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Abstract

Research shows that there has been a concerning rise in reported mental health
difficulties for children in the last decade (NHS Digital, 2022; Rider et al., 2021). Previous
research has highlighted the potential benefits that animals can have on mental health and
wellbeing in different settings e.g. care homes (Freedman et al., 2021), hospitals (Correale et
al., 2022), universities (Lalonde et al., 2020), and schools (Beetz, 2013). With schools having
an important role in supporting children’s mental health and wellbeing (Department for
Education and Department of Health, 2015), it is worthwhile exploring the use of school dogs
to support children’s wellbeing. Previous research exploring children’s views of school dogs

supporting their wellbeing has,
a) focused specifically upon children reading to dogs, and/or
b) offers descriptive (surface-level) insight.

Therefore, there is a gap in the literature as it does not offer an in-depth exploration of
children’s views and experiences of a range of interactions with school dogs to support their
wellbeing. This research study hopes to address this gap to offer a unique contribution to

educational psychology research in this area.

This research aimed to explore how children make sense of their views and
experiences of school dogs supporting their wellbeing. Semi-structured interviews were
carried out with seven children aged from 9 years (Year 4) to 12 years (Year 7) who were from
four different mainstream primary and secondary schools in the United Kingdom. Interviews
were then analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. Two group experiential
themes were interpreted for the first research question — what are children’s perceptions of
how school dogs affect their wellbeing? These were ‘feeling good’ and ‘functioning well.’ Five
group experiential themes were interpreted for the second research question — what are
children’s perceptions of why school dogs affect their wellbeing? These were ‘emotional
attachment,” ‘sense of belonging,’ ‘characteristics of school dogs,” ‘nature of interactions with
school dogs,” and ‘changes in thoughts.” These themes are explored in relation to previous
psychological theory and research. Limitations of the research are considered, before

suggesting implications for practice.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1 Key Terminology

According to The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations
General Assembly, 1989), a ‘child’ is anyone under the age of eighteen years old. Therefore,
this is who the terms ‘child’ or ‘children’ refer to throughout the present study. Where the

present study refers to anyone aged 18-25, the term ‘young adult’ will be used (Higley, 2019).

Social, Emotional, and Mental Health (SEMH) is a term in the Special Educational
Needs and Disabilities (SEND) Code of Practice (Department for Education and Department
of Health, 2015) which is used to describe a wide range of social and emotional difficulties
that may present in behaviour that seems challenging or withdrawn. Further terminology will

be explained and defined within the relevant sections.
1.2 Focus and Rationale of the Present Research

Research has documented a concerning rise in reported SEMH difficulties in children
in recent years (NHS Digital, 2022). Rates of a “probable mental health disorder” for children
aged 7-16 years rose from 1in 9in 2017 to 1 in 6in 2020 (NHS Digital, 2022, p. 2). These rates
have remained consistently high from 2022-2023 (NHS Digital, 2023).

These rates are important to consider as mental health difficulties have been
associated with different negative outcomes such as being more likely to smoke (Minichino
etal., 2013), a higher probability of being excluded from school (Bowman-Perrott et al., 2013),
and low life satisfaction (Lombardo et al., 2018). Current legislation emphasises the key role
schools need to have in supporting children’s SEMH, and Educational Psychologists’ role in
supporting schools by contributing to the graduated response (Department for Education and

Department of Health, 2015).

Research has indicated the potential therapeutic benefits of children interacting with
animals such as improved self-esteem (Purewal et al., 2017), more positive attitudes towards
school (Beetz, 2013), and more positive peer interactions (Sorin et al., 2015). The present
study seeks to uniquely explore children’s views and experiences of school dogs supporting

their wellbeing in primary and secondary schools. It is hoped that this will provide insight for
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education professionals into how and why this experience may support children’s wellbeing

so interventions of this nature can be developed that are more attuned to their needs.
1.3 Personal and Professional Motivations for the Present Research

| am currently a Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP), studying at the University of
Nottingham, and | am on a placement with an educational psychology service (EPS) in a local
authority (LA) within The Midlands. My interest in the presence and utility of dogs in schools
stems from my own positive experience of owning a dog. Also, whilst visiting schools as a TEP,
I met several ‘school dogs,” with whom the children interacted. | was intrigued by this and
completed a systematic literature review (SLR) as a previous assignment during year one of
the course which explored the evidence-base of school dogs supporting children’s wellbeing.
This piece of work highlighted a paucity of high-quality research in this area. This is also in-
line with discussions that | have had with Educational Psychologists (EPs) — for example, one
EP mentioned that they recently had a tribunal where a parent asked for their child to have
access to a dog in school, but they could not formally recommend this due to a limited

evidence-base. These factors combined have inspired me to explore this further.

1.4 Structure of Thesis

Chapter 1: Introduction.

Chapter 2: Literature Review — This section aims to establish what is already known about
children’s views and experiences of school dogs supporting their wellbeing. It will consist of
two parts: 1) a narrative literature review presenting a broad overview of wellbeing,
interventions involving animals as well as the research on this and 2) a systematic literature
review to answer a more focused question to guide the rationale and research questions for

the present study.

Chapter 3: Methodology — This section outlines the rationale for using IPA along with a

detailed description of how the study was carried out.
Chapter 4: Findings — This section presents the IPA findings.

Chapter 5: Discussion — this section will discuss the findings of the present research in relation
to existing literature and considers limitations of the study as well as implications for practice

and future research.
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1.5 List of Acronyms

Acronym Full Term

AAA Animal-Assisted Activity

AAI Animal-Assisted Intervention

AAT Animal-Assisted Therapy

CASP Critical Appraisal Skills Programme

DAI Dog-Assisted Intervention

DAT Dog-Assisted Therapy

EP Educational Psychologist

EPS Educational Psychology Service

IPA Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

LA Local Authority

PRISMA Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses

RCT Randomised-Control Trial

RTD Reading To Dogs

SEMH Social, Emotional, and Mental Health

SENCo Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator

SEND Special Educational Needs and Disabilities

SLR Systematic Literature Review

TA Thematic Analysis

TEP Trainee Educational Psychologist
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1 Summary of the Literature Review

This literature review consists of a narrative literature review followed by a SLR. The
narrative review begins by exploring definitions and theories of wellbeing. It then examines
the current context and implications for children’s wellbeing along with schools’ and EPs’ role
in supporting this. The importance of gaining child voice is also outlined. The potential links
between humans interacting with animals and wellbeing are then presented, including
research around pet ownership, followed by theory and research around animal-assisted
intervention (AAIl) and their links with wellbeing. The evidence for this within different
contexts and with different populations is reviewed. Consideration is given to a theoretical
framework for AAIl and research supporting this. The SLR takes a more specific look into what
literature indicates about children’s experiences and views of dog-assisted interventions (DAI)

in relation to their wellbeing in school settings.

2.1.1 Rationale for Narrative Literature Review
A narrative literature review was undertaken due to its ability to give a comprehensive
overview of a topic (Collins & Fauser, 2005). A wide scope of the existing literature was

required in order to guide a specific question to be explored in the SLR.

2.2: Wellbeing
2.2.1: Definitions of Wellbeing

‘Wellbeing’ is acknowledged by others as a challenging concept to define (Bache &
Scott, 2017; Dodge et al., 2012). It can refer to both psychological and physical health (Clarke
& Platt, 2023). The present study focuses upon psychological wellbeing and so this is what is
meant by ‘wellbeing’ henceforth. Different definitions of psychological wellbeing will be
considered, and one will be decided upon to use throughout the present study. Different

wellbeing theories and models will then be considered.

Wright and Cropanzano (2004) provide a rather general and simplistic definition of
wellbeing and suggest that ‘happiness’ and ‘psychological wellbeing’ are interchangeable

terms, where they define this as:
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“the relative presence of positive emotion and the relative absence of negative emotions” (p.

341).

Taking this definition further, Huppert and So (2011) examined criteria required for
diagnoses of anxiety and depression and were guided by positive psychology to define the
opposite of each symptom. From this, they presented the following aspects as fundamental

for wellbeing:

“Competence, emotional stability, engagement, meaning, optimism, positive emotion,

positive relationships, resilience, self-esteem, and vitality” (p. 837).

These aspects have helped to conceptualise wellbeing as two related but distinct
experiences: hedonia (feeling good), and eudaimonia (functioning well) (Huppert & So, 2011).
Some researchers take a hedonic approach to understanding wellbeing in that they just look
at the presence of positive emotions and absence of negative emotions — this appears in-line
with Wright and Cropanzano’s (2004) definition. Whereas researchers aligned with a
eudaimonic approach to wellbeing would argue that purely focusing on positive affect is too
simplistic and fails to give insight into what underpins the experience of wellbeing (Ryff &

Keyes, 1995).

It has been suggested that hedonia is directly impacted by eudaimonia (Jia et al.,
2022). Whereas others argue that there is a bi-directional and complementary relationship
between the two experiences, where overall wellbeing is higher when both hedonia and
eudaimonia are present (Huta & Ryan, 2010). Some further definitions of wellbeing appear to
reflect both these ‘feeling’ and ‘functioning’ components. For example, The National Institute

for Health and Care Excellence (2020, p. 3) define wellbeing as:

“...happiness, confidence and not feeling depressed, resilience to cope with difficulties, ability
to have good relationships with others, think clearly, participate in decision making, and have

optimism, a sense of control and self-efficacy.”

This conceptualisation of wellbeing is supported by Clarke and Platt (2023), whose research
suggested that children understand their wellbeing to be made up of both of these
components. Therefore, the present research acknowledges the importance of both hedonia

and eudaimonia and conceptualises ‘wellbeing’ incorporating both.
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2.2.2 Theories and Models of Wellbeing

Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs is a longstanding theory of human motivation and
wellbeing. This theory describes ‘self-actualisation’ as an individual’s realisation of their full
potential and their needs that are required to be met to reach this (see Figure 1 below). This
theory appears in-line with both a hedonic and eudaimonic view of wellbeing in that there is
a combination of ‘feeling good’ (e.g. esteem, love/belonging) and ‘doing well’ (e.g. self-

actualisation).

Figure 1: Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs

Self-
actuali

sation

/ Esteem \
/ Love/Belonging \
/ Safety \

Physiological

It is important to note how Maslow’s (1943) theory has been widely criticised. Firstly,
it has been criticised for not originally being based upon empirical research (Wahba &
Bridwell, 1976). Secondly, the order and therefore implied importance of the needs in the
hierarchy has been argued to not be universal for all cultures (Hofstede, 1984) and ages (Tay
& Diener, 2011). More recently however, research has concluded that the theory and the
characteristics of self-actualisation remain relevant and applicable to the present day

(Kaufman, 2023).

Rogers (1989) is a key humanistic theorist in relation to counselling psychology who
draws upon Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs to suggest how a therapist may encourage

self-actualisation. He outlines that there are three ‘core conditions’ that a therapist needs to
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show for a client to be able to self-actualise. These are unconditional positive regard,

empathy, and congruence (Figure 2 below). This is known as person-centred therapy.

Figure 2: Rogers’ (1989) Core Conditions in Person-Centred Therapy

Congruence Empathy

Unconditional
Positive
Regard

There is research evidence to support Rogers’ (1989) theory where individuals who
had experienced positive therapeutic outcomes rated their therapist as high in these core
conditions (Bozarth et al., 2002; Elliott et al., 2011, Klein et al., 2001). However, critics of
Rogers’ (1989) theory have highlighted that there is ambiguity within the research literature
over definitions of the core conditions and have therefore questioned the validity of the

evidence-base (Irving & Dickson, 2004).

Another model of wellbeing that is aligned with both a hedonic and eudaimonic view,
is Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model (Figure 3 below). This model is grounded in positive
psychology and proposes that there are five measurable elements that make up wellbeing

including positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment.
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Figure 3: The PERMA Model of Wellbeing (Seligman, 2011)

v v v v v

Positive emotions Engagement Relationships Meaning Accomplishment

Turner et al. (2023) suggest that PERMA is applicable to children where each
component contributed to a positive impact on wellbeing for them. However, critics have
argued that PERMA may be culturally biased, and that the wellbeing of different cultures may
be made up of different factors such as religion, health, and security in Malaysia (Khaw &

Kern, 2014).

Another theory that can be considered when understanding wellbeing is Ryan and
Deci’s (2000) Self-determination theory. This theory posits that there are three psychological
needs that need to be met to lead to a sense of intrinsic motivation which links with one’s
sense of wellbeing. These three needs are autonomy, relatedness, and competence (see
Figure 4 below). Ryan and Deci argued that the degree to which any of these three needs are
supported, leads to an increased sense of wellbeing. Critics of this theory have argued that it

may not be applicable to all cultures (Markus & Kitayama, 2003).
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Figure 4: The Three Psychological Needs in self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000)

autonomy relatedness

competence

Overall, all four of these wellbeing models support the conceptualisation of both
hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing. There is some overlap between how these models explain
wellbeing. For example, they all seem to emphasise the importance of the environment with
wellbeing. However, each of these models offer something unique. For example, Maslow’s
(1943) concept of self-actualisation appears to be a helpful way of conceptualising the
‘growth’ aspect of eudaimonic wellbeing. Meanwhile, Rogers’ (1989) core conditions model
offers an interesting way of considering how others can facilitate self-actualisation for an
individual. Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model takes a more experiential stance which was
viewed favourably by the present researcher due to the nature of the present study.
‘Autonomy’ is a psychological need in Ryan and Deci’s (2000) model which does not appear
in the other three models. Therefore, all four of these models will be considered when

conceptualising wellbeing for the present study.

2.2.3 Implications of Children’s Wellbeing and The Current Context

It is clear in the literature that wellbeing can have a significant impact upon children’s
lives in many respects. There is evidence of a bi-directional relationship between children’s
wellbeing and their academic performance, where higher wellbeing links to higher academic
performance and vice versa (Bale et al., 2020; Clarke, 2020). Research has also shown that
lower wellbeing is associated with negative health and social outcomes (World Health

Organisation, 2022). These include higher school exclusion rates (Bowman-Perrott et al.,
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2013), a higher likelihood to experience substance abuse (Minichino et al., 2013), and lower

employability (Maccagnan et al., 2019).

As highlighted in the introduction section, there has been a concerning increase in
prevalence of reported SEMH needs in children in recent years (NHS Digital, 2022; 2023).
Other research indicates that the COVID-19 pandemic has contributed to the decrease in
children’s wellbeing (Rider et al., 2021), specifically documenting an increase in anxiety and
depressive symptoms (Cui & Hong, 2021). Furthermore, statistics from the Department for
Education (2024) show that persistent absence (defined as missing more than 10% of school)
in UK primary schools increased from 11.2% in 2018 to 20.6% in 2023, which may be explained

by increased mental health needs.

In the United Kingdom (UK), the increased demand on SEMH support services has
meant that demand is far exceeding supply (Health and Social Care Committee, 2021).
Therefore, there is a clear need for a strong evidence-base around SEMH intervention and
support so that we know what may work, as well as how and why for insight on how to

implement interventions that are attuned to children’s needs.

2.2.4 Schools’ Role in Supporting Children’s Wellbeing

Schools have a key role in supporting children’s mental health and wellbeing needs as
reflected in policy and legislation. For example, the SEND Code of Practice (Department for
Education and Department of Health, 2015) highlights the need for schools to have clear
processes to support children with their wellbeing and sets out the graduated response of
‘assess-plan-do-review.” Also, the mental health green paper (Department of Health & Social
Care and Department for Education, 2018) made it a requirement for all schools to have a

‘mental health lead.’

Research has indicated that supportive and trusting relationships between school staff
and children can mitigate risks of negative outcomes (Driscoll & Pianta, 2010). Linked to this,
attachment research has shown that when schools adopt a relational approach (i.e. focus
upon relationships and understanding what behaviour is communicating) to supporting
children’s behaviour, it is more effective than behavioural approach (i.e. rewards and
consequences for behaviour) and has been linked with positive outcomes such as improved

wellbeing and reduced exclusion rates (Bergin & Bergin, 2009; McLaughlin & Clarke, 2010;
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Riley, 2010). Therefore, schools have a clear role in developing this relational approach within

the school ethos to support children.

2.2.5 Educational Psychologists’ Role in Supporting Children’s Wellbeing

It is highlighted in the SEND Code of Practice (Department for Education and
Department of Health, 2015) how EPs contribute to the graduated response when supporting
children’s SEMH and wellbeing needs. Curran et al. (2003) suggest that the EP role can be
considered as working at three different levels: individual, organisational, and systems level.
Individual level work where EPs may support children’s wellbeing may include carrying out
assessments of individual children’s needs and ‘advice giving’ on how to meet their needs
through intervention (Ashton & Roberts, 2006). Linked with this, Zafeiriou and Gulliford
(2020) highlight how EPs have expertise in consultation processes and knowledge of child
development to support this well. Furthermore, Gulliford (2018) highlights the importance of
EPs having a good understanding of the evidence-base around interventions in terms of ‘what
works’ as well as the processes of change (the ‘how’ and ‘why’) to maximise the chances of

interventions being successful.

Organisational level work where EPs may support children’s wellbeing may include
working with schools on developing policies. Zafeiriou and Gulliford (2020) highlight how EPs’
knowledge of organisational change positions EPs to support this well. As already highlighted,
a relational approach within a school has been linked to positive outcomes, and so supporting

schools with developing a relational policy may form part of their role.

2.3 Child Voice

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations General
Assembly, 1989) emphasised the importance of children expressing their views and for these
to be considered around things that happen to them. This had a significant impact on
subsequent legislation, making it a requirement for the voice of the child to be represented

in decisions that happen around them (Department for Education, 2014).

Children’s views and experiences often offer a unique account differing from adults’
perceptions (Ravenette, 1977) and so child voice is a key perspective to explore in terms of
developing the evidence-base of an intervention. Clark and Statham (2005) suggest that

children are experts of their own lives and listening to their views helps to understand how
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they see the world. Gaining children’s voices is becoming increasingly recognised as playing
an important role in understanding what wellbeing means to them and in developing

approaches to support their wellbeing (Coombes et al., 2013; Soutter, 2011).
2.4 Application of Wellbeing Theories to Human-Animal Interactions

There is a documented link between human-animal interactions and human wellbeing
including interactions with horses (Mattila-Rautiaine, 2023), dogs (Freedman et al., 2021), and
dolphins (Yerbury & Boyd, 2019). Research exploring this link explores pet ownership (e.g.
Allen et al., 2002) as well as the therapeutic use of animals in different settings (e.g. Yakimicki
et al., 2019). This research will be considered in more detail in the next section. Before this, it
seems pertinent to firstly consider how theories of wellbeing presented earlier may be

applied to human-animal interactions.

Firstly, Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model has been applied to humans interacting with
dolphins. Yerbury and Boyd (2019) found strong parallels between their themes answering
how interactions with dolphins affect human wellbeing. Their themes included:
Connectedness, Relationships, and Reciprocity; Emotion and Aliveness; Meaning and Making
Sense; Accomplishment and Intention; and Harmony and Engagement. All five of these
themes clearly link with the five elements of the PERMA model (positive emotions,
engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment). This therefore suggests that the

PERMA model can be successfully applied and have relevance to human-animal interactions.

Furthermore, Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model has also been successfully applied in
the context of a systematic literature review that explored animal interactions and the
wellbeing of autistic children (Hege, 2019). The findings for seventeen out of the eighteen
studies reviewed were argued to fit at least one element of the PERMA model, with the most
common theme being related to relationships. This therefore provide further support for
Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model successfully being applied to human-animal interactions to

support understanding of this experience.

Self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) has also been applied to human-animal
interactions. Kanat-Maymon et al. (2015) concluded that pet owners’ perceived autonomy,

competence, and relatedness support from their pets significantly predicted higher wellbeing.
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This therefore suggests that self-determination theory can also be successfully applied to

human-animal interactions and the relationship with wellbeing.

Rogers’ (1989) core conditions of person-centred therapy have been explored in
relation to animal interactions; Jenkins et al. (2014) asked middle school students (age 11-14)
to rate a dog used therapeutically in terms of its characteristics, and students perceived the
dog to show all three of Rogers’ (1989) core conditions: empathy, congruence, and
unconditional positive regard. This therefore shows that Rogers (1989) core conditions can

be successfully applied to human-animal interactions.

All four aforementioned models of wellbeing (Maslow, 1943; Rogers, 1989; Ryan &
Deci, 2000; Seligman, 2011) will be considered and discussed in the present study to help

make sense of the findings.

2.5 Pet Ownership and the Possible Link with Wellbeing

There is a wealth of research documenting the positive impact of owning a pet upon
wellbeing (Allen et al., 2002; Freedman et al., 2021; Gadomski et al., 2022; Irani et al., 2006;
Oliver-Hall et al., 2021; Purewal et al., 2017; Trigg, 2022). Research with an adult population

will be considered briefly first, followed by research with a child population.
2.5.1 Research Around the Influence of Pet Ownership on Wellbeing for Adults

Freedman et al. (2021) conducted some research using Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to explore adults’ experiences of having personal pets in care
homes. They found a positive impact on wellbeing, with key themes including sense of self,
responsibility, motivation and desire to live, and feeling content. Also documenting a positive
impact on wellbeing, was Trigg’s (2022) research, where pet ownership was predictive of
improved mental health in cancer patients. However, Forbes et al. (2017) found that dog
owners are more likely to engage in light physical exercise and that this has a positive link
with wellbeing and so this raises the question of whether this was directly linked with the dog

or whether the exercise was confounding this.
2.5.2 Research Around the Influence of Pet Ownership on Wellbeing for Children

Research also suggests a positive impact of having a pet on children’s wellbeing.

Purewal et al. (2017) conducted a systematic review and found a range of developmental

23



benefits for children. For example, there were emotional benefits such as improved self-
esteem and reduced loneliness, educational benefits including improved flexible thinking
skills when problem-solving, and there were social benefits such as improved social skills.
However, they did conclude that the impact of owning a pet upon childhood anxiety and
depression levels were inconclusive. More recently, Gadomski et al. (2022) found that
exposure to a pet cat or dog during childhood was associated with lower incidence of mental
health diagnoses in adolescence. These authors note however, that this study took place in a
rural area that was judged by them to have a shortage of mental health professionals and
therefore may have confounded diagnosis incidence. Purewal et al. (2017) highlight how
more longitudinal research and more studies that control for confounding variables are
needed to strengthen the evidence for the association between pet ownership and children’s

wellbeing.

2.6 Interventions with Animals: Animal-Assisted Intervention (AAl), Dog-Assisted
Intervention (DAI), Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT), and Therapy Dogs

2.6.1 Background of Interventions with Animals

The potential benefits for humans of interacting with animals is not new knowledge.
A pioneer in the field, Levinson (1969) introduced his pet dog to his psychotherapy sessions
with children. He noticed a positive impact upon the children he worked with; children who
had experienced significant trauma who appeared to not feel able to talk to people were able
to talk to the dog which led to improved treatment outcomes. Levinson (1969) concluded that
the dog acted as a ‘transitional object’ meaning it is a symbol of safety and security for the

child.

2.6.2 Terminology and Definitions

Within the literature, a range of terminology is used to refer to the deliberate use of
animals in some way for the purpose of promoting a range of therapeutic gains in humans.
This is distinct from pet ownership or the use of service or assistance dogs whose role is to

provide a service (e.g. guide dogs), not therapeutic gain (Kruger & Serpell, 2006).

AAl is defined by the International Association of Human-Animal Interaction
Organisation (IAHAO) (2014, p. 5) as a “goal-oriented and structured intervention that

intentionally includes or incorporates animals in health, education and human service... for
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the purpose of therapeutic gains in humans.” DAl is defined as an AAl specifically with a dog

rather than any animal (Jain et al., 2020).

AAT is defined as “animal-assisted therapy utilizes the human/animal bond in goal-
directed interventions as an integral part of the treatment process. Working animals and their
handlers must be screened, trained and meet specific criteria. A credentialed therapist
working within the scope of practice of his/her profession, sets therapeutic goals, guides the
interaction between patient and animal, measures progress toward meeting therapy goals,
and evaluates the process” (Stuart-Russell, 1997, p. 1). According to these definitions
therefore, a key distinction between AAl and AAT is that with AAT, the animal and their

handler are specifically trained, but this is not necessarily the case with AAI.

Another term present within the literature, is ‘therapy dog.” There does not appear to
be a clear definition for this term within the literature, however Glenk (2017) states that
usually a therapy dog completes special training and undergoes a temperament test to meet
criteria set by certain institutions to gain certification for the dog and their handler. Glenk
(2017) suggests that part of these criteria include the ability of the dog to remain calm and
consistently follow commands. Therefore, similarly to AAT, ‘therapy dog’ appears to refer to

an AAl with a certified dog and handler.

In-line with Berget (2011), the term AAI will be used henceforth to refer to the use of
animals to promote therapeutic gains in humans as the above definitions show that this is a
broader colloquial term that encompasses more specific terminology e.g. AAT, therapy dog.
For the same reason, when referring to specifically dogs in an AAl, the term DAI will be used.

The term ‘school dogs’ will also be used when referring to the dogs themselves.
2.6.3 Theoretical Framework for AAl

Geist (2011) devised a helpful theoretical framework which aims to explain the
therapeutic effect of human-animal interaction. The framework draws upon physiological,

cognitive, and psychological models (Figure 5 below).
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Figure 5: A Visual Representation of Geist’s (2011) Theoretical Framework
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A Physiological Perspective

Taking a physiological perspective, there is a rich body of evidence of the effects of
AAls. Machova et al. (2019) conducted a small-scale randomised-control trial (RCT) where
health-care professionals interacted with a dog during their break. Results showed that
participants’ salivary cortisol levels (e.g. a physiological indicator of stress) were significantly
lower when they interacted with the dog when compared with having a break without
interacting with the dog. This effect on cortisol levels was only evident for participants’ whose
baseline cortisol levels were elevated, therefore suggesting interacting with the dog lowered
stress levels for those who were feeling stressed. This was however an entirely female sample
with just twenty participants and so this finding cannot be generalised to males. Similarly,
Handlin et al. (2018) found that repeated visits from a therapy dog and handler to a care home
decreased older adults’ heart rates and blood pressure readings. These measures were
argued to be indicative of older adults’ cardiovascular health and/or stress levels and so these
findings suggest the therapy dogs reduced the adults’ stress levels. Although this study had a
control group where the dogs and their handlers did not visit the participants, there was no

comparison condition where just the dog or just the handler visited, and so it must be
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guestioned whether these findings were confounded at all by the handler and not directly the

dog.
A Cognitive Perspective

A cognitive perspective is based on the understanding that there is a constant,
reciprocal relationship between an individual’s thoughts, feelings, behaviour, and
environment (Geist, 2011). In Geist’s (2011) framework, a cognitive perspective can explain
why children exhibit challenging behaviour. For example, Geist (2011, p. 247) states, “if a
person feels they are ‘bad’, they will behave ‘bad’, and society will treat them as a ‘bad’
person.” It is argued that AAls may offer children the opportunity to change an individual’s

thoughts about themselves and therefore change their feelings and behaviour (Siegel, 1999).
A Psychological Perspective

Geist’s (2011) framework posits that attachment theory plays a significant role within
the psychological perspective. Attachment can be defined as a “lasting psychological
connectedness between human beings” (Bowlby, 1969, p. 194). Bowlby (1973) developed his
theory of attachment to go on to say that there is an innate human drive to feel safe, secure,
and emotionally regulated. When a child experiences not having their needs consistently met
by a caregiver, this means that the child may not form an attachment that serves as a secure
base. Without a secure base, the child may not feel safe to go and explore their environment
and this can explain why some children may experience negative affect (Bowlby, 1973).
Bowlby (1973) outlines how an individual’s early experience of attachment can have
significant implications throughout their lives in that we each have an ‘Internal Working
Model.” This is like a ‘blueprint’ of expectations and beliefs about the self and others, and this

is what our future relationships are based on.

As noted earlier, Levinson (1969) suggested that an animal within AAl may serve as a
transitional object. This may link with Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory in that the animal
serves as a secure base, adapting the child’s internal working model, allowing the child’s
wellbeing to increase. Supporting this hypothesis, Triebenbacher (1998) conducted some
research exploring children’s perceptions of their pets which indicated that they showed
some attachment-like perceptions of their pets. These included: per