
Standardizing Physician Approach to Disability 
Accommodations:

Prescribing Support Animals 
.

Sanaa Ahmad, MS3
University of Colorado School of Medicine, Colorado Springs Branch

Created a 1-page reference handout for 
providers that addresses frequently asked 
questions and concerns about animal 
prescriptions for disabilities and provides 
guidance on prescribing service animals or 
emotional support animals

Innovation
v The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) advocates for 

individuals with disabilities to accommodate them by 
performing tasks or providing emotional support. 

v To ensure equity, the ADA requires these 
accommodations be free and accessible to all

v Providers in a primary care or mental health role are 
tasked with determining patients’ eligibility for animal 
accommodations because they are the only source of 
prescription letters accepted by the ADA and the 
Department of Justice (DOJ). 

v This quality improvement project arose from 
observations I made in the clinical setting during my 3rd
year clerkships: apprehension and variable practices 
when asked to write letters for service animals and 
emotional support animals due to fears of liability and 
lack of clarity about the process. 

v I noticed barriers and practices that violated the policies 
of the ADA and (DOJ) because they were cost-
prohibitive or required certifications from outside 
agencies.

Background

The field of medicine requires us know the 
best approach to treat thousands of 
medical conditions, and referenceable 
protocols are an effective way to 
standardize the quality of patient care we 
provide. 

Conclusions

Discussion
v Reference handouts with algorithms to 

work up and treat medical conditions are 
broadly used to standardize patient care.

v It is just as important to have guidelines 
that abide by the ADA to accommodate 
our patients with disabilities and improve 
their quality of life. 

v When a patient request a letter for an 
animal to support them with their 
disability, it can spark apprehension 
about how to do the right thing for the 
patient without committing wrongdoing.

v Offering a guide providers can reference
quickly is a simple way to help providers
feel confident about prescribing animals.

Program Description
v The handout tackled the following topics to standardize

provider practices and advocate for patients:
v Providers are prescribing animals in good faith and are 

not liable if patients fraudulently seek letters or if animals 
are not safe or well-behaved. The ADA details strict 
criteria for an animal’s eligibility and owner responsibility.

v Incomplete understanding of what patients stood to gain 
from provider prescriptions, such as waived pet fees in 
housing and service dogs traveling with patients for free.

v Lack of clarity on which disabilities qualified for animal 
accommodations, especially psychiatric disabilities. 

v Practices violating the ADA such as: 
v Charging fees for letters (cost-prohibitive) or requiring 

documentation from outside agencies to legitimize a 
service or emotional support animal. Private 
companies sell these “certifications” that are not 
recognized or required by the DOJ or ADA and thus 
prey on patients with disabilities. 

References
v https://www.ada.gov/cguide.htm
v https://www.animallaw.info/article/faqs-emotional-support-
animals#s4

v https://adata.org/sites/adata.org/files/files/Service_Animal_
Booklet_2014%20LP.pdf

v https://www.humanesociety.org/resources/fair-housing-act-
and-assistance-animals

With medical documentation, support 
animals are allowed to accompany their 

handlers in housing with “no pets” policies 
under The Fair Housing Authority but no 

longer allowed to accompany their handlers 
in airplane cabins under the Air Carriers 

Access Act. 
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