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Lifting Spirits 
The red bandannas donned by the “Canine 
Ambassadors” of Paws & Hearts (pawsandhearts.org) 
animal assisted therapy wave as flags of elation for the 
tens of thousands of people every year who welcome the 
nonprofit’s four-legged bedside guests. 

Founded by Palm Desert’s Richard Waxman in 2000, 
Paws & Hearts works to enrich the lives of frail and 
special care patients with a team of volunteer therapy dogs who visit patients at Eisenhower 
Medical Center, Desert Regional Medical Center, and 90 percent of the long-term care facilities 
across the valley. 

“The real training for this type of work is on the job,” says Waxman, who coordinates a team of 
40 human volunteers and their 46 Canine Ambassadors, who must first pass a temperament test. 
“The first week, the dog doesn’t know why the heck you’re taking it to a nursing home and 
putting it on a bed with a bunch of strangers,” he says. “On about the third or fourth week, the 
dog goes into the facility and remembers folks that like him or her the most. Patients know the 
dog by name, and it really is amazing to watch clients say to the dog, ‘I waited all week to see 
you. I saved you a bit of bacon from breakfast.’ ’’ 

Paws & Hearts’ human handlers make a commitment to visit an assigned facility every week at 
the same time. Waxman estimates that 2013 brought 110,000 bedside stops, with each individual 
visit lasting approximately seven minutes. 

With the group nearing its 15th anniversary, Waxman continues to marvel at the effect a dog can 
have on a patient in need of a smile. “Some years ago, my dog Scruffy and I were at Eisenhower 
visiting a woman who had lost almost all her hair from chemo treatment,” Waxman recalls. 
“Scruffy kisses hands, but this woman was sitting up in bed, and Scruffy walked up behind her, 
stood up, put his paws on her shoulders, and started to lick her earlobes. I said, ‘Scruffy, what are 
you doing? Get down.’ And the woman said, ‘How does your dog know my earlobes are so 
sensitive from the chemo? This feels so good. Please, don’t make him stop. I haven’t felt this 
good in a long time.’ There were many tears all around from that visit.” 

 


