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Abstract
Amid rising and increasingly complex mental health challenges, there is a growing demand for
innovative therapeutic approaches that address both physiological and relational aspects of client
care. While animals have long been used in the treatment of humans, the formal implementation
of animals with the clinical treatment plan is still a newer, growing modality that is not well
understood. The goal of this capstone is to provide counsellors, current and future, with a
comprehensive understanding of animal-assisted counselling and how it can enhance their
therapeutic practice. The human-animal bond has intrinsic attributes that support individuals to
feel more connected with others and within themselves using the foundations of Polyvagal
theory and the therapeutic alliance. This capstone will propose a workshop to educate any
counsellors interested in using animals within their clinical work, to expand their capacity in

addressing the evolving landscape of mental health care.

Keywords: animal assisted counselling, human-animal bond, Polyvagal theory,

therapeutic alliance
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Chapter 1: Introduction

As the mental health needs of clients continue to rise, counsellors are increasingly
seeking therapeutic approaches that extend beyond traditional talk therapy. No single modality
can meet the diverse emotional and relational needs of all clients, particularly those who struggle
with regulation, trust, or verbal processing. Animal-Assisted Counselling (AAC) has emerged as
a supportive therapeutic approach that complements and enhances existing practices.

Human and animals already have a long history of reciprocal companionship, with almost
80% of Canadian households having at least one pet (Statista, 2025). For those who are pet
owners, 89% reported that having a pet improved their mental health (Zoetis, 2023). Building
further upon the unique qualities of the human—animal bond—such as nonjudgmental presence,
warmth, and emotional attunement—AAC offers meaningful benefits for clients within the
therapeutic process.

Working in community mental health for nearly a decade, I have supported many
individuals diagnosed with mental health disorders with complex relational and regulation
challenges. Many of these individuals have struggled with more traditional treatment models. It
was through my work and organizing pet therapy visits and field trips to therapy farms for clients
that [ saw first-hand the immense contribution that animals make to people who are disconnected
from themselves and the world. Fine (2019) describes therapy animals as beneficial to clients’
emotional well-being, relationship connection, and comfort.

These programs were the mostly highly attended with individuals eagerly looking
forward to the next session and it became an ice-breaker amongst normally quiet participants.

It gave them something to look forward to as well as served as a conversational starter between

residents. Additionally, the patients were comforted by the dogs' physical contact and connection
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to them. When I witnessed how deeply the therapy animals enhanced the clients’ sense of well-
being, I began to wonder how their presence might be incorporated into a counseling setting to
enhance the clinical experience—especially for clients navigating the complexities of mental
health challenges.

In this chapter, I will explore the background behind my research question and the
significance of this research. Additionally, I will define key terms that will be used throughout
this capstone. In the next chapter, I will review the literature on animal assisted counselling
including its history, the human-animal bond, and all the unique ethical, morale and cultural
considerations. I will also review literature on nervous system regulation and therapeutic alliance
and how they can be enhanced by this modality. In chapter 3, I will propose a workshop for
counselling students who are interested in incorporating animal-assisted counselling into their
therapeutic work with clients.

Overview of the Topic

Mental health has a direct impact on our wellbeing as individuals and as a country. In
a Statistics Canada study released in 2022, almost one in five Canadians aged 12 and older
reported that they needed some help with their mental health. The actual prevalence of distress,
however, might be underestimated. A report published last year by the Canadian Mental Health
Association found that the mental health of Canadians is three times worse in 2024 than prior to
the pandemic (Lowe et al., 2024).

The mental wellbeing of individuals is also deeply impacted by the experience of trauma.
According to Stats Can (2022), 63% of people in Canada have gone through a traumatic incident
at some point in their lives. Nearly half of individuals who fit the criteria for likely PTSD have

sought professional support related to the traumatic experience (Stats Can, 2022). For those


https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/45-28-0001/2021001/article/00031-eng.htm
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affected, trauma is “not the story of something that happened back then, but the current imprint
of that pain, horror, and fear living inside people” (van der Kolk, 2015, p. 95). The impacts of
adverse mental health and trauma can be subtle, gradual, or profoundly damaging, often
disrupting emotional regulation, and the capacity to engage in stable relationships or daily
functioning.

Despite widespread need, countless individuals struggle to engage in traditional talk
therapy despite strong empirical support showing it to be effective (Cook et al., 2017; Roy &
Tapader, 2025). Many clients report discomfort talking about personal issues (Cronin et al.,
2020); this is especially true for those who have experienced trauma, as verbalizing traumatic
memories can feel overwhelming or inaccessible (Levine, 2010). Additionally, many individuals
- particularly young people with complex mental health issues — withdraw early or do not fully
improve from conventional therapies (De Soet et al., 2023).

A growing body of research highlights that mental health challenges and trauma are
closely tied to disruptions in autonomic nervous system (ANS) regulation. Numerous psychiatric
illnesses are associated with impaired ANS regulation, such as anxiety, depression, PTSD, and
suicidality (Kemp & Quintana, 2013; Beauchaine, 2015). Dysregulated sympathetic and
parasympathetic responses can impair emotional regulation, interoception, and the felt sense of
safety needed for therapeutic engagement (Porges, 2011; van der Kolk, 2015).

Clients’ ability to connect, regulate, and trust is shaped by these physiological patterns
interacting with larger neurobiological systems, such as oxytocin pathways involved in bonding
and stress buffering and cortisol responses linked to threat appraisal and coping. Oxytocin is a
key neuromodulator, and its altered signaling has been implicated in the presence of several

psychiatric disorders (Florea et al., 2022). Evidence also suggests that enhancing oxytocin
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function may help improve symptoms in some conditions, such as anxiety and depression (Florea
et al., 2022). Additionally, research indicates that abnormalities in the body’s stress response
system — the HPA axis — such as blunted or prolonged cortisol responses — are connected to
major depressive disorder (Nandam et al., 2020), anxiety (Zorn et al., 2017), trauma (Flinn et al.,
2025) and schizophrenia (Zorn et al., 2017). With cortisol disruptions indicative of symptom
severity and poorer stress adaptation, this biomarker is an essential component to consider within
therapeutic treatment.

Supporting both ANS functioning and these interconnected neurobiological systems has
been acknowledged as the cornerstone of effective counselling since clients need sufficient
safety and relational openness to participate meaningfully in therapy (Fogel, 2009; Porges &
Dana, 2018). Beyond the physiological considerations, individuals seeking support for the
challenges impacting their mental health, life, or relationships must be able to forge a supportive
working relationship with their counsellor.

Client narratives on therapeutic failure highlight that clients themselves report that a
weak or diminishing working alliance is central to why the therapy was not successful (Knox et
al., 2023). Additionally, a weak alliance can hinder the therapist's capacity to provide meaningful
interventions, indicating that therapeutic alliance is not only desirable but essential for effective
treatment (Gazzola, 2022; Tschuschke et al., 2022). However, therapists cannot always provide
the level of attunement, presence, and coregulation required to consistently support clients’
shifting states. This creates gaps — especially for clients whose nervous systems are highly
reactive, shut down, or slow to trust.

Increasingly, counsellors are exploring multi-modal approaches that help clients feel

safer, more regulated, and more able to engage in therapy. Animal-Assisted Counselling (AAC)
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is one such approach. The human—animal bond has been shown to support several areas in which
clients commonly struggle, including emotional regulation, stress reduction, social comfort, and
the ability to remain present during difficult therapeutic work (Handlin et al., 2011; Odendaal &
Meintjes, 2003). The non-judgmental, calming, and relational qualities of therapy animals can
enhance clients’ felt sense of safety, increase engagement, and help them access the relational
and regulatory capacities needed for effective counselling (Wesley et al., 2009). In this way,
AAC may help address many of the barriers that prevent individuals from benefiting fully from
traditional talk therapy.

Counselling remains a powerful pathway towards mental wellness, but it must offer a
secure relational environment and support the client's physiological states. Given the limitations
of therapist-only coregulation, this capstone proposes the integration of animals within
counselling to enhance the therapist’s multimodal toolbox and better meet the needs of clients
struggling with mental health and trauma.

Purpose Statement

This capstone explores the healing capacities of the human-animal bond as described in
existing literature within the counselling treatment. The research question is: How can leveraging
the human-animal bond within the counselling treatment be beneficial to the client? There is
extensive literature about the therapeutic use of animals; however, the implementation of animals
within a formal treatment plan separate from activities or education is still a therapeutic
intervention that is not fully understood. As an ever-growing modality within the field of
therapy, there is still a lack of clear understanding of what animal-assisted counselling is and
what mechanisms it leverages that enhance clinical experience. To address this need, in this

capstone literature will provide an examination of animal-assisted counselling including its
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history and all the considerations of this innovative intervention, including how it is enhanced by
the human-animal bond. There will be particular attention to examining best practices related to
ethical and cultural considerations when implementing this modality. The impact of this
intervention on an individual’s nervous system will be explored, including literature on
polyvagal theory. Lastly, how this modality can impact the therapeutic alliance will be explored.

In the last chapter of this capstone, I will propose a workshop for counsellors, current and
future, who are interested in incorporating animal-assisted counselling into their therapeutic
work with clients. Therapists who have close connection to animals and are interested in utilising
the human-animal bond to enhance their clinical work would be interested in this research.
Therapists who work with clients who experience disrupted states of regulation as well as clients
who experience challenges in interpersonal relationships will also benefit from this research.
Additionally, any therapist who work with clients who find reassurance in the company of
animals may also find this research particularly relevant. The research seeks to explain the
mechanisms underlying animal-assisted counselling—particularly neurobiology and the
therapeutic alliance—to clarify how animals can enhance clinical outcomes. Therapists who read
this capstone will gain an enhanced understanding of how using animals can support clients
feeling regulated and safe within therapeutic relationship.
Contribution to the Field

Through exploring the literature on the best practises and clinical mechanisms within
animal assisted counselling, I will propose a workshop for future counsellors looking to work
with animals to enhance their therapeutic toolkit. These findings aim to expand the knowledge
around this modality for new and emerging counsellors who have received limited, if any,

education around this modality, and how animals can enhance the clinical experience for both
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clients and therapists. The human-animal bond fosters an attachment relationship that activates
biological mechanisms supporting an individual’s sense of security, social connectedness,
nervous system regulation, and overall psychological health.

This capstone seeks to guide therapists in using animals to help clients anchor themselves
in the therapeutic process, deepen relational connection, and gradually cultivate a greater sense
of safety and security. This capstone is designed to assist therapists who work with clients whose
nervous system patterns or relational experiences may make therapy more challenging, and to
offer guidance for clinicians who are personally drawn to animals and hope to weave the human—
animal bond meaningfully into their therapeutic practice.

Reflectivity and Positionality Statement

This research topic is meaningful to me as a counsellor-in-training because of how
instrumental animals have been within my own healing journey, providing a sense of safety and
calm when much of the world did not offer the same. Additionally, I have been shaped by the
supportive and grounding relationships I have had with animals throughout my life. Animals
have been meaningful companions to me, significant beings who provided safety with their
presence when my own body and other human beings have not.

Because of my experiences, I associate animals with positive feelings of comfort,
emotional grounding and security. Through my bonds with animals, I have also personally
experienced their healing influence benefiting emotionally and mentally from the relationships I
had with them.

As a middle-class, white Canadian woman of European descent, my family has a long

history of having dogs, cats, chinchillas and hamsters as valued pets and family members. It is
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important to acknowledge that for many individuals or families, their own personal history with
animals may be otherwise due to trauma, religious or cultural narratives.

Lastly, I have integrated programs that capitalize on the human-animal bond within my
prior work in community mental health; and witnessed the transformative power of animals on
clients’ wellbeing. It was the pet therapy programs that resonated most with clients, and they
often asked, “When will we see the animals again”? At the same time, I have experienced and
seen first-hand, the burnout that many helping professionals face as pressures on the system
continue to increase. At the end of those long, emotionally heavy days, my own dogs Elvis and
Marigold were always there, greeting me with their unconditional love and bring me their
cuddles and kisses the moment they sensed my stress.

Together, these experiences fuel my passion for this subject and my dedication to
expanding the understanding of how animals enhance therapeutic practice.

Definition of Terms

Animal Assisted Counselling (AAC): A goal oriented, planned and structured animal
assisted intervention directed and/or delivered by professionals licensed counsellors
(International Association of Human Animal Interaction Organizations [TAHAIO], 2018).

Animal Assisted Intervention (AAI): A goal oriented and structured intervention that
intentionally includes or incorporates animals in health, education and human services (e.g.,
social work) for the purpose of therapeutic gains in humans (International Association of Human
Animal Interaction Organizations (IAHAIO, 2018).

Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT): A goal oriented, planned and structured therapeutic
intervention directed and/or delivered by health, education or human service professionals

(IAHAIO, 2018)
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Attunement: A process by where one focuses on the “internal world of the other”,
providing them a sense of being of being “felt”, understood and connected (Siegel, 2012).

Autonomic Nervous System: Portion of the neural system responsible for controlling
autonomic, unconscious physiological processes, plays an essential role in regulating emotional
regulation, stress responses, and social interaction (Porges, 2011).

Biophilia Effect: The increased sense of connection, emotion regulation and overall
wellbeing that comes from our innate, biological drive to be among animals and other forms of
nature (Julius et al., 2012).

Biophilia Hypothesis: The evolutionary predisposition of humans to connect with nature
and other forms of life (Wilson, 1984; as cited in Nieforth et al., 2021).

Coregulation: The process by which relationship partners form a dyadic emotional
system involving an oscillating pattern of affective arousal and dampening that dynamically
maintains an optimal emotional state (Butler & Randall, 2013).

Cortisol: The body’s primary stress hormone, and chronically high levels are linked to
problems with mood, sleep, and overall emotional regulation (McEwen, 2007).

Human-Animal Bond: The profound connections between humans and animals
characterized by physiological, psychological and social benefits (Walsh, 2009).

Hyperarousal: State of excessive sympathetic activation characterized by
hypervigilance, anxiety, and difficulty regulating emotions, often arising when the nervous
system becomes stuck in a defensive fight-or-flight response (van der Kolk, 2015).

Hyperarousal: State of diminished autonomic activation linked to dorsal vagal
shutdown, presenting as dissociation, emotional numbing, low energy, and difficulty engaging

with oneself or others (van der Kolk, 2015).
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Neuroception: The nervous system’s unconscious process of detecting cues of safety,
danger, or threat and automatically shifting the body into defensive or socially engaged states
(Porges, 2011).

Oxytocin: Neuropeptide that supports bonding, relaxation, and stress regulation by
enhancing feelings of trust and emotional safety in supportive relationships (Sharma et al., 2020).

Polyvagal Theory: A theory that proposes that a state of safety is mediated by
neuroception, a neural process that may occur without awareness, which constantly evaluates
risk and triggers adaptive physiological responses that respond to features of safety, danger, or
life threat. According to the theory, when safety is communicated via expressed markers of
social engagement, defensiveness is down-regulated (Geller & Porges, 2014, p. 178).

Therapeutic Alliance: A collaborative relationship between therapist and patient that
is influenced by the extent to which there is agreement on treatment goals, a defined set of
therapeutic tasks or processes to achieve the stated goals, and the formation of a positive
emotional bond (Baier et al., 2020).

Vagus Nerve: The primary pathway of the parasympathetic nervous system, helping
regulate heart rate, digestion, and social engagement responses, and plays a central role in
Polyvagal Theory (Porges, 2011).

Outline of the Capstone Project Chapters

In this chapter, I highlighted why counsellors require therapeutic approaches beyond talk
based models to effectively support the increasing number of clients experiencing complex
mental health and trauma. I then outlined the contribution of my research to the field, how I will

propose a workshop for counselling students who want education about this uncommon
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therapeutic modality and my positionality statement on the topic. Additionally, I included a list
of definitions of key terms that will be used throughout the paper.

In chapter 2, I will review the literature around animal-assisted counselling, with
particular focus on how this modality can impact an individual’s nervous system and the
therapeutic alliance. This capstone aims to answer the research question: How can leveraging the
human-animal bond within the counselling treatment be beneficial to the client? I will apply
Levinson’s Animal Assisted Therapy, the human-animal bond as well as Polyvagal theory and
neurobiology as theoretical frameworks. I will also explain the ethical and cultural
considerations unique to specific to this therapeutic intervention, and finally explain some of the
animal welfare, safety and risk management limitation and barriers that are important when
considering bringing animals into clinical practise. In the finale chapter, I will provide an outline
of workshop for counsellors, current and future, who would like to explore utilizing the human-

animal bond within their clinical practice.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Animal-assisted counselling (AAC) is a structured, goal-oriented approach in which
trained animals are integrated into therapeutic processes to support clients’ emotional,
psychological, and relational well-being. Rooted in the broader field of animal-assisted
interventions (AAI), AAC builds on historical practices and empirical research demonstrating the
benefits of the human—animal bond. This literature review explores AAC from multiple
perspectives, including its definition and models of delivery, therapeutic adaptability across
frameworks and populations, historical foundations, ethical and cultural considerations,
physiological mechanisms of nervous system regulation, and the role of animals in enhancing the
therapeutic alliance. Together, these sections provide a comprehensive understanding of how
AAC operates as a clinically effective and ethically informed intervention.

Overview of Animal-Assisted Counselling (AAC)

Animals have long supported human health and well-being. The term animal-assisted
interventions (AAI) encompass the intentional and purposeful inclusion of animals in
interventions designed to promote therapeutic gains within human health, well-being, or
education (International Association of Human Animal Interaction Organizations [TAHAIO],
2018; Jones et al., 2019). Research on AAIs demonstrates positive effects on psychological and
physiological well-being, with several theories proposed to explain these outcomes (Beetz,
2017).

Defining Animal-Assisted Counselling
This section outlines the definition and scope of Animal-Assisted Counseling (AAC) and

presents the various models through which AAC can be delivered.


https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10259834/#R5
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10259834/#R5
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Definition and Scope. In the 1980s and 1990s, the Delta Society (now known as Pet
Partners USA) was among the first to formally define interventions involving animals (Jones et
al., 2019; Kruger & Serpell, 2010). Their widely cited distinctions differentiate animal-assisted
therapy (AAT) as structured, goal-oriented interventions from animal-assisted activities (AAA),
which are more informal and recreational in nature with the absence of any therapeutic goal
setting (IAHAIO, 2018; Fine, 2019; Jones et al., 2019).

Animal-assisted therapy in counselling (AAC) is a specialized form of animal-assisted
Therapy (AAT) practiced by qualified health professionals—such as clinical counsellors,
counselling psychologists, and clinical social workers who integrate trained and certified animals
into the counselling process (Canadian Counselling and Psychotherapy Association [CCPA],
2024; Jones et al., 2019; Pet Partners, 2012; as cited in Stewart et al., 2013). Dr. Elizabeth
Kjellstrand Hartwig (2016) defines AAC as a “goal-directed process in which a trained mental
health practitioner-animal team work together to help clients resolve mental health and
behavioral challenges and achieve growth using the therapeutic capability of human-animal
interaction” (p.1).

Animal-assisted counselling (AAC) is a deliberate, structured component of a client’s
counselling treatment plan (Jones et al., 2019; Kruger & Serpell, 2010; ITAHAIO, 2018).
Although terms such as animal-assisted therapy in counselling or animal-assisted psychotherapy,
or animal-assisted play therapy are often used interchangeably, this paper will use the term AAC
for consistency (Jones et al., 2019; Fine, 2019; Stewart et al., 2013).

Dr. Cynthia Chandler (2024) author of the landmark Animal Assisted Therapy in
Counselling, and Dr. Aubrey Fine (2024), author of the landmark Handbook on Animal Assisted

Therapy, have played pivotal roles in shaping the field (Stewart et al., 2013). Their contributions
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based on their own work with the intervention have been invaluable in terms of defining the
practice, establishing practitioner and animal training standards, promoting formal education and
training, key practical considerations for its implementation and expanded awareness of AAC
(Stewart et al., 2013).

Models of AAC Delivery

AAC is provided using two main approaches: in the triangle model, the counselling
professional acts as the animal handler; in the diamond model, the professional collaborates with
both an animal and a handler as a team (CCPA, 2024; Stewart et al., 2013). While animals are
integral to animal-assisted counselling, it is a misconception to view them as therapists. Animals
do not possess an understanding of therapeutic objectives or methods. Instead, animals function
facilitators or change agents within the therapeutic relationship (Chandler, 2017). According to
Bachi and Parish-Plass (2016), the animal serves as a means through which therapeutic processes
occur, while the primary focus remains on the client and their treatment goals. The presence of
the animal primarily helps to foster a supportive therapeutic atmosphere and encourages client
engagement (Fine, 2019; Kruger & Serpell, 2010).

Therapeutic Adaptability and Applications of AAC

This section examines the integration of Animal-Assisted Counseling (AAC) across
various theoretical frameworks, applications, and practice settings.

Integration Across Theoretical Frameworks. AAC is not a stand-alone intervention;
rather, it is integrated with established therapeutic modalities such as Psychodynamic, Gestalt
Therapy, Cognitive-Behavioural, Dialectical Behaviour, and Eye Movement Desensitization and
Reprocessing (EMDR) (Bachi & Parish-Plass, 2016; Chandler, 2017; Compitus, 2019). It aligns

well with Solution-focused Therapy emphasizing collaboration and inclusivity (Handley, 2021;
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Pichot & Coulter 2007). Hybrid models such as Human—Animal Resilience Therapy (HART)
also combine solution-focused and canine-assisted methods (Hartwig, 2017).

Applications and Populations. One of the benefits of AAC is that it can be adapted for a
variety of populations and conditions and adapted to the clients’ specific needs, including within
individual, family, and group contexts (Hartwig, 2021; Chandler, 2017). The adaptability of
AAC makes it well-suited to trauma-informed and attachment-based approaches, particularly in
working with clients who struggle with relational disruptions (Fine, 2019). Though dogs and
horses are the most often employed, a range of other animals have also been used within these
supplementary therapy treatments including cats, guinea pigs, birds, and dolphins (O'Haire et al.,
2015).

Animal-assisted counselling (AAC) has been applied with various populations across the
lifespan, including psychiatric patients (Pandey, 2024), war veterans (van Houtert et al., 2018),
prison inmates (Villafaina-Dominguez et al., 2020), neurodiverse individuals (Nieforth et al.,
2021), and at-risk children and youth (Hoagwood et al., 2016). Within health care, there is
growing interest in the benefits of incorporating AAC in various settings, such as intensive care,
pediatric, mental health, spinal cord injury, pain management, and aged care (White et al., 2015).
Historical Foundations of AAC

This section traces the historical development of Animal-Assisted Counseling (AAC),
beginning with its early foundations, followed by the influence of psychoanalytic theory, and
continuing through to the modern era and the expansion of empirical research.

Early Foundations. The earliest documented therapeutic use of first known use of animals
occurred in the late 18th century at a York Retreat in England, where mentally ill patients

interacted with small domestic animals to reduce anxiety, foster socialization and connection to
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nature (McCulloch, 1983; as cited in Fine et al., 2019; Velde et al., 2005). In 1919, the U.S.
military introduced dogs as a therapeutic intervention for patients with mental health conditions
at the St. Elizabeths Hospital in Washington, D.C. (Velde et al., 2005). Florence Nightingale is
widely recognized for her early use of animals in therapeutic settings, noting the calming effects
of the human-animal bond on both children and adults—particularly in reducing anxiety and
supporting recovery in psychiatric institutions (Fine et al., 2019; Jalongo, 2022; Markin, 2021).
Psychoanalytic Influence. Animal-Assisted Counselling (AAC) originally developed
through the informal inclusion of practitioners’ bringing their animals into therapy sessions,
rather than the result of systematic research, and has been integrated into therapeutic practice
since the inception of psychotherapy. Sigmund Freud described dogs as having an innate sense
of humans and his chow chow, Jofi, played a meaningful role in Freud’s psychoanalysis practice
as he often relied on her presence to both ease and assess his patients’ mental state (Coren,
1999). Freud frequently commented on Jofi’s behavior and mood, suggesting they mirrored
dynamics unfolding within the client (Coren, 1999; Grinker, 2013; as cited in Bachi & Parish-
Plass, 2016). He is quoted as saying, “Dogs love their friends and bite their enemies, quite unlike
people, who are incapable of pure love and always have to mix love and hate in their object-
relations” (Raczkowska, 2019, para. 5) which relates directly to the concept of object relations.
Object relations in psychoanalysis are the study of how early relationships with caregivers are
internalized and shape a person’s emotions, behavior, and later relationships.
The Modern Era: Dr. Boris Levinson. The modern conceptualization of Animal-Assisted
Counselling (AAC) is widely credited to Dr. Boris Levinson, a child psychologist who observed
in the 1950s that his pet dog Jingles helped a young client become more relaxed and willing to

communicate during sessions (Hartwig, 2021). In an unplanned encounter, Levinson noticed that
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the child, typically silent and withdrawn during therapy, began interacting and speaking to
Jingles (Hartwig, 2021). This moment led Levinson to recognize the potential therapeutic
benefits of incorporating dogs into counselling sessions (Fine, 2019).

Dr. Levinson first shared his observations on the positive impact of animals in the
therapeutic process at the 1961 conference of the American Psychological Association, later
expanding on these insights through several books and articles (Bachi & Parish-Plass, 2016). His
seminal 1962 article, The Dog as "Co-therapist, was the first published work by a licensed
mental health professional to explore the therapeutic potential of the human-animal bond which
he coined “pet therapy” (Fine et al., 2019, para. 7, Fung et al, 2024). His initial lectures were
received with skepticism and ridicule, and Levinson originally resisted engaging his dog in
therapy as he feared including Jingles would be regarded too unconventional despite anecdotal
experience and valuable outcome (Fine et al., 2019; Mallon, 1994). Levinson’s observations
were later proven to be correct, and he became known as the “Father of Animal Assisted
Therapy" (Fine et al., 2019; Mallon, 1994).

Empirical Expansion. In the 1970s, Samuel and Elizabeth O’Leary Corson were among
first researchers to conduct research on canine-assisted interventions in psychiatric settings (Fine
et al., 2019; Fung et al., 2024). Corson’s observations revealed that interactions with dogs
facilitated communication among patients and staff, including individuals who were otherwise
nonverbal, when integrated into daily programming (Fine et al., 2019; Fung et al., 2024). They
coined the term “social lubricant” to describe how the presence of a therapy animal eased social
barriers, promoting engagement and interpersonal connection (Fine et al., 2019; Fung et al.,

2024). The warmth generated through human-animal interaction was seen as a crucial element in
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establishing a therapeutic alliance, laying important groundwork for the integration of animal-
assisted interventions within mental health care.
The Human-Animal Bond

This section explores the human-animal bond, outlining its definition and significance,
and examines how animals are integrated into therapeutic interventions to support client
wellbeing.
Definition and Significance

Animals and human relationships have been intertwined since the beginning of time.
This is especially so with pets, who have long cohabited together with humans in a reciprocal
relationship of companionship, loyalty and love. While initially pets were kept for pragmatic
purposes, such as providing food and clothes, the advantages of the human-animal bond for
health soon became widely recognized (Shipman, 2010). Leo Bustad and Michael McCulloch
first used the phrase "human—animal bond" in the late 1970s (Hines, 2003). They used this word
to represent its proximity to the mother-infant bond, a relationship that is also mutually essential
and beneficial. According to American Veterinary Medical Association (2025), this bond is a
dynamic relationship that is influenced by behaviors essential to the health and wellbeing of both
animals and people. The characteristics of the human-animal bond parallel those observed in
secure attachment, shaping an individual’s capacity for social engagement and effective
interpersonal functioning (Purewal et al., 2017).
Therapeutic Implications

Within therapeutic contexts, the human-animal bond promotes an attachment bond where
the animals function as a “secure base”, allowing clients to safely explore challenging emotions

while acting a “safe haven” that offers reassurance and comfort in moments of distress (Fine et
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al., 2019; Zilcha-Mano et al., 2012). The therapy pet may extend their “secure base” and “safe
haven” to therapists, helping them to stay regulated and providing attunement beneficial to the
client’s clinical experience (Zilcha-Mano et al., 2012).

AAC is also grounded in the “biophilia” hypothesis, which posits that humans have
evolutionary predisposition to connect with nature and other forms of life (Wilson, 1984; as cited
in Nieforth et al., 2021). Research has demonstrated that this innate drive can lessen
psychological discomfort and foster a sense of calm (Charry-Sanchez, Pradilla, & Talero-
Gutiérrez, 2018). According to a phenomenon called the "biophilia effect" being among animals
and tranquil natural settings promotes a sense of security, which in turn enhances emotional
regulation and overall wellbeing (Julius et al., 2013). Animals from a biological perspective help
to cultivate therapeutic space where clients feel safe to engage more deeply in the counselling
process.

Ethical Considerations

Incorporating animals into counselling sessions requires more than affinity for animals; it
demands clinical training specific to AAC, adherence to ethical standards, and a commitment to
ongoing professional development (Chandler, 2017). Counsellors planning to integrate animals
into their practice must be recognize that “adding a sentient being into the therapeutic milieu
requires a specialized skill set that includes the knowledge, skills, and attitudes expected to
continuously provide and improve the safety and efficacy within the field of AAIs” (Stewart et
al., 2013; VanFleet & Faa-Thompson, 2017; as cited in Human-Animal Interactions Ethics
Workgroup, 2021, p.1).

Counsellors have a moral duty to work within one’s boundaries of competence and

within one’s scope of practice and in alliance with their professional regulatory frameworks
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(BCACC, 2023; CCPA, 2020). In Canada, those guidelines include those set out by the British
Columbia Association of Clinical Counsellors (BCACC) and the Canadian Counselling and
Psychotherapy Association (CCPA). Ethical AAC needs particular training for both people and
animals, regular evaluations, and following the recommendations provided by professional
groups like the IAHAIO and Association of Animal-Assisted Intervention Professionals
(AAAIP) (Winkle et al. 2020; Fine & Griffin, 2022). Practitioners integrating AAC into their
work must meet their certification standards while carefully managing issues of liability,
including the need for additional insurance coverage, obtaining inform consent and ensuring the
safety and welfare of all parties, both human and animal (Trevathan-Minnis et al., 2021).
Integrating animals into therapy without this level of care can be risky for ethics, welfare, and
professionalism (Chandler, 2017; Fine, 2019).

It is important to point out that there are no accrediting agencies to ensure that
counsellors who work with animals practice competently and ethically (Trevathan-Minnis et al.,
2021; Winkle et al., 2020). Disparities around terminology, language and standards within this
ever-evolving field pose greater risk to the clients, providers, and animals involved for
practitioners embarking on this work (Trevathan-Minnis et al., 2021).

Animal Welfare, Safety and Risk Management

Canada does not currently have any regulated standards, leaving it up to individual
counsellors or organization to take appropriate action is taken to ensure their AAC competence,
particularly in areas of animal behavior, welfare, and communication (CCPA, 2024). In 2022, a
Canadian national committee introduced the “National Standard of Canada: Development of a
Management System for Animal-Assisted Human Services”, which currently serves as a

voluntary guideline rather than a mandatory regulation (CCPA, 2024). Despite the lack of
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regulation, the CCPA has made tremendous efforts to standardize the practice through their
Animal Assisted Therapy in Counselling Chapter including publishing “Suggested Guidelines
for Practice” (CCPA, 2024). Nonetheless, the field is marred by inconsistencies due to a lack of
universal guidelines which underscores the need for national regulated standards and consistent
ethical frameworks (Collica-Cox & Day, 2021; Johnson et al., 2023).

Registration with a nationally recognized therapy animal organization is one way to
uphold minimum standards for evaluating animal temperament and ensuring proper handler
training. Hartwig (2021) emphasizes that both the therapy animal and handler require specialized
training and evaluation to ensure their suitability for work in a counseling setting, with animal
preparation including socialization, touch desensitization, and basic obedience. However,
research suggests that many organizations still rely on limited evaluation protocols, such as basic
obedience or temperament screenings, which may not capture the complexity of therapy work

(Linder et al., 2017).

Without proper AAC training and supervision, practitioners risk harming clients and
animals by using unprepared animals, neglecting client consent and animal stress, overlooking
health precautions, and failing to integrate animals effectively into therapy (Hartwig, 2021;
(Trevathan-Minnis et al., 2021). Risk of harm to the client is also especially significant when
incorporating AAC techniques into therapy. Counsellors have an ethical obligation to do no
harm, bringing an animal into the therapy room brings additional risks including personal injury,
allergies, zoonotic disease or infection, fears/phobia, traumatic memories and grief if the therapy
animal passes away or ceases their participation (Bert et al, 2016; Dalton et al, 2020; Trevathan-

Minnis et al., 2021).
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Before including an animal in therapy, informed consent should fully detail any risks
(e.g., damage, infection, allergies, contraindications) and be discussed with clients (Compitus,
2021; Bert et al., 2016; Johnson et al., 2023; Trevathan-Minnis et al., 2021). Since therapy dogs
are often exposed to diverse environments and client needs, careful matching of animal
temperament with handler awareness is essential to safeguard both animal welfare and
therapeutic integrity (Winkle et al., 2020). It is important to carefully choose and match animals
with a population based on their distinct traits, talents, and interests. Beyond screening for stress,
it is equally important to evaluate positive indicators of animal well-being to ensure that therapy
animals experience fulfillment in their roles (Miller et al., 2022). Robust models, such as the
Delta Society’s Pet Partners process, further strengthen ethical practice by assessing both handler
education and the handler—animal relationship alongside animal suitability (Chandler, 2017).

The welfare of animal therapy should always be of primary concern (Compitus, 2021).
Therapy animals should be regarded as sentient partners, not mere tools, and their welfare held
with the same value as all humans (Compitus, 2021; Taylor et al., 2014; Wijnen & Martens,
2022). Ethical practice requires making roles clear (volunteer or professional) and keeping track
of their motivation, stress, and well-being (Taylor et al., 2014; Wijnen & Martens, 2022).

If the animal is not well cared for, this will be reflected badly in the therapy sessions and
raise the potential for humans or animals to be harmed (Dalton et al., 2020). Counsellors also
want to be cautious with employing AAC for individuals who display traits of antisocial
personality disorder and may pose a potential risk to the physical or emotional welfare of the
therapy animal (Compitus, 2021). Of course, when thinking of animal welfare, we must

remember how we speak about our therapy animals (Compitus, 2021). Animal-assisted therapists
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will never say that they “use” an animal in therapy because the therapy animal is always
considered a co-facilitator that works alongside the human.
Cultural Considerations

Despite the potential for AAC to provide a positive impact for clients with a diverse
range of backgrounds regardless of race, sexual orientation or ability, counselors must consider
cultural, religious and trauma-related perspective on an individual basis (Compitus, 2021; Fine,
2019; Evans, 2024). People’s experiences with animals are shaped by culture and history.

For some, animals may be linked to past trauma, making it harder to feel comfortable
with AAC (Evans, 2024). For others, cultural or religious traditions—such as seeing animals as
sacred, restricted, or part of rituals—can influence how they respond to working with animals in
therapy (Evans, 2024). Counselors must understand each client’s personal and cultural views
about interacting with animals before deciding to implement AAC techniques.

Nervous System Regulation Within AAC

This section examines the role of the nervous system in Animal-Assisted Counseling
(AAC), highlighting how physiological processes influence therapeutic outcomes. It explores the
application of polyvagal theory in understanding safety and social engagement within therapy,
the ways animals act as co-regulators of client and therapist physiology, and the underlying
mechanisms through which human-animal interactions support emotional regulation and overall
wellbeing.

The Role of the Nervous System in Therapy

Advances in neuroscience over the past few decades have broadened and deepened our

knowledge of emotion regulation. A client’s capacity to engage meaningfully in AAC therapy is

deeply connected to the state of their nervous system. Through the interaction between the
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sympathetic and parasympathetic branches of the autonomic nervous system (ANS), the body
can maintain internal balance and respond adaptively to stress. This process is known as nervous
system regulation (Porges, 2011; Siegel, 2012). People can participate in interpersonal
relationships, manage stress, and preserve emotional stability thanks to this regulation.

As Siegel (2012) observes, “the capacity to regulate internal states is central to mental
health” (p. 156). Clients may experience hyperarousal, emotional reactivity, dissociation, or shut
down when this system is dysregulated because of ongoing stress, trauma, or early relationship
disturbances. These symptoms can all negatively impact therapy participation and overall
wellbeing (Siegel, 2012; van der Kolk, 2015).

Neuroscience research supports this connection. Long-term stress and trauma exposure
weakens the hippocampus (memory integration), decreases prefrontal cortex function (executive
control), and sensitizes the amygdala (fear response), according to research by Perry et al. (1995)
and Schore (2002). These alterations make it harder for a person to control their emotions, feel
safe, or self-regulate. Interestingly, mental health issues like anxiety, depression, and
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) have been connected to this type of dysregulation (Thayer
et al., 2012; van der Kolk, 2015; Chrousos, 2009). One physiological marker of dysregulation is
heart rate variability (HRV) - a measure of how flexibly the body transitions between activation
and calm in response to internal and external (Shaffer & Ginsberg, 2017; Thayer et al., 2012).
According to research, individuals with anxiety disorders and PTSD frequently have low HRV,
which suggests a decreased ability to return to a regulated state following stress (Beauchaine &
Thayer, 2015).

Supporting nervous system regulation is therefore an essential component for effective

counselling. Restoring balance in the ANS helps clients feel grounded, improves emotional
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control, and fosters readiness for therapeutic engagement. Clients’ perceptions of safety, threat,
and separation can be better understood by examining the role of the autonomic nerve system
(ANS). The autonomic nervous system (ANS) controls involuntary bodily responses. It has two
main parts: the sympathetic nervous system, which helps the body get ready for action when it
thinks it is in danger, and the parasympathetic nervous system, which helps the body relax and
heal (McCorry, 2007; Porges, 2011).

Polyvagal Theory and Therapeutic Safety

Expanding our understanding of the brain’s function in social connections is Polyvagal
Theory, which proposes that humans and other animals all share a neural circuit, the social
engagement system, that is crucial for feeling secure and connected to others (Geller & Porges,
2014). This theory, named after the vagus nerve, distinguishes between two subsystems within
the parasympathetic branch: the ventral vagal system, which supports social engagement, safety,
and connection; and the dorsal vagal system, which triggers immobilization, collapse, and
dissociation in response to danger or extreme stress (Dana, 2018; Porges, 2011).

The nervous system assesses environmental cues of safety, danger, or life threat through
an unconscious process called neuroception (Porges, 2011). Neuroception takes place in the
brain's more primitive areas, outside of conscious awareness, and initiates automatic
physiological reactions that are beneficial in survival (Porges, 2011). Although a threat may not
register at the conscious level, neurophysiological mechanisms are activated, priming the body
for adaptive behaviors including fight, flight, or freeze (Porges, 2011). This neurobiological
scanning system governs whether a person enters defensive or socially engaged states.

The vagus nerve plays a central role in neuroception and is often referred to as the “face-

heart connection” (Dana, 2018, p. 21). It communicates signals of safety or threat through the



THE HEALING CAPACITY OF ANIMAL ASSISTED COUNSELLING 32

facial muscles, voice, and heart, shaping how we interact with others. When safety is detected,
the parasympathetic branch of the vagus nerve supports calm states, enabling connection,
regulation, and openness.

A solid grounding in nervous system control is crucial for clients to gain insight, build
trustworthy connections, and participate in meaningful emotional processing (Porges, 2011;
Siegel, 2012). Dana (2018) and van der Kolk (2015) found that when individuals feel safe within
a ventral vagal state, their bodies can access the higher-order brain activities of reflection,
empathy, and integration. This highlights the importance of therapeutic environments—and
interventions—that support clients in achieving and sustaining regulations. By providing
nonjudgmental presence, tactile comfort, and a sense of calm—all of which promote the
physiological conditions necessary for therapeutic change—animals can play a crucial part in
this process within AAC (Chandler, 2017; Kruger & Serpell, 2010).

Animals as Co-Regulators

Co-regulation, according to Polyvagal Theory, is a biological process in which one
person's nervous system supports the stabilization of another’s (Porges, 2011). In therapy, this
process is critical for establishing safety, particularly for individuals with trauma histories who
may have developed maladaptive emotion regulation strategies that hinder coregulation in
human relationships (Schore, 2002; Siegel, 2012). Creating a sense of safety within the
therapeutic relationship is essential to activating the social and emotional brain systems. Within
this framework, therapists—and in the case of AAC, therapy animals—can act as regulating
partners, helping clients access calmer, more connected physiological states (Dana, 2018).

Therapy animals may function as nonverbal co-regulators, offering a consistent,

emotionally safe, and attuned presence. An alternate source of relational support that is less
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likely to elicit shame, criticism, or defensiveness may be offered by animals to clients for whom
human connections are perceived as unpredictable or dangerous (Schlote, 2019; Tedeschi et al.,
2010). Through their soothing physical closeness, relaxed posture, regular breathing, and
friendly, gentle eye contact, animals can serve as co-regulators by providing calming cues that
communicate ‘you are safe here’.

Therapy animals and clients' nonverbal and tactile interactions are essential for fostering
reciprocal physiological and emotional control, according to Ng et al. (2015). The ventral vagal
system may be triggered by these interactions, which would support emotional stability and a
return to a controlled state (Beetz et al., 2012). Yoo et al. (2024) provided neurophysiological
evidence that playful, tactile interactions with a therapy dog promote co-regulation in AAC
settings elicited distinct EEG patterns linked to relaxation and positive emotion. According to
recent research by Koskela et al. (2024), synchronized changes in heart rate variability and
activity levels show that emotional and physiological states are co-modulated during human—dog
interactions. These findings offer empirical support for the concept of co-regulation in AAC,
where both the client and the animal influence each other’s nervous system states in real time.

Chandler (2017) highlights the special dynamic of the therapist-animal-client trio in the
therapeutic process, where co-regulation is improved via rhythmic, relational engagement and
shared emotional resonance. In ways that trauma survivors may otherwise feel uncomfortable,
this triadic relationship enables the animal to buffer emotional distance and promote connection.
Furthermore, Ng et al. (2021) stress the significance of reciprocal regulation in moral AAC
practice, pointing out that attentiveness to the physiological and emotional states of both human

and animal participants is necessary for efficient co-regulation.
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The social engagement system (SES), a crucial neurophysiological process involved in
co-regulation. The muscles of the face, head, and heart that provide reciprocal communication
through body posture, voice tone, and facial expression are part of the SES, which is controlled
by the ventral vagal complex (Porges, 2011).

Many domesticated animals - particularly dogs and horses, offer similar cues of safety
through their body language, eye contact, and movement patterns. These cues may assist clients
transition from protective states into receptivity, curiosity, and presence by activating the same
brain pathways that underlie human-to-human interaction (Carter & Porges, 2016; Julius et al.,
2013). In AAC, the animal's capacity to provide these regulatory cues in a steady, sensitive way
may make it easier to reach the client's ventral vagal state, therefore promoting important
therapeutic objectives including emotional processing, involvement, and anchoring.

However, while the concept of human-animal co-regulation is compelling, it has not yet
been empirically validated (Schlote, 2019; Fine, 2019). This lack of definitive evidence does not
suggest the absence of such a process - it simply points to the need for further research.
Nonetheless, the consistent therapeutic value reported in human-animal relationships offers
strong indication that animals can play a meaningful role in relational healing.

Physiological Mechanisms

The oxytocin system is another significant physiological mechanism relevant to Animal-
Assisted Counselling (AAC). Oxytocin, often referred to as a “feel-good” hormone, plays a
critical role in fostering relaxation, trust, emotional stability, and prosocial behavior. It also
contributes to mitigating the effects of stress and trauma on the brain and body, while supporting

resilience against future stressors (Sharma et al., 2020). For individuals with trauma histories—
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who may have had limited access to safe touch and relational closeness—oxytocin release
through safe connection can help regulate stress responses and promote healing.

Spending time with animals has been shown to increase oxytocin levels, contributing to
an overall sense of well-being (Compitus, 2021). These effects may be amplified when
therapeutic engagement involves physical contact, such as gentle touch or proximity. In a study
by Odendaal and Meintjes (2003), participants experienced elevated oxytocin levels after
stroking a dog for five to 24 minutes. Multiple studies reinforce oxytocin’s role in AAC: stroking
a familiar dog elevates human oxytocin (Handlin et al., 2011); mutual gaze initiates an oxytocin-
positive feedback loop in both dog and human participants (Nagasawa et al., 2015); and touch-
rich equine interventions promote oxytocin release and parasympathetic activation (Rigby,
2023). AAC can benefit a wide range of clients in this regard, but it may be particularly
meaningful for individuals with trauma-related disruptions to the oxytocinergic system—a
pattern observed in those with chronic stress or early relational wounds (Donadon et al., 2018).

In contrast to oxytocin, cortisol is a hormone associated with the body’s stress response,
released during states of threat or emotional dysregulation. While cortisol serves an important
survival function, chronically elevated levels—common in individuals with trauma histories—
can lead to impaired immune function, disrupted sleep, anxiety, and emotional dysregulation
(McEwen, 2007). Research has shown that interaction with therapy animals may reduce cortisol
levels, helping clients shift from a state of heightened arousal to one of calm and emotional
safety as was also observed in the 2003 dog stroking study (Odendaal & Meintjes, 2003).

Further studies have supported the positive impact of therapy animal interventions on
stress hormone; Pendry and Vandagriff (2019) reported that short sessions with therapy dogs led

to a measurable reduction in salivary cortisol among university students, while Meints et al.
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(2022) reported similar effects among school-aged children in a dog-assisted intervention.
Additional research has reinforced how AAC can positively impact cortisol levels in special
populations: older adults with Alzheimer’s disease experienced a progressive reduction in
salivary cortisol when engaged in AAT sessions adapted from reality orientation therapy,
indicating decreased neuroendocrine stress alongside improvements in mood and cognition
although long term results are less clear (Menna et al., 2019); and children ages 7-9 with ADHD
saw higher cortisol reductions during psychosocial intervention sessions when conducted
alongside animal-assisted interventions indicating an impact on acute HPA axis reactivity and
regulation (Schuck et al., 2024).

As outlined by Fine (2019), several controlled studies have demonstrated the impact of
therapeutic animals in blood and salivary cortisol—highlighting the immediate impact of AAC
on HPA axis activation. Compitus (2021) adds that subjective reports of calmer and better
emotional states during animal engagement frequently correspond with such cortisol decreases.
The Therapeutic Alliance in ACC

This section explores the role of the therapeutic alliance in Animal-Assisted Counselling
(AAC), emphasizing the central importance of the client-therapist relationship in achieving
positive clinical outcomes. It examines how incorporating animals into therapy can strengthen
the alliance by fostering affective attunement, supporting the development of a triadic
relationship among clients, therapist, and animal, and providing additional relational resources
for clients with disrupted attachment histories. The discussion highlights the ways AAC can
enhance trust, engagement, and emotional connection within the therapeutic process.

Importance of the Therapeutic Relationship
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The therapeutic alliance is broadly understood to be one of the most essential components
of effective counselling process, and “refers to the holistic collaborative aspects of the therapist—
client relationship” (Fliickiger et al., 2018, p. 317). Although there are many different ways to
conceptualize the therapeutic alliance, it is generally understood to be the working relationship
between the client and the therapist that has three key features: the cooperative nature of the
relationship, the affective connection between the patient and the therapist, and the ability of the
patient and therapist to agree on therapy goals and interventions (Horvath, 2001; Fliickiger et al.,
2012; Martin, et al., 2000; Stubbe, 2018).

Within the therapeutic process, the working bond is “the cornerstone of the entire
process” that is fundamental to achieving favorable results (Opland & Tarrico, 2024). The
therapeutic relationship, also known as known as the rapport (Price, 2017), is built upon
collaboration and trust between the client and therapist. By providing a secure environment that
is based on mutual respect, empathy, and a nonjudgmental attitude, the relationship offers clients
a safe space to environment for clients to freely explore and address their challenges, fostering
personal growth and healing (Opland & Tarrico, 2024). Stubbe (2018) highlights this, pointing
out that alliance quality and treatment results are consistently correlated across a range of
modalities and demographics.

More recent research also shows that the alliance and symptom improvement are
interrelated—early therapeutic gains can strengthen the alliance, which in turn supports
continued progress (Fliickiger et al., 2020). According to Baier et al. (2020), the therapeutic
alliance often serves as a mediator of change, bolstering the idea that the therapeutic
relationships quality is not only correlated with but also contributes actively to successful

treatment outcomes.
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How AAC Enhances the Alliance. The presence of a therapy animal can play an
important role in building a strong alliance by fostering trust and openness within the therapeutic
relationship. Companion animals are largely seen as friendly and dependable beings whose
positive attributes benefit the client-therapist relationship and the establishment of the
therapeutic alliance (Levy & Lancia, 2016).

While relational work with animals is not a good fit for all people or clients, studies have
shown that, overall, engaging in a therapeutic relationship with animals supports mental and
emotional well-being (Kesner & Pritzker, 2008, as cited in Trevathan-Minnis et al., 2021) and
that clients are more likely to engage in therapeutic interactions when an animal is present
(Trevathan-Minnis et al., 2021).

For many clients, especially those who find it difficult to connect in traditional talk
therapy, a dog’s warm and nonjudgmental presence can help create a sense of safety and comfort
(Brodie & Biley, 1999; Wesley et al., 2009; Beetz et al., 2012). When compared to a group of
clients who did not have a therapy animal present during treatment sessions, Wesley et al. (2009)
discovered that integrating AAC enhanced the clients' assessment of the quality of the
therapeutic alliance.

Schneider and Harley (2006) found that having a companion animal present during
therapy can improve clients’ overall perceptions of their therapist and make them more willing to
open up about personal information, particularly when their initial impression of the therapist
was less favorable and for individuals who may be apprehensive or uncomfortable with
counselling. Their experimental study specifically looked at psychotherapists, with or without a
therapy dog present, and found that participants' overall opinions about pets did not substantially

influence their judgments of the therapist in the presence of a dog indicating that the positive
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influence of a dog in the therapeutic setting is broadly applicable and not limited to pet
enthusiasts. Additional research has generated mixed evidence, with the presence of an animal
on therapeutic alliance unclear with no consistent positive result indicating this is an area
warranting further research (Creary, 2017; Goldmann et al., 2015).

Clients may interpret the presence of a therapy animal as an indicator of the therapist’s
trustworthiness by association (i.e., if the therapist can take excellent care of this animal, then
they will take good care of me) and the client may feel safer and secure in treatment with the
counsellor (Compitus, 2021). Integrating a therapy animal into the therapeutic process may
enhance the trust, warmth, and acceptance that are essential to effective treatment (Compitus,
2021).

A therapy animal can also serve as a shared focus of attention, which helps ease initial
awkwardness, reduce anxiety, and encourage engagement in the session. These moments of
connection—both with the animal and through the therapist—can deepen the client’s sense of
being understood and supported, which is at the heart of a strong therapeutic alliance (Parish-
Plass, 2013).

Affective Attunement in Triadic Relationship. Geller and Greenberg (2012) contend that
therapist attunement and presence are critical for establishing a strong therapeutic alliance,
instilling a sense of safety and connection, and promoting effective therapeutic results.
According to their findings, a therapist's capacity to be completely present with a client while
simultaneously being aware of their own internal experiences and the intricacy of the therapeutic

connection is critical to establishing a healing environment.
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Attunement is a transactional, dynamic process that can take place in any relational
dyad (Ostlund et al., 2017; Seligman, 2020) and entails two interrelated processes happening;
first, sensing or perceiving the other’s internal states; and then secondly, communicating that
understanding — i.e. responding in alignment, often unconsciously, via non-verbal behaviour
(Samuelsson & Rosberg, 2018). It is a two-way, unconscious connection between nervous
systems (Geller & Porges, 2014) that provides the experience which Siegel (2007) described
as "feeling felt" (p. 25).

Attunement facilitates relational experiences that feel safe, understood, and deeply
connected, allowing clients to trust and engage with therapeutic work in a more authentic way
(Hévas et al., 2015). When an individual feels understood in this way, their physiology calms
and their nervous system becomes regulated (Geller & Porges, 2014).

Consistent with these ideas, Lac and Walton (2012) outline how animal assisted
counselling can embody gestalt therapy principles through co-created interactions between
client, therapist, and animal. In this process, the therapy animal serves an active participant
who contributes present moment insight into the quality of relationship engagement. This
allows clients to experience a natural synthesis of mind and body, thought and feeling,
spontaneity and conscious self-regulation, which deepens their understanding of relationship
patterns and responsibilities. By broadening the relational field and fostering a sense of
connectedness that goes beyond the traditional dyad, the therapy animal can help attune and
strengthen the therapeutic alliance.

Using an animal within counselling reshapes the essence of the therapeutic interaction

itself, beyond the moment-to-moment attunement, including an animal in therapy reshapes the
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nature of the therapeutic interaction itself. AAC entails an alliance that extends beyond the
traditional therapist and client dyad model and introduces a triadic relational structure
(Chandler, 2017; Parish-Plass, 2013). As an active participant in the session, the therapy
animal helps create purpose and connection within the counselling process (Fine, 2019;
Kruger & Serpell, 2010).

By projecting, confiding in, or seeking reassurance from the animal, new emotional
communication channels open which provide valuable insights into the client’s relational
patterns and attachment needs (Parish-Plass, 2008; Tedeschi et al., 2015). In this way, the
animal may serve as a bridge between the client and the therapist in this way, encouraging
assurance and emotional openness, particularly for individuals overwhelmed with direct
interpersonal relationships (Walsh, 2009; Wesley et al., 2009).

The triadic alliance also supports mutual regulation within the system: as the client
connects with the animal, the therapist can attune to both and use the interaction as a point of
reflection or intervention within the therapeutic process (Beetz et al., 2012; Geller & Porges,
2014).

ACC and Disrupted Attachment. The therapeutic alliance takes on particular
importance for clients with histories of trauma. People who have gone through trauma,
particularly in their early years, are more likely to have a disturbed attachment process, which
can lead to insecure or disorganized attachment styles (Lahousen et al., 2019). Throughout an
individual's life, these attachment patterns are strongly associated with the likelihood of more

traumatic experiences and profound psychological trauma symptoms, especially for
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individuals with disordered attachment (Barazzone et al., 2019, Woodhouse et al, 2015, Zvi &
Rachimi, 2024).

Polyvagal theory states that trauma and attachment patterns have an enormous effect
on an individual's capacity to feel safety within relationships and capacity for emotional
regulation (Porges, 2011). Working with insecure and disorganized attachment throughout the
counselling process necessitates a therapeutic alliance to ensure the client's desire to engage
and the overall efficacy of the treatment.

From this perspective, the therapeutic relationship itself becomes a reparative
experience—offering consistency, attunement, and the possibility of forming new relational
patterns (Slade & Holmes, 2019). Animal-assisted counselling (AAC) may enhance this
process through the animal co-facilitator, who functions as an accessible, nonjudgmental
attachment figure that provides firm, unbiased support and help traumatized clients engage
more fully in the therapeutic process (Compitus, 2021). Over time, this enriched alliance—
between client, therapist, and animal-—may contribute to rewiring neural pathways involved in
attachment and regulation, potentially interrupting intergenerational cycles of trauma
(Romano et al., 2021).

Counselling is grounded in exploring the client’s emotional and relational needs
through the therapeutic relationship. In AAC, multiple relational layers exist simultaneously;
as Bachi & Parish-Plass (2016) observed, the inclusion of animals in therapy extends this
process by offering opportunities, in the here-and-now, to process past relational wounds,

recognize and modify maladaptive patterns, and practice more adaptive forms of connection.
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Nonetheless, when supporting clients with significant attachment difficulties, it is
important to use AAC carefully. A client may form an attachment to the therapy animal so
strongly that termination or the animal’s absence could evoke feelings of loss or abandonment.
As Compitus (2021) emphasizes, it is important for counsellors to encourage the development
of self-reliance and help clients generalize new relational capacities beyond the therapy
context.

Enhancing Therapist Capacity for Regulation. The therapist's ability to regulate and
be present is an essential but often dismissed aspect of the therapeutic alliance within AAC.
The therapist's capacity to stay grounded, aware, and truly present establishes the framework
for safety and connection, as stressed by Geller and Greenberg (2012).

Counsellors often note an animal’s relaxed nature and fluid, tactile features enable
them to remain composed, particularly when working with emotionally charged or trauma-
focused clients (Chandler, 2017; Fine, 2019; Kruger & Serpell, 2010). The presence of the
animal may serve as a quiet co-regulator that benefits the therapist in addition to the client
(Kruger & Serpell, 2010; O’Haire, 2013) highlighting the therapeutic triad’s reciprocal nature
of regulation. This dynamic relationship illustrates embodied safety while strengthening the
working alliance (McCardle et al., 2011).

The therapy animal can also mitigate the emotional burden placed on the professional
counselor. By offering physical sympathy and comfort to the client that supports their
relational and affective needs, the animal complements the therapist’s role without
compromising the professional boundaries and professional ethics (Fine, 2019; Parish-Plass,

2013).
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Stewart et al. (2013) notes that nearly all the practitioners within their study reported
that having a therapy animal in the room enhanced the counseling relationship and heightened
the counselor’s levels of empathy, congruence, and unconditional positive regard for the
client. Additionally, by encouraging a sense of shared attunement and positive affect during
the session, the animal may lessen counselor stress and compassion fatigue (Martinez, 2019;

McCardle et al., 2011).

Summary

In this chapter I explored the literature surrounding several areas related to modality of
animal assisted counselling: including an overview of AAC, therapeutic adaptability, history of
AAC, the human-animal bond in additional to ethical and cultural considerations; neurobiology,
including the nervous system regulation with AAC, polyvagal theory and therapeutic safety,
animals as coregulators, oxytocin and therapeutic engagement and cortisol and stress regulation
in AAC.

Lastly, I explored how the therapeutic relationship can be enhanced within the context of
AAC; with specific consideration to the importance of the therapeutic relationship, how AAC
impacts the therapeutic alliance, affect attunement within AAC, the triadic relationship within
AAC and how AAC may enhance the therapist capacity was discussed.

This literature review indicates that AAC is versatile modality that provides an
opportunity to significantly impact an individual’s healing capacity on a physiological, social
and emotional realms. Animals may provide more access to feeling good and engaging more

within recovery work while also mitigating the impact on the counsellor.
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In chapter three I will integrate the literature from this chapter to provide an outline of
workshop for counsellors, current and future, who would like to explore utilizing the human-

animal bond within their clinical practice.
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Chapter 3: Discussion and Application

This capstone examined the healing potential of leveraging the human—animal bond
within counselling and asked how animal-assisted counselling could benefit clients in
meaningful clinical ways. While animals were increasingly used in therapeutic settings, their
integration as a formal intervention remained insufficiently understood. In response, this project
explored the history, mechanisms, and best practices of animal-assisted counselling, with
particular attention to ethical and cultural considerations, neurobiological impacts informed by
polyvagal theory, and the role of the human—animal bond in strengthening the therapeutic
alliance. The capstone concluded with a proposed workshop for counsellors interested in
incorporating this modality into practice, offering insight into how animals could enhance
regulation, safety, and connection within the therapeutic relationship, particularly for clients
experiencing nervous system dysregulation or relational challenges.

Discussion

Counsellors are increasingly adopting innovative modalities that go beyond standard talk
therapy to better address clients experiencing complex mental health concerns, trauma, and
disrupted nervous system regulation. While verbal psychotherapy is well supported empirically,
many individuals struggle to engage fully due to difficulties with emotional regulation, safety,
and trust (Cook et al., 2017; Cronin et al., 2020; Levine, 2010).

The literature reviewed highlights that therapeutic engagement is not solely a cognitive
process but is deeply shaped by neurobiological states of safety and autonomic regulation. When
clients experience chronic dysregulation, their capacity for reflection, connection, and emotional
processing is significantly compromised (Porges, 2011; van der Kolk, 2015). Supporting nervous

system regulation has therefore been identified as a cornerstone of effective counselling, as
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clients must feel sufficiently safe to participate meaningfully in therapy (Fogel, 2009; Porges &
Dana, 2018).

Animal-Assisted Counselling (AAC) has emerged as a promising modality that may
enhance this sense of safety and engagement through the unique relational qualities of the
human—animal bond. Research indicates that interactions with animals can support stress
reduction, co-regulation, and emotional presence, while also strengthening the therapeutic
alliance—particularly for clients who struggle with trust or relational vulnerability (Fine, 2019;
Fliickiger et al., 2020).

At the same time, the literature emphasizes that AAC requires careful ethical
consideration, therapist competence, and attention to animal welfare. Without adequate training
and structure, the integration of animals into counselling settings may pose risks related to
boundaries, safety, and misattunement (IAHAIO, 2018). Despite increasing clinical interest,
formal education on how to ethically and effectively implement AAC remains limited within
counselling training programs.

Application

In response to this gap, this capstone proposes a structured workshop designed for
counselling students and early-career counsellors who are interested in incorporating Animal-
Assisted Counselling into their clinical work. The proposed workshop emphasizes not only how
animals can be integrated into counselling, but why they may be therapeutically beneficial—
grounding practice in an understanding of nervous system regulation, the therapeutic alliance,
and ethical responsibility.

The goal of the workshop is to equip participants with a foundational understanding of

AAC, including its clinical mechanisms, ethical considerations, and practical applications, while
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encouraging reflective and relationally attuned practice. By translating research into accessible,
practice-oriented learning, this chapter aims to support counsellors in thoughtfully expanding
their therapeutic toolkit in ways that enhance safety, engagement, and healing for both clients
and animals involved.

The proposed workshop is intentionally structured to reflect the core themes identified in
the literature review. Each session corresponds to a key mechanism through which Animal-
Assisted Counselling has been shown to support therapeutic engagement and outcomes,
including conceptual clarity, the human—animal bond, nervous system regulation, therapeutic
alliance, and ethical responsibility (Fine, 2019; Porges, 2011; Fliickiger et al., 2020; IAHAIO,
2018). By organizing the workshop in this way, the training aims to bridge theory and practice
while promoting safe, reflective, and ethically grounded clinical use of AAC.

The workshop will be broken into four distinct areas to ensure all essential information is
provided adequate coverage and participants complete the workshop with the thorough
understanding of the fundamentals of this nuanced modality. These areas include foundations
and orientation; neurobiology and regulation; relational mechanisms and the therapeutic alliance;
and ethics, culture, and professional responsibility. Each session is intentionally designed to
mirror the key mechanisms identified in the literature review as central to effective Animal-
Assisted Counselling. A complete breakdown of the workshop agenda is provided in Appendix
A. Below is a short description of each theme:

Foundations & Orientation

This area of the workshop sets out to provide both a conceptual clarity and scope

regarding AAC and then expanding upon the establishing clear terminology and historical

grounding by establishing a theoretical framework through examination of the human-animal
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bond as the primary mechanism. To adequately cover all the essential literature, this area is
divided into two sessions.
Neurobiology & Regulation

This session of the workshop examines the neurobiological justification of AAC and how
physiological safety and autonomic regulation is essential for therapeutic engagement, and how
these mechanisms are embodied within AAC.
Relational Mechanisms & Alliance

This session of the workshop examines the relational mechanisms within AAC and the
ways it which it may enhance alliance formation while simultaneously providing enhanced
regulation for the therapist.
Ethics, Culture, & Responsibility

This session of the workshop examines the professional responsibility & risk
management within AAC, which are central to ensuring that this modality is practised with
ethically and responsibly for all parties involved.
Considerations

For participants to experience the benefits of AAC directly—particularly the human—
animal bond—it is important that experiential activities are woven into the workshop to
complement the academic literature. Incorporating experiential components allows participants
to engage with AAC in a meaningful way and to reflect on how the presence of an animal may
influence felt safety, regulation, and relational connection.

To support this experiential learning, it is recommended that the workshop be facilitated
by an experienced AAC practitioner who is well-established in the field and has access to a

trained therapeutic animal. The Canadian Counselling and Psychotherapy Association’s Animal-
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Assisted Therapy in Counselling chapter may serve as a useful resource for identifying qualified
AAC practitioners who not only practise the modality but are also engaged in advancing ethical
and legal standards within this still largely unregulated area of practice.

While the BCACC “Find a Counsellor” search tool indicates that numerous practitioners
identify Animal-Assisted Therapy as a modality they offer, there is currently no regulatory body
ensuring consistent training in the mechanisms, ethics, and legal considerations unique to AAC.
As such, it is recommended that due diligence be exercised when selecting an instructor for this
workshop.

Experiential Activities

Given the academic nature of the workshop, the experiential activities are designed to be
observational, reflective and choice-based while also mirroring some of the core mechanisms
within AAC rather than solely therapeutic in nature. Activities are intended to strengthen
participants’ understanding of regulation, relational dynamics and ethical responsibility
specifically within AAC while ensuring both their and the animal’s safety.

Choice-Based Animal Interaction Exercise. This activity focuses on the consent and
choice for human and animals by facilitator explaining these concepts and then providing
participants the choice (if they agree) to sit near the animal, observe the animal’s behaviours and
gently interact if the animal initiates. The activity is then followed up with a discussion on
boundaries, respecting an animal’s cues and how these parallels to the client’s life in terms of
choice, agency and pacing. Session fit within Human-Animal Bond (could also work within
Ethics’ session).

Observing Felt Sense in the Presence of Animal. This activity invites participants to sit

quietly in the same room as the animal to build awareness of regulation, neuroception and safety
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without forcing interaction in the way of touch or engagement with the animal. Reflection
prompts include: What do you notice in your body? Any shifts in your breathing, tension, or
attention? How do they show affection to you and how do you like it? How does that compare
with humans? What feels different compared to a human-only learning space? Session fit within
Nervous System Regulation (could also work within Human-Animal Bond session).

Triadic Relationship Mapping. This activity focuses on exploration of the therapeutic
triad relationship unique to AAC by having the participants gather in small groups of therapist,
client and animal. The activity is then followed up with a discussion on boundaries, respecting an
animal’s cues and how these parallels to the client’s life in terms of choice, agency and pacing.
Reflection prompts include: Where regulation might flow? Where misattunement could occur?
How the therapist’s own regulation matters? Session fit within Therapeutic Alliance.
Limitations to this Capstone

There is considerable potential in utilizing the human—animal bond for therapeutic benefit
within clinical practice; however, as an evolving field, much of the existing research remains
limited in scope and lacks standardized research methodologies. As noted by Fine (2019) and
Chandler (2017), research in animal-assisted interventions remains methodologically diverse,
with inconsistencies in terminology, ethical standards, and training requirements, which presents
challenges in drawing definitive conclusions about the efficacy and mechanisms of animal-
assisted counselling (AAC).

Additionally, much of the available research on the human—animal bond and AAC as a
distinct modality is concentrated in the United States, with comparatively limited Canadian-

based literature. This geographic concentration may limit the applicability of findings to the
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Canadian counselling context, particularly given differences in professional regulation, ethical
guidelines, and healthcare systems.

While efforts were made to include literature involving a range of animals, the majority
of existing research focuses primarily on dogs and horses, highlighting a gap in the literature
related to other species used in therapeutic contexts. Finally, although care was taken to approach
the literature with as much impartiality as possible, I acknowledge a personal bias toward
therapy dogs, informed by my own experience as a dog owner. Researcher reflexivity is essential
in scholarly inquiry, and this awareness is important to acknowledge when interpreting and
synthesizing the literature.

Conclusions

We are living in a time where individuals mental health needs are becoming increasingly
complex and call for more nuanced approaches to working with distress. Since the beginning of
time, man and animals have existed in an advantageous relationship with one another. For many
individuals, animals provide a sense of embodied safety and safety within the relationship that is
often not accessible in the outside world.

This capstone provides therapists with insight into the modality of animal-assisted
counselling and how it leverages the human-animal bond, drawing upon foundations of
Polyvagal theory and the therapeutic alliance. Through this exploration, therapists are invited to
consider how thoughtfully integrating animals may help address the mental health needs of their

clients.
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Appendix A
SESSION THEME & TOPIC MATERIAL COVERED
Session 1 Foundations & Orientation e Defining Animal-Assisted Counselling
o Therapeutic Adaptability & Applications of
(Part A) Introduction to AAC
o Historical Foundations of AAC
Animal-Assisted Counselling
Session 1 Foundations & Orientation e Definition and significance
e Theoretical Implications
(Part B) Human Animal Bond o Biophilia Hypothesis
o Experiential Activity: Choice-Based Animal
Interaction Exercise
Session 2 | Neurobiology & Regulation e The Role of the Nervous System in Therapy
e Polyvagal Theory & Therapeutic Safety
Nervous System Regulation e Animals as co-regulators
o e Physiological Mechanisms
Within AAC e Experiential Activity: Observing Felt Sense in
the Presence of Animal
Session 3 Relational Mechanisms & e The Importance of the Therapeutic
Relationship
Alliance e How AAC Enhances the Alliance
e Affect Attunement in Triadic Relationship
Therapeutic Alliance Within e AAC and Disrupted Attachment
e How AAC Enhances Therapist Regulation
AAC e Experiential Activity: Triadic Relationship
Mapping
Session 4 Ethics, Culture, and e Fthical Considerations

Responsibility
Ethical Considerations

Unique to AAC

Animal Welfare, Safety and Risk Management
Cultural Considerations
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