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Service Animals, Therapy
Animals, and Companion
Animals: What Actually Helps

Emotional marketing sells the idea of a service dog as a life-
changing solution. Honest information about cost, timeline, and
actual fit gets asked for constantly and offered rarely. Here it is.

BY JIM PALASTY - 10 MIN READ - AN HONEST ANSWER TO A QUESTION
DRIVEN BY EMOTIONAL MARKETING

How it works

STEP 1

The question comes up

constantly

Emotional marketing around service
dogs generates enormous interest,
often without the practical information

families actually need.

Comparing the four categories

Service animal

Therapy animal

Emotional support

animal

Companion pet

Caregiving burden

STEP 2

different

Service animals, therapy animals,
emotional support animals, and
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status, training, and cost.

Task-trained, ADA-protected,
$15,000-$30,000+

Works in supervised settings, handler-
owned

Limited legal protections, no task training
required

No special legal status, lowest cost, real
comfort possible

Applies to all four categories, in varying
degrees

The categories are genuinely

companion pets each have distinct legal
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THOUSAND-DOLLAR HIGH END OF
TRAINED SERVICE DOG COSTS

Fully trained autism service dogs typically
run $15,000 to $30,000 or more, with a
multi-year training timeline. That number
rarely appears in the marketing that drives
the question.
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THREE STEPS

STEP 3

Honest evaluation prevents
real disappointment

Understanding what a specific animal
can and can't realistically do prevents a
costly, well-intentioned decision from
becoming a burden.
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THE HONEST CONVERSATION THAT
CHANGED THE PLAN

The Whitfield family had researched service
dogs for two years, drawn in by emotional
videos of dramatic transformations, before a
trainer gave them an unusually honest
answer: their son's specific need, comfort
during transitions rather than a trained safety
task, didn't require a $25,000 service dog. A
well-matched, gently trained companion dog
from a local rescue met that actual need at a
fraction of the cost and wait time.

TWO YEARS OF ASSUMING THEY NEEDED
THE EXPENSIVE OPTION ENDED WITH
ONE TRAINER'S HONEST QUESTION:

WHAT DO YOU ACTUALLY NEED THIS
ANIMAL TO DO?
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What matters, at a glance

Service animals: tasks and Significant cost and timeline Marketing often obscures the real
protections Fully trained service dogs typically cost picture
Trained to perform specific tasks $15,000 to $30,000 or more, with a training Emotional appeals rarely mention cost, wait
(interrupting self-injury, tracking and finding a and placement timeline often running one to times, or the ongoing responsibility of caring
wandering person) and protected under the two years. for a working animal.
ADA in public spaces.
Therapy and emotional support Companion pets, honestly The caregiving burden is real
animals differ legally assessed either way
Therapy animals work in specific supervised A well-matched companion pet can offer real Any animal, trained or not, adds daily care
settings; emotional support animals have comfort without the cost or training timeline responsibility to a household that may
limited legal protections, distinct from service of a service animal, but adds its own already be stretched thin.
animals. caregiving burden.

BRING THESE - CHECK AS YOU GO

(] A specific, written description of the need an animal would (] Research into whether that need requires a trained service

address animal
(] Arealistic budget and timeline for the appropriate category (] An honest assessment of household capacity for ongoing
animal care

[J Contact information for a reputable, accredited training
organization if pursuing a service animal

When you're considering an animal for your family member, here is how to evaluate
honestly

YOUR MOVE

Define the specific task or support need, in concrete terms.

Determine whether that need requires task training or simple companionship.

Research the real cost and timeline for whichever category actually fits.

Ask directly about ongoing care responsibilities, not just acquisition.

Verify legal protections apply only where genuinely relevant (service animals specifically).

Consider a trial period or fostering arrangement before a permanent commitment.

OJOJOXONOXO

A $25,000 trained service dog and a well-matched rescue companion can meet very different needs equally well. Know which need you actually have
before you choose.
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SERVICE AND COMPANION ANIMAL RESOURCES ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Assistance Dogs International (assistancedogsinternational.org) accredits legitimate service dog Jim Palasty

training organizations and can help families evaluate a provider's credibility. Jim Palasty is the founder of OASIS for Autism and a
Local rescue organizations can often help match a family with a companion animal suited to their single father of an adult autistic daughter in Michigan.

specific household and needs, at a fraction of the cost of a trained service animal.

Informational only. Not legal or medical advice. Verify current program rules before acting.
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