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Postgraduate Certificate in Animal Assisted Therapy

History and Theory of Animal Assisted Therapy

Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT) is a growing field that utilizes animals to help individuals with various
physical, emotional, and mental health issues. This therapy involves the incorporation of animals into
treatment plans to improve overall well-being and enhance therapeutic outcomes. Understanding the
history and theory of Animal Assisted Therapy is crucial for practitioners in this field to effectively apply
these interventions in practice. In this course, the Postgraduate Certificate in Animal Assisted Therapy,
students will delve into key terms and vocabulary essential for comprehending the foundations of AAT.

Animal Assisted Therapy: Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT) is a therapeutic intervention that incorporates
animals into treatment sessions to promote physical, emotional, and mental well-being in individuals. AAT
aims to improve communication, socialization, and overall quality of life through interactions with animals.

History of AAT: The history of Animal Assisted Therapy can be traced back to ancient civilizations where
animals were used for therapeutic purposes. In the 18th century, animals were utilized in psychiatric
hospitals to help patients with mental health conditions. The modern concept of AAT emerged in the 1960s
when the therapeutic benefits of animals were formally recognized and incorporated into treatment plans.

Theory of AAT: The theory behind Animal Assisted Therapy is based on the idea that interactions with
animals can have a positive impact on human health and well-being. The presence of animals can reduce
stress, anxiety, and depression, while promoting feelings of comfort and relaxation. Animals are believed to
provide unconditional love and support, which can enhance the therapeutic process.

Animal Assisted Activities (AAA): Animal Assisted Activities (AAA) involve informal interactions between
individuals and animals for recreational or educational purposes. These activities are not structured
therapeutic interventions but focus on promoting socialization, relaxation, and enjoyment through
interactions with animals.

Animal Assisted Interventions (AAI): Animal Assisted Interventions (AAI) are structured therapeutic sessions
that incorporate animals into treatment plans to achieve specific therapeutic goals. AAI is conducted by
trained professionals who use animals as co-therapists to address physical, emotional, or mental health
issues in clients.

Human-Animal Bond: The human-animal bond refers to the mutually beneficial relationship between
humans and animals. This bond is characterized by trust, companionship, and emotional connection, which
can have a positive impact on the well-being of both humans and animals.

Animal Welfare: Animal welfare refers to the ethical and humane treatment of animals in AAT programs. It is
essential to prioritize the welfare of animals involved in therapy sessions to ensure their well-being and
safety throughout the intervention process.

Therapeutic Alliance: The therapeutic alliance in AAT refers to the collaborative relationship between the
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therapist, client, and animal. Building a strong therapeutic alliance is crucial for the success of AAT
interventions, as it fosters trust, communication, and rapport between all parties involved.

Animal Selection: Animal selection is a critical aspect of AAT, as different animals have unique characteristics
and temperaments that may be more suitable for specific therapeutic goals. The selection of animals should
be based on factors such as species, breed, size, temperament, and training.

Animal-Assisted Therapist: An animal-assisted therapist is a trained professional who incorporates animals
into therapy sessions to promote healing and well-being in clients. Animal-assisted therapists have
specialized training in AAT techniques, animal behavior, and therapeutic interventions.

Certification and Training: Certification and training are essential for professionals working in the field of
Animal Assisted Therapy. Training programs provide education on AAT principles, animal behavior, ethics,
and intervention strategies to ensure the safe and effective implementation of AAT interventions.

Ethical Considerations: Ethical considerations are paramount in AAT to ensure the well-being of both clients
and animals. It is important to adhere to ethical guidelines, maintain confidentiality, respect autonomy, and
prioritize the welfare of animals in AAT practice.

Evidence-Based Practice: Evidence-based practice in AAT involves using research and empirical evidence to
inform therapeutic interventions and decision-making processes. Practitioners in AAT should stay informed
about the latest research findings and best practices to deliver effective and evidence-based interventions.

Challenges in AAT: Despite the benefits of Animal Assisted Therapy, there are challenges associated with
implementing these interventions. Challenges may include ethical dilemmas, animal welfare concerns, lack
of standardized protocols, and limited research on the efficacy of AAT interventions.

Cultural Considerations: Cultural considerations play a significant role in AAT practice, as beliefs, values, and
attitudes towards animals vary across cultures. Practitioners in AAT should be culturally sensitive and
respectful of diverse perspectives on the role of animals in therapy.

Animal-Assisted Interventions for Specific Populations: Animal-assisted interventions have been used to
support a wide range of populations, including children with autism, veterans with PTSD, elderly individuals
with dementia, and individuals with physical disabilities. AAT interventions are tailored to meet the unique
needs of each population and address specific therapeutic goals.

Animal-Assisted Interventions in Healthcare Settings: Animal-assisted interventions are increasingly being
integrated into healthcare settings, such as hospitals, nursing homes, and rehabilitation centers. Animals are
used to provide comfort, companionship, and emotional support to patients, leading to improved
outcomes and enhanced well-being.

Animal-Assisted Interventions in Mental Health: Animal-assisted interventions have shown promising results
in mental health settings, where animals are used to reduce anxiety, depression, and stress in individuals
with mental health conditions. Animals can provide emotional support, promote relaxation, and improve
socialization skills in clients receiving mental health treatment.
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Animal-Assisted Interventions in Education: Animal-assisted interventions are also being used in educational
settings to enhance learning outcomes and promote social-emotional development in students. Animals
can help reduce stress, improve attention and concentration, and foster positive relationships between
students and teachers.

Research in AAT: Research in Animal Assisted Therapy is essential to validate the efficacy of AAT
interventions and advance the field. Studies on the impact of AAT on various populations, therapeutic
outcomes, and mechanisms of action are needed to support the integration of AAT into mainstream
healthcare and mental health services.

Integration of AAT into Clinical Practice: The integration of Animal Assisted Therapy into clinical practice
requires collaboration between therapists, clients, and animals. Practitioners should develop individualized
treatment plans, establish clear goals, monitor progress, and evaluate outcomes to ensure the effectiveness
of AAT interventions.

In conclusion, the history and theory of Animal Assisted Therapy provide a solid foundation for
understanding the principles, practices, and applications of AAT interventions. By exploring key terms and
vocabulary in AAT, students in the Postgraduate Certificate in Animal Assisted Therapy will gain a
comprehensive understanding of the field and be equipped with the knowledge and skills to effectively
apply AAT interventions in practice.
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