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Animal Assisted 
Psychotherapy
The Differences Between Working Animals and Animal 
Activities 



Working Animals 



OH CSWMFT on Emotional Support Animals 
“CSWMFT Board licensees should not provide letters of support for ESAs or 

service animals unless they have education, training, and experience in 

assessing clients to determine the need for an ESA or service animal. Such 

training and experience should include understanding the needs of the human 

client as well as the needs and capacity of the proposed ESA or service 

animal. Licensees should ensure they have considered the potential risks and 

liability associated with providing letters of support.”1



Animal Assisted Activities 
§ Animal Assisted Activities (AAA)

§ Multiple settings
§ Often also volunteer work
§ Treatment goals or notes not required
§ Can still provide therapeutic benefits, but not necessarily 
therapy



Animal Assisted Interventions and 
Psychotherapy
§ Animal Assisted Intervention

§ General term for the intentional inclusion of animals for therapeutic benefit
§ Includes different Animal Assisted Activities (AAL/E, AAT, and AAP)

§ Animal Assisted Psychotherapy
§ Interventions focus is on the client’s specific MH goals/treatment
§ Clinician still operates within the scope of their theoretical practice 
§ Animals are incorporated as the medium of therapy 
§ Also referred to as AAT or AATC (by ACA)



General Benefits of 
Animals in 
Psychotherapy
The Human-Animal Bond



Neurological and Physiological Benefits

§ Increase oxytocin 

§ Increase dopamine 

§ Decrease cortisol

§ Lower blood pressure 

§ Reduced heart rate 2,3

§ Deep pressure therapy



Joining
§ Neurological and physiological benefits may mitigate fear/nervousness.

§ Potential unconditional positive regard by the animal 

§ Potential to increase therapist likability4

§ Reframes the therapeutic process 
§ Potentially increases motivation to participate in sessions

§ Presents a common interest with clients



AAP Conditions for Behavior Change In 
Session

§ Incorporates all 3 spheres of 
learning 
§ “three dimensional intervention”

§ Opportunity for novel learning 
experiences
§ Authenticity 
§ Accelerates change 
§ Stronger neural encoding 

§ Experience immediate feedback 
from the animal(s)



AAP Application in 
Systemic Theories 



AAP as a Triadic Model: The Therapeutic 
Triangle
“Murray Bowen pointed out that 
human behavior is always the 
function of triangles. Structural 
therapists have consistently 
emphasized that enmeshment or 
disengagement between two people 
is a function of reciprocal 
relationships with third parties. 
Communications therapists wrote 
about triadic relationships but tended 
to think in units of two. The same is 
true of most strategic therapists, 
although Haley, Selvini Palazzoli, and 
Lynn Hoffman were consistently 
aware of triangles.” 5



A Relationship-Based Approach
§ The relationships developed in the therapeutic triangle serve as a mediator of experience 
and medium of change.

§ The relationships developed through the therapeutic triangle are simultaneously experienced 
and observed.  

§ The more people and/or animals in the microcosm, the more representative of the system 
and more opportunity for change.

§ Role of the therapist is still theory dependent
§ Modeled for clients through therapist-animal relationship



Systemic Assessment with AAP
§ Assessing process of interactions between members of the system

§ Ability to adjust or show flexibility in novel or potentially high-tension situations

§ How do clients choose to react within the context of the therapeutic triangle? 

§ Relational dynamics
§ Boundaries and subsystems
§ Loyalties and transactions
§ Projections and interpretations



AAP Benefits to Incorporate in Treatment and 
Interventions 
§ Novelty

§ Authenticity 

§ Opportunities to experience self 
and others in different ways

§ Co-therapist benefits 
§ De-triangulate therapist in couples

§ Immediate behavioral feedback

§ Team-building opportunities

§ Metaphor

§ Modelling appropriate interactions

§ Safe transitional medium for 
interactions

§ Animal’s history 

§ Strengths-based 



Integration of AAP Interventions into Systemic 
Practice
§ Case appropriate and dependent on:

§ Client
§ Clinician
§ Animals
§ Presenting issues 
§ Treatment goals

§ Working with client’s companion animal in a home-based setting?

§ Animal Representation
§ Animal attribution stories, family puppet shows, totems, sand tray, etc. 



Common AAP In-Session Interventions 
§ Walks (Ecotherapy) 

§ Obstacle courses/mazes

§ Teaching/performing tricks

§ Grounding/mindfulness practice 

§ Role-playing or story telling 

§ Immediacy and processing the immediate behavioral feedback
§ Interpretation

§ Play

§ Caretaking 



Combining MFT Techniques with AAP 
Interventions
§ Bowen Family Systems Therapy

§ Process questions, neutralizing triangles relationship experiments, and displacement stories
§ Prompting the more docile member of the couple system to take the lead when training an animal. 

§ Strategic Family Therapy
§ Directives, pretend techniques, and paradoxical interventions 

§ Prompting a client struggling with patience for other family members to continue trying to coax a 
horse to another area through their usual (ineffective) means.

§ Structural Family Therapy 
§ Enactments, highlighting and modifying interactions, and unbalancing 

§ Immediacy regarding an animal’s authentic behavioral feedback to an enactment. Prompting trying 
discussion in a way that keeps the animal comfortable. 

§ Experiential Family Therapy
§ Existential encounter, metaphor, expanding distress 

§ Animal involved metaphor (representation of parts of the self) , role-play, story telling, Play Therapy 



§ Cognitive Behavioral Family Therapy
§ Reinforcement, behavior shaping, successive approximation, and reciprocity

§ Teaching positive reinforcement techniques to parents and children through teaching them how 
to train an animal.

§ Solution Focused Family Therapy
§ Exploring exceptions, coping questions, and compliments

§ A couple is prompted to utilize their individual strengths as a team to help an animal across an 
obstacle course. 

§ Narrative Family Therapy
§ Externalizing language, reauthoring, and reinforcing the new story 

§ The family is prompted to act in a way with the animal that differs from their problem-saturated 
story and allows the opportunity to experience themselves differently. 

§ Psychoanalytic Family Therapy 
§ Object Relations Theory

§ Projective identification, transference, working through, I-it vs. I-thou
§ Attachment Theory

§ Animals can provide the 4 prerequisites for a secure attachment base (proximity seeking, safe 
haven, secure base, and separation distress)



Legal and Ethical 
Considerations



Best Practices: ACA 
§ American Counseling Association6

§ Animal-Assisted Therapy in Counseling Competencies Framework
§ Knowledge 

§ Formal AATC training 
§ In-depth animal knowledge
§ Knowledge of existing ethical requirements

§ Skills 
§ Mastery of basic counseling skills 
§ Intentionality 
§ Specialized skill set

§ Attitudes 
§ Animal advocacy  
§ Professional development 
§ Professional values



Best Practices : IAHAIO
§ International Association of Human-Animal Interaction Organizations 
(IAHAIO)7

§ “The International Association of Human-Animal Interaction Organizations 
(IAHAIO) is the global association of organizations that engage in practice, 
research and/or education in animal assisted activity, animal assisted 
therapy, and service animal training. These activities serve to promote pet 
ownership, the human-animal bond, and respectful approaches to engaging 
with animals.”

§ The IAHAIO White Paper on Animal Assisted Interventions (2018)
§ Definitions
§ Guidelines for Human and Animal Wellbeing in AAI



Client Welfare and Considerations6

§ Knowing your animal and their signals
§ Bites, scratches, etc.
§ Zoonoses and allergies 
§ Animal hygiene and vaccination
§ Multicultural or Individual beliefs/attitudes around animals 
§ Considering client age and/or presenting problem

§ Young children
§ Impulse control
§ Fine motor issues
§ Behavior Concerns

§ History of aggression toward animals



Animal Welfare and Considerations
§ Breaks

§ Eating, water, elimination
§ Time to walk/decompress 

§ Animals are safe around clients
§ Appropriateness of population

§ Client’s age and presenting problem

§ Appropriate setting for the animal
§ Size of the space
§ Does the animal have space to decline participation?

§ Avoiding “using” animals
§ Only use positive reinforcement 
§ Retirement 



Therapist Welfare and Considerations 
§ Comfort level incorporating personal pet into session.

§ Potential of client trying to intentionally please or upset therapist through 
treatment of the animal.

§ Remaining objective 

§ Risk of focus on content instead of processes 

§ Death and dying 



Malpractice Insurance Recommendations 
§ Find in your professional liability insurance the section that covers your 
practice of AAP as an area of specialty.  
§ “Practicing within your scope of knowledge” instead of animal specific

§ Write a letter to your insurance carrier that describes your practice, what 
animals you include, your credentials, and animal credentials if applicable.

§ Training/certification for dogs
§ AKC Good Canine Citizen 
§ Pet Partners 
§ Therapy Dogs International 

§ Check for general liability coverage for injury or property damage.



Informed Consent 
§ Create a form that you will give to clients prior to therapy that describes the 
risks of AAP. 
§ Can be part of the informed consent or a separate release of liability form.
§ Include a section that waives your legal responsibility should they become some 
how harmed by your animal, or through the course of AAP.

§ Highlight the rules (the rights of the animal) and the risks

§ Specific to your animal or animals you intend to work with (i.e., covering 
unintentional play bites, scratches, elimination from small animals)

§ If applicable, if the animal is in training/animal’s certification. 



Conclusion
Contact: amanda@familyconnection2.com



Recommended Readings and Resources 
§ OH CSWMFT Board on Emotional Support Animals

§ https://cswmft.ohio.gov/Portals/0/pdf/Guidance%20Regarding%20ESA%20Support
%20Animals%209-19-2019.pdf?ver=2019-09-23-141816-483

§ ACA Counseling Competencies 
§ https://www.counseling.org/docs/default-source/competencies/animal-assisted-

therapy-competencies-june-2016.pdf?sfvrsn=c469472c_14

§ IAHAIO Best Practices
§ http://iahaio.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/iahaio_wp_updated-2018-19-

final.pdf

§ Parish-Plass, Nancy (Ed.), 2013. Animal-Assisted Psychotherapy: Theory, Issues, 
and Practice. Purdue University Press, Indiana. 

§ Fine, Aubrey (2019). Handbook on Animal-Assisted Therapy, 5th Ed.: Theoretical 
Foundations and Guidelines for Practice. Academic Press, San Diego. 

https://www.counseling.org/docs/default-source/competencies/animal-assisted-therapy-competencies-june-2016.pdf?sfvrsn=c469472c_14
https://www.counseling.org/docs/default-source/competencies/animal-assisted-therapy-competencies-june-2016.pdf?sfvrsn=c469472c_14
https://www.counseling.org/docs/default-source/competencies/animal-assisted-therapy-competencies-june-2016.pdf?sfvrsn=c469472c_14
https://www.counseling.org/docs/default-source/competencies/animal-assisted-therapy-competencies-june-2016.pdf?sfvrsn=c469472c_14
http://iahaio.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/iahaio_wp_updated-2018-19-final.pdf
http://iahaio.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/iahaio_wp_updated-2018-19-final.pdf


Continued 
§ Tedeschi, Philip (2019) Transforming Trauma: Resilience and Healing Through 
Our Connections With Animals (New Directions in the Human-Animal Bond). 
Purdue University Press, Indiana. 

§ VanFleet, R. (2008). Play therapy with kids & canines: Benefits for children's 
developmental and psychosocial health. Sarasota, FL, US: Professional 
Resource Press/Professional Resource Exchange. 

§ Chandler, Cynthia (2017). Animal Assisted Therapy in Counseling, 3rd Ed. 
Routledge, New York.



Certification and Training
Animal Assisted Therapy Programs of Colorado 

§ https://www.animalassistedtherapyprograms.org/animal-assisted-
therapy-professional-training

International Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy
§ http://risevanfleet.com/international/certification/

Texas State University: Animal Assisted Counseling Academy
§ https://aac-academy.clas.txstate.edu/

https://www.animalassistedtherapyprograms.org/animal-assisted-therapy-professional-training
http://risevanfleet.com/international/certification/
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