
 

Service Animals and the ADA: Know Your Rights 

Understanding the Rules for Service Dogs—and the Surprising Exception for Miniature Horses 

More Than a Faithful Companion 

Imagine entering a restaurant with your service dog, only to be stopped by an employee who 

points to a sign reading, “No Pets Allowed.” You explain that the dog assists you with a 

disability, but the employee insists that the restaurant makes no exceptions. 

Who is right? 

Under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), businesses that serve the public generally 

must allow people with disabilities to be accompanied by their service animals, even when the 

establishment maintains a strict no-pets policy. 

Service animals are not simply pets that provide companionship. They are specially trained 

working animals that help people with disabilities perform essential tasks, maintain 

independence, and participate in everyday activities. 

For people who depend on these animals, understanding the law can help prevent 

misunderstandings, embarrassment, and unlawful exclusion from businesses and public facilities. 

What Qualifies as a Service Animal? 

Under the ADA, a service animal is generally defined as a dog that has been individually trained 

to do work or perform tasks for a person with a disability. 

The tasks must be directly related to the person's disability. A dog that simply provides affection, 



companionship, or emotional comfort does not qualify as a service animal under this definition. 

However, a dog trained to recognize and respond to a psychiatric disability may qualify. The 

distinction is not whether the disability is physical or psychological, but whether the animal has 

been trained to perform specific disability-related work. 

The ADA does not require service dogs to receive training from a professional organization. 

People with disabilities may train their own service animals, and no federal ADA certification or 

registration is required. 

Nor must the animal wear a special vest, identification tag, or harness announcing that it is a 

service dog. 

What matters is the animal's training and the work it performs. 

What Kinds of Tasks Can Service Dogs Perform? 

Most people are familiar with guide dogs that help individuals who are blind or have limited 

vision navigate streets, sidewalks, and public buildings. But service dogs perform many other 

important functions. 

For example, specially trained dogs may: 

• Alert people who are deaf or hard of hearing to doorbells, alarms, or other important 

sounds. 

• Retrieve dropped objects or carry items for people with mobility limitations. 

• Assist with certain wheelchair-related tasks. 

• Alert or respond to medical conditions, including some seizure disorders. 

• Remind individuals with psychiatric disabilities to take prescribed medications. 

• Interrupt harmful behaviors or perform trained tasks during episodes associated with 

psychiatric disabilities. 

• Help people with certain disabilities maintain stability or avoid hazards. 

Service dogs can also play an important role in the lives of military veterans who have returned 

from combat with physical injuries or psychiatric disabilities. 

For example, a veteran experiencing post-traumatic stress disorder may benefit from a dog 

trained to recognize particular symptoms and perform a specific response, such as interrupting a 

panic-related behavior or guiding the veteran away from a stressful situation. 

The dog must do more than provide a reassuring presence. Its trained work must directly address 

the person's disability. 



Where Are Service Animals Allowed? 

Under Title III of the ADA, businesses that qualify as public accommodations generally must 

allow service animals to accompany people with disabilities into areas where customers and 

other members of the public are permitted. 

These locations include restaurants, hotels, retail stores, theaters, medical offices, and many 

other public accommodations. 

A restaurant cannot refuse admission to a service dog simply because it prohibits pets. Nor can it 

require the person and dog to sit in a separate dining area solely because of the animal. 

Even businesses that prepare or serve food generally must allow service animals in public areas, 

despite ordinary health regulations restricting animals. 

However, service animals do not automatically have access to every location within a facility. 

Certain restricted areas, such as operating rooms or sterile medical environments, may 

legitimately exclude animals when their presence would compromise essential safety 

requirements. 

The general rule remains that people with disabilities should be able to receive goods and 

services without being separated from the animals that assist them. 

Must a Service Dog Always Be on a Leash? 

Ordinarily, service dogs must be harnessed, leashed, or tethered while accompanying their 

handlers in public. There are, however, two important exceptions. 

A restraint is not required when it would interfere with the animal's ability to perform its trained 

work or when the person's disability prevents the use of a harness, leash, or tether. In those 

situations, the handler must maintain effective control of the dog through voice commands, 

signals, or other appropriate methods. 

For example, a service dog trained to retrieve objects or perform a particular task may need some 

freedom of movement to do its job.The ADA recognizes that service animals perform different 

functions and that a rigid restraint requirement could interfere with the very assistance they are 

trained to provide. 

Nevertheless, the handler remains responsible for keeping the animal under control. 

What Questions Can a Business Ask? 

Suppose you enter a store with a service dog, but the animal's purpose is not immediately 

apparent. Can an employee question you about the dog? Yes, but the ADA strictly limits the 

questions that may be asked. 



When the animal's status is not obvious, employees may ask only two questions: 

1 Is the dog a service animal required because of a disability? 

2 What work or task has the dog been trained to perform? 

Employees cannot demand that you disclose your medical diagnosis, explain the details of your 

disability, or demonstrate the dog's trained abilities. 

They also cannot require documentation proving that the dog is certified, registered, or 

professionally trained. 

When it is readily apparent that the dog is performing a disability-related task, such as guiding a 

person who is blind, employees should not ask these questions. 

The purpose of the rule is to allow businesses to distinguish service animals from pets without 

unnecessarily invading the privacy of people with disabilities. 

When Can a Service Animal Be Excluded? 

Although the ADA provides broad protections for service animals, those protections are not 

unlimited. 

A business may require a service animal to leave if the animal is out of control and its handler 

does not take effective action to control it. A business may also exclude an animal that is not 

housebroken. 

For example, a dog that repeatedly barks uncontrollably in a restaurant or behaves aggressively 

toward other customers may be excluded if the handler fails to regain control. 

A single bark, however, does not automatically justify removing a service animal. 

Other circumstances may justify exclusion when a particular animal poses a direct threat to the 

health or safety of others that cannot be adequately addressed through reasonable measures. Such 

decisions must be based on the actual animal and circumstances rather than assumptions about a 

breed or disability. 

Importantly, when a service animal is properly excluded, the business generally must still offer 

the person with a disability an opportunity to obtain its goods or services without the animal 

present. 

The Surprising Exception: Miniature Horses 

Here is one of the ADA's more unusual provisions. 

Although dogs are the only animals included in the ADA's general definition of service animals, 

the regulations contain a separate provision addressing miniature horses individually trained 



to perform work or tasks for people with disabilities. 

Yes, miniature horses. 

These animals are not ordinary full-sized horses. According to the Department of Justice, 

miniature horses typically range from approximately 24 to 34 inches in height at the shoulders 

and generally weigh between 70 and 100 pounds. 

Some people with disabilities use specially trained miniature horses for guidance, mobility 

assistance, or other disability-related tasks. Miniature horses can offer certain advantages. They 

may have long working lives, and some individuals prefer them because of personal 

circumstances, including allergies to dogs. 

Under the ADA, businesses and other covered entities must make reasonable modifications to 

their policies to permit trained miniature horses when appropriate.Unlike the general rule for 

service dogs, however, the regulations specifically direct businesses to consider several factors 

before determining whether a miniature horse can be accommodated. 

These include: 

• Whether the horse is housebroken. 

• Whether the horse is under the handler's control. 

• Whether the facility can accommodate the horse's type, size, and weight. 

• Whether the horse's presence would compromise legitimate safety requirements 

necessary for safe operation. 

A miniature horse that can safely accompany its handler into a spacious retail store may present 

different considerations in a small, crowded facility. Businesses cannot reject miniature horses 

merely because they are unusual. They must evaluate whether accommodating the particular 

animal is reasonable under the circumstances. 

The miniature horse provision illustrates an important feature of disability law: Equal 

access sometimes requires flexibility rather than a one-size-fits-all rule. 

What About Emotional Support Animals? 

One of the most common sources of confusion involves emotional support animals. An 

emotional support animal provides comfort or companionship that may help someone cope with 

an emotional or psychological condition. However, if the animal has not been individually 

trained to perform a disability-related task, it does not qualify as a service animal under the 

ADA. 

This distinction is particularly important in restaurants, stores, and other public accommodations, 

where emotional support animals do not receive the same federal access protections as trained 



service dogs. 

Different rules may apply in other settings. For example, the Fair Housing Act provides certain 

protections for assistance animals in housing, including animals that do not meet the ADA's 

definition of a service animal. 

Air travel is governed by separate federal regulations, which also distinguish trained service dogs 

from emotional support animals.Consequently, an animal's legal status may depend on where its 

handler is seeking access and which federal law applies. 

Responsibilities of Service Animal Handlers 

Along with the right to bring a service animal into public accommodations comes the 

responsibility to maintain control of the animal. Handlers are generally responsible for ensuring 

that their service animals are housebroken, behave appropriately, and remain under effective 

control.  

Businesses are not required to feed, supervise, or provide care for service animals. Those 

responsibilities ordinarily remain with the handler.  

A business also cannot charge an additional fee simply because a customer uses a service animal. 

However, if the business normally charges customers for damage they cause, it may apply the 

same policy when a service animal causes damage. 

These provisions help balance the rights of people with disabilities with the legitimate 

operational needs of businesses. 

What Should You Do If Access Is Denied? 

If a business refuses to admit your service animal, begin by calmly explaining that the animal 

performs disability-related tasks and is protected under the ADA. You may wish to ask to speak 

with a manager, particularly if the employee appears unfamiliar with the law. 

If the dispute cannot be resolved, document the incident. Record the date, location, business 

name, and explanation given for denying access. Keep any relevant correspondence or other 

evidence. 

You may file a complaint with the U.S. Department of Justice if you believe your rights under 

the ADA have been violated. Depending on the circumstances, other legal remedies may also be 

available. Remember that the ADA does not require you to purchase a service animal certificate 

or carry special identification to establish your rights. 

Independence Comes in Many Forms 

For a person who is blind, a guide dog can make independent travel possible. For someone with 

limited mobility, a trained dog may retrieve essential items or assist with everyday tasks. For a 



veteran coping with a psychiatric disability, a service animal may provide trained assistance 

during difficult situations. And for a small number of individuals, that essential partner may even 

be a miniature horse. 

These animals do more than offer companionship. They perform work that allows people with 

disabilities to participate more fully in family, community, and public life. 

The ADA recognizes that independence does not always mean doing everything without 

assistance. Sometimes it means having the right assistance—and being able to take it with you. 

Whether that assistance comes on four paws or four hooves, the underlying principle is the 

same: Disability should not become a barrier to dignity, independence, and equal 

opportunity. 

 

Where to Find More Information 

The U.S. Department of Justice provides authoritative information about service animals and the 

Americans with Disabilities Act. 

• ADA Requirements: Service Animals 

• Frequently Asked Questions About Service Animals and the ADA 

• File an ADA Complaint 

This article provides general educational information about federal disability rights and is not a 

substitute for individualized legal advice. 

https://www.ada.gov/resources/service-animals-2010-requirements/
https://www.ada.gov/resources/service-animals-faqs/
https://www.ada.gov/file-a-complaint/

