vertebrate animals and humans, in
2004, the international scientific community used the
term ‘One Health’ to define the need for a multidiscip-
linary approach including human and veterinary medi-
cine, and environmental sciences in Public Health
(Chalmers and Dell 2015). Animal Assisted
Interventions (AAIs) programmes represent current and
concrete examples of One Health, as they involve
many health care figures who work in team for the
welfare of people, considering the animal (i.e. a co-
therapist dog) as a referent of the therapeutic process
(Menna et al. 2016).

The human-animal interactions, particularly with
dogs, have been associated with positive effects on
human health and wellbeing (Fine 2010; Menna et al.
2012). The AAIs approach includes animal-assisted
therapy (AAT), animal-assisted activities (AAA) and ani-
mal-assisted education (AAE); these three activities can

produce therapeutic, motivational and educational
benefits in people of all ages, particularly among chil-
dren and the elderly, and in different kinds of patients,
from those with physical ailments to those with men-
tal disorders such as dementia and depression
(Pedersen et al. 2011; Menna 2016). Consequently,
AAIs programmes have been considered useful in dif-
ferent settings, such as hospital, therapeutic, educa-
tional and assisted living environments (Banks and
Banks 2002; Reed et al. 2012), hence becoming very
important in public health care system as a comple-
mentary intervention to conventional therapies and
activities. In this context, it should be noted that wher-
ever there are animals not subjected to appropriate
health control, there could be a serious risk of trans-
mission of zoonotic (infective or parasitic) agents.

Domestic dogs are important reservoirs of many
zoonotic pathogens including several gastrointestinal
parasites (Robertson and Thompson 2002; Paul et al.
2010). The parasitic risks for humans are mostly posed
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by environmental faecal contamination (Rinaldi et al.
2006). The presence of eggs on the ground is not only
implicated with the direct infection for humans but
could represent a source of contaminations for pet
coats. Indeed, some studies confirmed that the pres-
ence of parasitic elements (e.g. embryonated ascarid
eggs or Giardia cysts) on the fur of dogs may be con-
sidered as a source of human infections via hand-to-
mouth contact (Traversa et al. 2014). Eggs, larvae,
cysts, and oocysts excreted via the canine faecal route
can survive and be infective in the environment over a
long time and under different conditions (Rinaldi et al.
2006). Dog faeces deposited on soil in city parks or
gardens represent not only an inconvenience, but also
can be a health threat (Traversa et al. 2014). Although
the canine geohelminths (Toxocara canis, Ancylostoma
caninum and Trichuris vulpis) are well-known recognised
zoonotic parasites, in recent years major attention have
been paid to the protozoan Giardia duodenalis which is
now considered the intestinal parasite with a high
zoonotic potential among domestic carnivores
(Macpherson 2013; Ryan and Cacci�o 2013; Zanzani, Di
Cerbo et al. 2014) as well as the leading cause of para-
sitic gastroenteritis worldwide (Minetti et al. 2015).
One of the limits of research about G. duodenalis in
humans is the entity of the risk, in fact, still now, it is
not well known (Bouzid et al. 2015). The situation in
dogs is more clear with prevalence of G. duodenalis
ranging from 1.3% to 24.8% (Epe et al. 2010; Zanzani,
Gazzonis et al. 2014). Therefore, the aim of the present
study was to investigate, for the first time in Italy, the
presence of G. duodenalis and zoonotic gastrointestinal
nematodes in dogs involved in AAIs.

Materials and methods

Study area

The study was conducted in a dog educational centre
in the city of Naples (southern Italy) where the animals
were trained to AAIs through an educational pro-
gramme according to the guidelines of the Italian
National Educational Sports Centre (CSEN). From April
to June 2016, a total of 74 faecal samples was col-
lected from owned dogs used in AAI. The information
for each dog was collected through an interview per-
formed on arrival at the Centre using a semi-struc-
tured questionnaire addressing some generic
characteristics (age, sex, and breed of the dogs) and
different questions regarding their health status. The
dogs were classified into two Age groups, one contain-
ing animals from two to five years (n¼38) and one
containing animals from six to ten years (n¼36); two

Sex groups, male (n¼32) and female (n¼42); two
Breed groups, crossbred (n¼ 36) and purebred (n¼38).
All the animals were natives from the Campania region
of southern Italy which extends over an area of
13,590 km2, mainly hilly, and extends from 0 to 1,890
m above sea level. The climate is Mediterranean with
dry summers and rainy winters.

Faecal sampling and FLOTAC technique

Two grams of faeces were placed into the Fill-FLOTAC
(Cringoli et al. 2013), a plastic kit to weight, dilute,
homogenise and filter the sample. Once in the lab,
18ml of water (dilution ratio¼ 1:10) were added to
the fresh faeces contained in the Fill-FLOTAC. The sus-
pension was then thoroughly homogenised using the
homogeniser stick of the Fill-FLOTAC. The faecal sus-
pension was filtered through the Fill-FLOTAC and 6ml
of the filtered suspension were placed and centrifuged
into two conic tubes. After centrifugation (3minutes at
1500 rpm) the supernatant was discarded leaving only
the sediment (pellet) in the tube.

Copromicroscopic examinations were performed
using the FLOTAC dual technique (Cringoli et al. 2010)
for the detection of helminth eggs and protozoan
cysts. This technique is based on the use of two flota-
tion solutions: Sodium Chloride (specific gravity -
s.g.¼ 1200) and Zinc Sulfate (s.g.¼ 1200). The analytic
sensitivity of the FLOTAC dual technique was 2 cysts/
eggs per gram (CPG/EPG) of faeces (Cringoli et al.
2010).

Results

Out of the 74 faecal samples examined during the
study, 18 were positive for any parasitic element
(24.3%; 95% CI¼ 15.4-35.9) (Table 1). Out of the 18
positive samples the higher prevalence values were
found for Giardia (44.4%) and T. vulpis (38.9%). Some
co-infections were found during the copromicroscopic
investigation: specifically, one sample was positive to
both T. canis and T. vulpis (5.6%; 95% CI¼ 0.3-29.4) and
two samples were positive to both G. duodenalis and
Ancylostomidae (11.1%; 95% CI¼ 1.9-36.1). The dogs
were not evaluated for the infestations by
ectoparasites.

Discussion

This is one of the first parasitological studies in Italy in
dogs that participate in Animal Assisted Interventions.
Even if these animals were treated usually once a year
with large-spectrum antiparasitic drugs by the owners,
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the presence of four zoonotic parasites (nematodes
and protozoa) in these animals suggest that dogs
involved in AAIs could play an important epidemio-
logical role in the transmission of parasitic infections
to humans.

Dogs that participate in AAIs, commonly interact
with humans whose immune systems are not function-
ing optimally (Lefebvre et al. 2008; Kamioka et al.
2014) and several studies show that chronic Giardia
infection occur in children and immunocompromised
individuals (Thompson 2004; Robertson et al. 2010).

The dog is one of the pet closest to the human and
the transmission of zoonotic agents is also favoured
given the close relationship of human beings with
their pet (Feng and Xiao 2011).

According to Bouzid et al. (2015) what risk such
endemic colonisation poses to human health is still
unclear as it will depend not only on prevalence rates
but also on what assemblages of Giardia are excreted
and how people interact with their pets. In fact, the
level of risk depends strictly on the presence of
Giardia-human assemblages (A and B) (Cacci�o et al.
2005). In addition, recent data show the case of a dog
that has been associated exclusively to the A assem-
blage, suggesting the existence of a potential zoonotic
reservoir for this assembly (Minetti et al. 2015).
Unfortunately, one of the limits of our study is that
assemblages of G. duodenalis have not been deter-
mined by molecular investigations.

Considering that children, young adults and
immunocompromised individuals are among the main
users of the AAIs, the animals involved should also
undergo a specific parasitological diagnosis targeting
Giardia spp. and other intestinal nematodes (Lefebvre
et al. 2008; Silveira et al. 2011). It would be useful to
control and reduce the presence of these parasites,
also preventing the human transmission where there
is an increased risk of infections, such as in childcare
centres and day-care centres (Cordell 2001). Therefore,
monitoring dogs for zoonotic parasites is necessary for
the development and implementation of effective con-
trol and prevention strategies that mitigate the burden
of zoonotic diseases on Public Health. Prevention
through specific guidelines including suitability of

patients, animals and infection control policies, need
to be formulated before the initiation of AAIs and this
is the most important way to avoid human dog
infections.

Acknowledgements

The authors would like to acknowledge the Dog Trainer
Rosaria Vernese and the Dog educational Centre La Voce del
cane for their cooperation in the study.

Disclosure statement

The authors report no conflicts of interest. The authors alone
are responsible for the content and writing of this article.

References

Banks MR, Banks WA. 2002. The effects of animal-assisted
therapy on loneliness in an elderly population in long-
term care facilities. J Gerontol A Biol Sci Med Sci.
57:428–432.

Bouzid M, Halai K, Jeffreys D, Hunter PR. 2015. The preva-
lence of Giardia infection in dogs and cats, a systematic
review and meta-analysis of prevalence studies from stool
samples. Vet Parasitol. 207:181–202.

Cacci�o SM, Thompson RC, McLauchlin J, Smith HV. 2005.
Unravelling Cryptosporidium and Giardia epidemiology.
Trends Parasitol. 21:430–437.

Chalmers D, Dell CA. 2015. Applying One Health to the
Study of Animal-Assisted Interventions. Ecohealth.
12:560–562.

Cordell RL. 2001. The risk of infectious diseases among child
care providers. J Am Med Womens Assoc (1972).
56:109–112.

Cringoli G, Rinaldi L, Maurelli MP. 2010. FLOTAC: new multi-
valent techniques for qualitative and quantitative copro-
microscopic diagnosis of parasites in animals and humans.
Nat Protoc. 5:503–515.

Cringoli G, Rinaldi L, Albonico M, Bergquist R, Utzinger J.
2013. Geospatial (s)tools: integration of advanced epi-
demiological sampling and novel diagnostics. Geospat
Health. 7:399–404.

Epe C, Rehkter G, Schnieder T, Lorentzen L, Kreienbrock L.
2010. Giardia in symptomatic dogs and cats in Europe-
Results of a European study. Vet Parasitol. 173:32–38.

Feng Y, Xiao L. 2011. Zoonotic potential and molecular epi-
demiology of Giardia species and giardiasis. Clin Microbiol
Rev. 24:110–140.

Table 1. Parasitological results in dogs involved in Animal Assisted Interventions in southern Italy.
No. of positive dogs ¼18

Parasites No. of positive Prevalence (%) 95% Confidence Interval CPG/EPG� (min-max)

Giardia duodenalis 8 44.4 22.4-68.7 10–30,000
Trichuris vulpis 7 38.9 18.3-63.9 2–154
Toxocara canis 3 16.7 4.4-42.3 50–1260
Ancylostomidae 1 5.6 0.3-29.4 32
�CPG/EPG¼ cysts/eggs per gram of faeces.

ITALIAN JOURNAL OF ANIMAL SCIENCE 3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Si
B

A
] 

at
 0

3:
28

 0
4 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Fine A. 2010. Handbook on Animal-Assisted Therapy.
London: Academic Press.

Kamioka H, Okada S, Tsutani K, Park H, Okuizumi H, Handa S,
Oshio T, Park SJ, Kitayuguchi J, Abe T, et al. 2014.
Effectiveness of animal-assisted therapy: A systematic
review of randomized controlled trials. Complement Ther
Med. 22:371–390.

Lefebvre SL, Peregrine AS, Golab GC, Gumley NR, Waltner-
Toews D, Weese JS. 2008. A veterinary perspective on the
recently published guidelines for animal-assisted interven-
tions in health-care facilities. J Am Vet Med Assoc.
55:470–480.

Macpherson CN. 2013. The epidemiology and public health
importance of toxocariasis: a zoonosis of global import-
ance. Int J Parasitol. 43:999–1008.

Menna LF, Santaniello A, Gerardi F, Di Maggio A, Milan G.
2016. Evaluation of the efficacy of animal-assisted
therapy based on the reality orientation therapy protocol
in Alzheimer's disease patients: a pilot study.
Psychogeriatrics. 16:240–246.

Menna LF. 2016. L’approccio scientifico alla Pet therapy. Il
metodo e la formazione secondo il modello Federiciano.
Napoli, Italia: Universit�a degli Studi di Napoli Federico II.

Menna LF, Fontanella M, Santaniello A, Ammendola E,
Travaglino M, Mugnai F, Di Maggio A, Fioretti A. 2012.
Evaluation of social relationships in elderly by animal-
assisted activity. Int Psychogeriatr. 24:1019–1020.

Minetti C, Lamden K, Durband C, Cheesbrough J, Platt K,
Charlett A, O’Brien SJ, Fox A, Wastling JM. 2015. Case-con-
trol study of risk factors for sporadic giardiasis and para-
site assemblages in North West England. J Clin Microbiol.
53:3133–3140.

Paul M, King L, Carlin EP. 2010. Zoonoses of people and their
pets: a US perspective on significant pet-associated para-
sitic diseases. Trends Parasitol. 26:153–154.

Pedersen I, Nordaunet T, Martinsen EW, Berget B, Braastad
BO. 2011. Farm animal-assisted intervention: relationship
between work and contact with farm animals and change

in depression, anxiety, and self-efficacy among persons
with clinical depression. Issues Ment Health Nurs.
32:493–500.

Reed R, Ferrer L, Villegas N. 2012. Natural healers: a review
of animal assisted therapy and activities as complemen-
tary treatment for chronic conditions. Rey Lat Am
Enfermagem. 206:12–18.

Rinaldi L, Biggeri A, Carbone S, Musella V, Catelan D,
Veneziano V, Cringoli G. 2006. Canine faecal contamin-
ation and parasitic risk in the city of Naples (southern
Italy). BMC Vet Res. 2:29.

Robertson LJ, Hanevik K, Escobedo AA, Morch K, Langeland
N. 2010. Giardiasis-why do the symptoms sometimes
never stop? Trends Parasitol. 26:75–82.

Robertson ID, Thompson RC. 2002. Enteric parasitic zoonoses
of domesticated dogs and cats. Microbes Infect.
4:867–873.

Ryan U, Cacci�o SM. 2013. Zoonotic potential of Giardia. Int J
Parasitol. 43:943–956.

Silveira IR, Santos NC, Linhares DR. 2011. Protocol of the ani-
mal assisted activity program at a university hospital. Rev
Esc Enferm USP. 45:283–288.

Thompson RC. 2004. The zoonotic significance and molecular
epidemiology of Giardia and giardiasis. Vet Parasitol.
126:15–35.

Traversa D, Frangipane Di Regalbono A, Di Cesare A, La
Torre F, Drake J, Pietrobelli M. 2014. Environmental con-
tamination by canine geohelminths. Parasit Vectors. 7:67.

Zanzani SA, Di Cerbo AR, Gazzonis AL, Genchi M, Rinaldi L,
Musella V, Cringoli G, Manfredi MT. 2014. Canine faecal
contamination in a metropolitan area (Milan, north-west-
ern Italy): prevalence of intestinal parasites and evaluation
of health risks. Sci World J. 2014:132361.

Zanzani SA, Gazzonis AL, Scarpa P, Berrilli F, Manfredi MT.
2014. Intestinal parasites of owned dogs and cats from
metropolitan and micropolitan areas: prevalence, zoonotic
risks, and pet owner awareness in northern Italy. Biomed
Res Int. 2014:696508.

4 F. GERARDI ET AL.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Si
B

A
] 

at
 0

3:
28

 0
4 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
20

17
 


	Parasitic infections in dogs involved in animal-assisted interventions
	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Study area
	Faecal sampling and FLOTAC technique

	Results
	Discussion
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	References


