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Foreword

Professor Martin Green OBE
Chief Executive, Care England

As a sector dedicated to delivering high-quality care for some of the most vulnerable
members of society, we must also champion the welfare of all living beings, not just
humans. In the absence of clear government guidance on the presence and use of
animals in care settings, Care England responded to requests from its members by
seeking expert advice on this important issue. The limited guidance that exists is
often outdated and unclear, leaving care providers uncertain about best practices.
 
In response to our call for guidance, the RSPCA, the UK’s largest and most respected
animal welfare charity, co-produced this guidance with us to help shape
recommendations for care services that wish to include visiting animals for the
benefit and enjoyment of residents.
 
At Care England, we are proud to advocate for the highest standards of care, both for
those who use care services and for the animals that may be part of these
environments. We hope this guidance will support care providers in making informed,
ethical decisions regarding animal welfare, while continuing to deliver exceptional
care to their residents.
 
We recognise that not everyone will agree with some of the points made, however
until such guidance from government is produced, we hope the following will help
care leaders to make the right choices on animal welfare as well as the amazing care
they provide to those who use their services.
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At the RSPCA, we believe that compassion should shape every aspect of our lives - not just
in how we treat each other, but in how we treat all animals. That belief underpins our work
across communities, policy, and frontline enforcement. It is also what brings us proudly
together with Care England in co-authoring this important guidance.

For many people in care settings - whether receiving support in residential homes or
community facilities - animals offer comfort, familiarity, companionship, and joy. The positive
impact of animal-assisted interactions is well documented. But ensuring those benefits never
come at the expense of animal welfare is essential. Where good intentions are not matched
by good practice, animals can suffer. And where guidance is lacking, care providers can be
left uncertain about what constitutes responsible practice.

That’s why this document matters. It provides clear, evidence-based recommendations that
balance the emotional and therapeutic value of human-animal interaction with robust
safeguards for animal welfare, biosecurity, and resident safety. From guidance on companion
animals and visiting dogs, to protocols on infection prevention and community animals, these
guidelines reflect the latest science, legal obligations, and responsibilities under the Animal
Welfare Act 2006.

This is not about making things harder for care providers - it is about empowering them to
make confident, responsible choices. By setting standards that are both practical and
principled, we can build truly kind care environments: places where human wellbeing and
animal welfare go hand in hand.

We understand that some of the guidance may challenge existing practices, but we also
know that those working in social care strive to do what’s right - for every resident, and every
animal. Until national standards are developed, this guidance offers a strong and considered
foundation.

We are grateful to Care England for their leadership on this issue and to the many individuals
who have contributed their expertise. Together, we hope this work can inspire a shared
commitment to kindness and ensure that wherever animals are present in care settings, their
welfare is protected, promoted, and improved.

A message from RSPCA
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Purpose
Care England has put together this document as many of our members raised
enquiries for guidance around animal welfare in residential care settings. 

This guidance aims to support care providers in enabling meaningful animal
interaction in care settings, while maintaining effective and proportionate infection
prevention and control (IPC) and sustaining high standards of animal welfare. This
guidance focuses on pets, companion and community animals (referred to as
“animals”) in residential care homes, which aims to ensure that:

Infection prevention and control (IPC) measures are robust and proportionate 
High standards of animal welfare are upheld 
Resident wellbeing, choice, and quality of life and promoted

This guidance does not cover the role of assistance dogs, however, it is important to
flag that they are trained to provide support and/or assistance for people with
disabilities to help with their day-to-day needs, independence and confidence. For
more information on the role of assistance dogs, please look at our next guidance for
further information. 

The guidance supports the inclusion of animals in care homes, recognising their
emotional, therapeutic, and social benefits, especially for promoting quality of life for
residents and is designed to balance resident choice and safety, while promoting
sound animal welfare, ultimately guided by good practice.

Purpose and Background
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Background
Animal interactions in care settings are increasingly recognised for their
positive impact on the wellbeing of residents, including people with
dementia, and communication challenges[1]. The guidance is informed by
best practice, collaboration between Care England and the RSPCA, with
input from providers across the sector, and is designed to encourages
safe, person-centred decisions that facilitate contact with animals in a
supportive, flexible, and responsible manner.



Companion Animal(s)
The term given to any animal who is owned by a resident of the care home and is
living with them in the community care setting. Residents should be supported,
wherever possible, to bring their own pets into care settings.
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Guidance and Key Considerations

The suitability of the animal’s
size, temperament, and species

The impact on other residents
and existing animals

Individual’s capacity to care for
their pet

Any lease restrictions or legal
issues that prohibit pets

Providers should take a person-centred and proportionate
approach



Key protocols include

Selecting suitable animals
based on advice from vets

or animal behaviourists

Only animals whose welfare
needs can be fully met in a care

setting should be considered

Establishing protocols for
feeding, grooming, housing,

and health checks

Ensuring animals can
acclimatise gradually to the

care environment

Registering animals with a vet
and maintaining annual health

checks and treatments

Ensuring animals have
species-appropriate rest time

Having clear plans for retirement, rehoming and end-of-life care

Key Considerations
Maximum numbers of animals per resident should be determined based on safety
and capacity by the care provider. 
Registration with a veterinary clinic and annual health checks, including up-to-
date vaccination treatments (unless advised otherwise by a vet). 
Animals must be microchipped in line with legislation. 
Neutering should be recommended unless a vet or behaviourist advises
otherwise. 
Third-party public liability insurance is recommended. 
Written contingency plans should be in place for temporary care, evacuation, or
emergencies. 

 
These provisions are to be applied proportionately and flexibly, taking into account
the needs and preferences of the individual resident and the specific care
environment. 

Community animal(s)
The term given to any animal who is owned by the community care setting with no
one specific owner. All staff and residents have responsibility for their daily care
requirements.  Community animals can bring significant benefits but require
coordinated management, which this guidance sets out.
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Exotic & Wild Animals 
Bringing exotic or wild animals into care homes is discouraged for safety, animal
welfare, and in some cases legal and public health requirements. However, outdoor
interactions, or interactions suited to the care home environment (e.g. horses walking
past a rural care home) may be more appropriate provided fully risk assessed, are
conducted with supervision and risk mitigation. 
 

Family Pets Visiting Care Settings
Some residential care settings may allow family members to bring pets in for visits,
provided health and safety measures are in place. 

Requirement for visiting pets:
-Pets must be healthy, vaccinated, and temperament-assessed.
-Pets must be supervised at all times.
-Areas of interaction must be pre-designated and cleaned before and after visits.
-Care homes should maintain a record of any visiting pets.
-Visitors must be informed of relevant IPC and welfare rules.
-Care home managers should speak to other residents before visit to see if anyone is
opposed to the visit or how their needs can be met whilst a visit might be ongoing.
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Requirement for visiting pets

Pets must be healthy, vaccinated and temperament-assessed

Pets must be supervised at all times

Areas of interaction must be pre-designed and cleaned before
and after visits

Care homes should maintain a record of any visiting pets

Care home managers should speak to other residents before a
visit to see if anyone is opposed to the visit, or how their needs
can be met whilst a visit might be ongoing



Hedgehogs

Hybrid or
wild cate

Unsuitable Community Owned Animals
The following species are not intended to be an exhaustive list but are considered
unsuitable to be community owned, as their welfare needs cannot be met in a
residential setting:
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If a resident or a family member wishes for such animals reside within the care
home, the Care Home Manager should seek further advice and guidance on animal
welfare, the licensing and legalities of such animals and seek a view from the CQC
and how this might impact their quality rating prior to considering any such
animals which are strongly considered unsuitable for residence in a residential
care facility.

Crocodillians Highly venomous
species

Meerkats

Foxes

Very large
constrictor snakes



Infection Prevention and Control (IPC) 
All animal-related engagement must comply with IPC protocols, with the relevant risk
assessments documented, with emphasis on:

7

12

Follow NHS IPC document CH01: Animals in Care Home Settings [2]

Good animal health and hygiene

Handler training and hygiene

No contract with residents who are immunocompromised unless
advised safely

All wounds and cuts must be covered before animal interaction

Hand hygiene is required before and after touching animals

Surfaces must be cleaned before and after interaction

Animals must be clean, healthy and free from zoonotic diseases

Vaccinated status

Supervised interactions

Risk assessments tailored to specific individuals, settings and animals



Staff and Recruitment Considerations 
The guidance supports providers' professional judgement and flexibility on animal
interactions that reside or visit their services but is not intended to relate to animals
for exhibition.

Care providers must conduct thorough risk assessments and are responsible for high
standards of welfare for both animals and those who reside in, work at, or visit the
care service, in line with the ethos of risk-enabled person-centered care, that
respects the values of the one health, one welfare principle.

Where human and animal interests may differ or conflict, the answer is not to
diminish animal welfare but to identify humane alternative approaches[3].
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Allergies and fears should be addressed sensitively
and balanced with resident rights, wishes and
feelings and consider the animals welfare at all
times. 

Consider animal-friendly values in staff
recruitment and training and ensure job
descriptions are clear with any roles which need to
be undertaken in respect of animal welfare

Allergies, phobias, and cultural concerns of
residents and staff must be acknowledged and
sensitivty addressed. Reasonable adjustments
should be made where possible



Contact us
If you have any questions on this
guidance, please feel free to reach out to:

Care England
policy@careengland.org.uk
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RSCPA
politicalaffairs@rspca.org.uk

If you have any questions related to the
scientific evidence that was used to
create this guidance, please reach out to:

Companion Animal
Department
CAD@rspca.org.uk

If you require some support in how to complete a
risk assessment to assess animal welfare, please
consider these resources for further guidance.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/665834c70feb624291412fc9/t/684e63221538df0dd016e322/1749967671424/updated+2024+UniSA-Safe-Animal-Friendly-Environments-6-2024-Low-Res+%281%29.pdf
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For more information: 

https://www.careengland.org.uk

08450 577 677
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