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5.3. Benefits of Animal-Assisted Therapy 

AAT offers numerous benefits for individuals involved in the intervention. 

Practitioner accounts in this study support existing evidence that clients who engage with 

therapy dogs, experience improvements in both their emotional and physical well-being 

(Buckle, 2015; Coetzee, 2012; Mangalavite, 2014). Specifically, clients perceive emotional 

benefits from their interactions with animals due to the non-judgmental and accepting nature 

of therapy dogs. This finding is supported by Jansen van Rensburg (2021), who observed that 

therapy dogs offer unconditional acceptance and non-judgment to clients. In addition, these 

animals serve as a source of support and comfort for clients. The biophilic symbolic response 

further suggests that animals allow clients to express and share their emotions. The presence 

of a therapy dog makes it easier for clients to trust the process, leading to increased 

engagement and self-disclosure during therapy sessions (Bosacki et al., 2022). 

The participants in the study also conveyed that AAT offers a unique and enjoyable 

experience through play therapy. Play therapy has emerged as a favoured psychological 

approach, particularly when working with children in South Africa. This modality places 

special emphasis on the therapeutic power of interactive play between therapy dogs and 

children, utilising activities such as high fives and jumping through hoops to create a positive 

and engaging environment (Glenk, 2017; Scholtz, 2021). Fine and Weaver (2018) suggest 

that AAT aligns with the innate biophilia response, promoting holistic wellbeing by playfully 

reconnecting individuals with animals. This natural response is further demonstrated in 

children's inherent inclination towards animals, which can foster a sense of belonging and 

emotional connection. 

According to a recent study by Lubbe and Scholtz (2013), the positive impact of AAT 

is not limited to clients alone. In fact, practitioners have also acknowledged that working with 
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animals enhances their therapeutic objectives and outcomes. This aligns with systems theory, 

which highlights the importance of the human-animal bond in AAT within a therapeutic 

setting (Hettema, 2002). To achieve this connection and facilitate mutual benefits for both 

client and animal, practitioners must establish a strong relationship from the outset. The 

animal serves as an essential catalyst for building rapport between practitioner and client 

(Lubbe & Scholtz, 2013). In cases where clients struggle to trust their practitioner, the 

presence of an animal can bridge this gap. Ultimately, this creates a symbiotic bond where all 

parties benefit from the unique connection formed in AAT sessions. 

While AAT offers numerous benefits to clients and practitioners, concerns have been 

noted about the impact on the therapy animal. In this study, practitioners observed that 

therapy dogs greatly enjoy interacting with clients. This therapeutic interaction is both 

stimulating and satisfying for the animal. However, it is worth noting that these perceived 

AAT benefits for the animal may be influenced by the perspectives of practitioners 

themselves. This could be attributed to their passion for this line of work, leading them to 

potentially overemphasise these benefits. According to Johnson et al. (2002), many studies on 

AAT tend to focus on the benefits of interventions without adequately addressing animal-

related concerns such as zoonotic risks and ethical considerations within the practice. 

Furthermore, most individuals who deliver AAT continuously report anecdotal experiences 

concerning the benefits of clients and animals taking part in the therapeutic space (Fine et al., 

2019; Hartwig, 2021; Johnson et al., 2002; Mignot et al., 2022). It is interesting to note that 

none of the practitioners in this study cited concerns regarding zoonoses or parasite control, 

as issues related to the risk of human-animal interaction. A significant body of research is 

being conducted on the benefits of AAI, but more studies are needed on the welfare of 

therapy dogs (Mignot et al., 2022). 
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5.4. Areas of support and development  

The interaction between animal and client is characterised by an over-expectation of 

the animal's role in therapy. The biophilic moral response promotes introspection among 

clients regarding the potential impact of their behaviour towards the animal, as well as taking 

responsibility for their actions during therapy sessions (Altschiller, 2011; Hawkridge, 2017). 

This aligns with previous research that emphasises the importance of recognising animals as 

beings deserving of respect, just like humans (Chandler, 2017). It is crucial to acknowledge 

that therapy animals have autonomy and should be given agency in deciding their level of 

involvement in sessions (Glenk, 2017; Trevathan-Minnis & Shapiro, 2021). Showing respect 

for the needs of these animals is a vital component of the therapeutic process. As outlined by 

systems theory, AAT aims to benefit both humans and animals, and it is imperative that 

therapy animals are not exploited during treatment. 

Professionals stress the importance of creating and maintaining a healthy therapeutic 

environment for animals, which involves providing proper healthcare, and ensuring that the 

animal is free from pain, injury, and illnesses. Ethical and safe therapy for clients is also a 

crucial responsibility of practitioners (Jansen van Rensburg, 2021).  Furthermore, therapy 

animals should not be viewed as tools for human use, but rather as co-helpers that promote 

therapeutic value (Lubbe & Scholtz, 2013; Winkle et al., 2020).  Unfortunately, some 

practitioners in this study do not consistently adhere to ethical language when discussing their 

therapy animals.  In particular, many have drawn on the word "used" when referring to 

animals in their care, which is not an appropriate or respectful term. Instead, words such as 

"utilised" or "employed" should be used to highlight the animal's valuable role in therapy. It 

is essential for practitioners to make purposeful choices about how both animals and people 

are described, in order to uphold ethical standards and to refer to animals in a more 

empowering and agentic way.  
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In terms of the scientific response, it is vital to enhance our understanding of the 

purpose and methods behind Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT). This can greatly benefit 

practitioners who incorporate therapy animals as co-therapists in their treatments, as they can 

educate clients on the role of these animals in therapy (Fine & Weaver, 2018). For example, 

discussing with clients how these animals naturally find ways to relax and take breaks during 

therapeutic sessions can be beneficial. It is also crucial to address the potential negative 

impact on animal well-being if not given appropriate care and engagement by both the 

practitioner and client (Fine & Weaver, 2018; Mignot et al., 2022). Additionally, it is 

important to have discussions about topics such as animal aging, illnesses, death, and 

bereavement with clients. By understanding the practical and ethical considerations of AAT, 

clients can feel a sense of comfort and security when interacting with therapy dogs (Fine & 

Weaver, 2018). 

It is crucial for practitioners to have a thorough understanding of working with both 

the animal and the client. This requires proper training to effectively collaborate and 

appropriately address their needs (Chandler, 2017). Jansen van Rensburg (2021) also 

emphasises this need, stating that while practitioners may be qualified to work with clients, 

they require specialised training to work with animals in therapy. In South Africa 

specifically, there has been dissatisfaction among practitioners regarding the lack of formal 

training in AAT (Hewitson, 2021; Jansen van Rensburg, 2021). As a result, many rely on 

international courses and training to improve their skills and competence in this area. Without 

proper training and effective techniques, there is a risk of unethical behaviour that could harm 

both clients and animals in AAT (Hill et al., 2020; Thompson, 2013). 

According to practitioners, there is a lack of available support and guidance for those 

involved in AAT. To address this issue, it is crucial to establish a community for practitioners 

to exchange their insights and knowledge (Hewitson, 2021). This was emphasised by Fine et 
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al. (2019), who advocate for the need of leaders in the field to educate others on the 

significance of animal interaction and provide realistic expectations. Collaborative efforts 

among practitioners can greatly benefit the development of AAT. 

Furthermore, practitioners face significant personal and financial investments to 

upskill in this area, further highlighting the disparities experienced locally. It should be 

reiterated that AAT is an emerging field in South Africa, with limited literature available 

(Lubbe & Scholtz, 2013). One of the main challenges hindering the delivery of ethical 

therapeutic services to clients is the absence of a regulatory structure for AAT. As a result, 

professionals may struggle to provide the expected standard and effectiveness of AAT 

practice (Hill et al., 2020; Thompson, 2013).  

Chapter Summary  

This chapter reported on the findings of the study which have been discussed in 

Chapter Four. Based on the findings, the interaction between the practitioner, client, and 

therapy animals has an impact on each other and makes the bond between them a crucial 

component of the intervention. In the following chapter, the limitations, recommendations 

and conclusion of the study will be reported on.  
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Chapter Six 

Limitations, Recommendations and Conclusion 

The final chapter of the thesis focuses on potential areas of development within the study 

design, and the influence of these factors on the interpretations being offered. 

Recommendations are proposed for future research, as well as additional practical 

suggestions to advance the field of AAT locally. The conclusion provides a comprehensive 

overview of the research study. 

6.2. Study Limitations and Recommendations 

As with any study, there are limitations to the research design or execution. Based on 

the novel nature of the topic and the limited number of AAT practitioners in South Africa, the 

sample size was relatively small, and creative strategies needed to be employed for 

participant recruitment, as previously explained.  It was also limiting that the research team 

was only able to access leading practitioners in AAT in South Africa, who were able to 

provide the most nuanced understanding of the issues.  There is a difference between the 

accounts of experts and novice practitioners (Hewitson, 2021). Novice practitioners may have 

a different understanding of the issue or may have flagged different ethical and practical 

challenges for exploration.  Furthermore, all practitioners identified themselves as White 

women. While this is not an issue that can be readily addressed, it highlights the lack of 

diversity in the study sample. 

Only AAT practitioners who incorporate dogs into their therapy work were 

interviewed for this study. AAT practitioners who work with domestic animals, other than 

dogs, or even those working with wild animals were not included in this study and their 

experiences were not considered.  AAT practitioners who incorporate other animals may 
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have different experiences when delivering the intervention (Firmin et al., 2016; 

Tomaszewska et al., 2017).  

A final limitation is that the study only focuses on the subjective experiences of the 

practitioner.  In terms of the perceived benefits of AAT for clients, practitioners’ experiences 

with AAT may be biased or exaggerated due to a strong belief that this intervention has a 

powerful effect on individuals (Fine et al., 2019; Winkle et al., 2020).   

Based on the limitations mentioned above, it is recommended that future studies 

regarding AAT in South Africa, expand the focus to include experience working with other 

species (Firmin et al., 2016). Although it is acknowledged that it may be difficult to secure a 

sufficient sample in this regard, based on the recruitment challenges in this study. Future 

studies may also explore the experiences of clients who have been a part of AAT intervention 

and find ways to measure the physiological experience for the animal co-therapist.  One 

salient issue emerging from this particular study, is the loss of a therapy animal. Future 

research is recommended to explore this phenomenon, and the relative impact on the 

practitioner and the client, in terms of grief and the therapeutic process (Cohen, 2015).  

6.3. Looking Ahead: Suggestion for AAT in Practice 

This research contributes to an improved understanding of the role of therapy animals 

in therapeutic settings, the experiences of AAT practitioners, and the benefits and challenges 

associated with AAT. As a result of this study, more practitioners may be informed and 

encouraged to consider this form of intervention to improve the overall wellbeing of 

individuals.  Providing support for the advancement of AAT in South Africa will require 

practitioners to share their experiences regarding what worked and what did not work for 

them. Leading local AAT practitioners are encouraged to create spaces of formal learning and 
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sharing like AAI-driven conferences and forums. International examples include the Society 

for Companion Animal Studies (SCAS) Annual Conference, and the International 

Association of Human-Animal Interaction Organisation (IAHAIO). A recent development 

since 2021, has been the introduction of Dogalov’s Animal-Assisted Intervention Conference, 

based in Nigeria, with the aim to shape the future of HAI and AAI in Africa.  

Ethical principles and guidelines from the HPCSA and other related institutional 

bodies, require practitioners to act in the best interests of those involved in a 

therapeutic setting. Currently, organisations like Pets as Therapy South Africa or Top Dogs, 

rely on knowledge provided from overseas, by bodies like the International Delta Therapy 

Dogs organisation, to minimise the risk of harm (Hewitson, 2021).  A further benefit of this 

study is that the insights gained may be used to inform current interventions in South 

Africa, to protect the welfare and rights of working animals, by translating and disseminating 

this knowledge into accessible outputs for the public. 

Furthermore, to address the issues of diversity, it would also be helpful to engage with 

the issues of privilege around this form of therapy in terms of the practitioners, the 

environments where they work, and the clients that they serve. AAT will not grow in South 

Africa, if it continues to serve only a small portion of the population. Public awareness and 

understanding of AAT could be raised through organising community outreach initiatives, 

psychoeducational workshops, billboard advertising, and various social media platforms. 

University institutions, particularly the historically disadvantaged educational (HDE) 

institutes may take the lead in providing accredited short courses in AAT, HAI, or 

ecotherapy, along with all their various components. Such courses are usually offered by 

universities and organisations internationally (Hewitson, 2021). 
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6.5. Conclusion  

The purpose of this research was to examine the perspectives of professional 

practitioners regarding the integration of animals into therapeutic sessions. This includes an 

examination of the advantages and difficulties related to implementing AAT within the local 

community. The study used a qualitative approach, allowing practitioners to express their 

personal experiences. The outcomes highlight the importance of considering various factors 

for successful implementation of AAT. It is evident that there is no singular approach when it 

comes to integrating psychological theories into practice. In South Africa, sociocultural 

norms surrounding animals, prior exposure and financial commitment for proper training and 

care have a significant impact on AAT practices. As demonstrated by practitioners, many 

stakeholders may benefit from AAT, as interaction with therapy dogs has a positive impact 

on emotional and physical wellbeing for clients, practitioner, and potentially the dog, 

themselves.  

Although AAT offers many benefits, there are also challenges that can affect the 

triadic relationship between practitioners, clients, and animals. Through this study, 

practitioners were able to provide valuable insights and recommendations on how to advance 

the field of AAT. This research contributes to the existing knowledge on AAT, which is 

crucial for raising awareness and educating the public about its value. It is evident that there 

exists a pressing need for formal training for AAT practitioners in South Africa, as well as 

increased dissemination of knowledge and further research efforts. Additionally, it is well-

established that for the AAT field to advance, there is a need for like-minded people to come 

together, share their knowledge and skills to enlighten and support each other as well as 

building a strong community in the field of AAI. 
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Appendix A  

 
UNIVERSITY of the WESTERN CAPE 
DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 
Tel: +27 21-9592819 Fax: +27 21 959 3515 

E-mail: ltucker@uwc.ac.za 
 

     
  

 
INFORMATION SHEET  

 
 
Project Title: Animal-assisted therapy in practice: experiences of professional practitioners 
in South Africa 
 
What is this study about?  
 
This is a research project being conducted by Koketso Nelly Mamabolo, an MResearch 
student supervised by Dr Leigh Adams Tucker, a senior lecturer in the Psychology 
Department at the University of the Western Cape. We are inviting you to participate in this 
research project because you fit the criteria as a practitioner who is involved with animal-
assisted therapy (AAT) in practice in South Africa. The purpose of this research project is to 
provide an understanding of the experiences of animal-assisted therapy from the perspective 
of practitioners in South Africa. There is lack of clarity and understanding of the animal-
assisted intervention (AAI) field. Moreover, little is known about how animals are 
incorporated into therapy and how those benefits are achieved. This study will add to the 
existing literature on the potential benefits of AAT to the well-being of individuals, as the 
literature is scarce on AAT in South Africa. 
 
What will I be asked to do if I agree to participate? 

You will be asked to take part in an interview digitally through online platforms (Zoom or 
Google Meets), whichever you prefer. The interview will take approximately 45-60 minutes. 
You will be asked to provide background information about yourself including your age, 
gender, area of practice, qualification etc. Then, you will be asked a series of questions about 
the how AAT is implemented in your practice. The study will be conducted online, you will 
need to have a stable internet connection. You will also be asked about what you feel is 
needed to improve the AAT field. 

What type of personal information will be collected? 
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To ensure anonymity, your name and other data collected through the interview, will be 
replaced with a pseudonym. Which will help the researcher to link your information to your 
identity.  The primary researcher will be responsible for collecting and storing your personal 
data. No one will access your personal information outside of UWC. Digital data and hardcopy 
documents will only be accessible to the researcher and the supervisor. The hardcopy materials 
will be kept and locked up in a safe location in the Department of Psychology at the University 
of the Western Cape for a period of five years; thereafter, it will be discarded. 
 
Would my participation in this study be kept confidential? 
 
To ensure your confidentiality, all your information will be stored in a password-encrypted 
file and locked in filing cabinets and storage areas. The researchers will adhere to the POPI 
act by protecting your personal identifying information. If we write a report or article about 
this research project, your identity will be protected.  
 
What are the risks of this research? 

There may be some risks from participating in this research study. All human interactions and 
talking about self or others carry some amount of risks. We try our best to minimise such 
risks and act to assist you if you experience any discomfort or require psychological help 
during the process of participating in this study. Participants will be provided with a list of 
available mental health support resources, (LifeLine; www.lifelinewc.org.za; 012 461 1111 
and The Counselling Hub, www.counsellinghub.org.za; 021 462-3902), should the need 
arise, as well as available training opportunities in AAT to advance clinical practice. 

What are the benefits of this research? 

This research is not designed to help you personally, but the results may help the researcher 
learn more about the experiences of animal-assisted therapy from the perspective of 
practitioners in South Africa. We hope that, in the future, other people might benefit from this 
study through improved understanding of AAT on how animals are incorporated into therapy 
and how those benefits are achieved. 

Do I have to be in this research and may I stop participating at any time?   

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may choose to stop 
participating in the study at any time, and you will not be penalised or lose any benefits for 
which you otherwise qualify.  

What if I have questions? 
 
This research is being conducted by Koketso Nelly Mamabolo, a student in the Psychology 
Masters programme at the University of the Western Cape.  If you have any questions about 
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the research study itself, please contact Koketso Mamabolo at: email: 
3436058@myuwc.ac.za 
Contact details: 0672091284 
 
Should you have any questions regarding this study and your rights as a research participant 
or if you wish to report any problems you have experienced related to the study, please 
contact:  
 
Supervisor:   
Dr Leigh Adams Tucker 
University of the Western Cape 
Private Bag X17 
Bellville 7535 
ltucker@uwc.ac.za 
 
Head of Department: 
Prof Anita Padmanabhanunni 
University of the Western Cape 
Private Bag X17 
Bellville 7535 
apadmana@uwc.ac.za 
 
Dean of the Faculty of Community and Health Sciences:  
Prof Anthea Rhoda 
University of the Western Cape 
Private Bag X17 
Bellville 7535 
chs-deansoffice@uwc.ac.za  
 
This research has been approved by the University of the Western Cape’s Human Social 
Sciences Research Ethics Committee (HS 22/8/22). 
 
Human Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee 
University of the Western Cape 
Private Bag X17 
Bellville 
7535 
Tel: 021 959 4111 
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Appendix B 

 
UNIVERSITY of the WESTERN CAPE 
DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 
Tel: +27 21-9592819 Fax: +27 21 959 3515 

E-mail: ltucker@uwc.ac.za 
 
 
 

CONSENT FORM 
 
 
Project Title: Animal-assisted therapy in practice: experience of professional practitioners in 
South Africa 

Researcher:  Koketso Nelly Mamabolo 
           
Please initial the boxes to show your agreement and understanding of what is expected 
for this study.  

 
1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet explaining the   

above research project and I have had the opportunity to ask questions about the project. 
 
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time 

without giving any reason and without there being any negative consequences. In 
addition,  should I wish to withdraw, I may contact the lead researcher at any time to do 
so). 

 
3. I understand my responses and personal data will be kept strictly confidential. 

 
4. I give permission for members of the research team to have access to my responses 

without revealing any part of my identity. 
 

5. I understand that my name will not be linked with the research materials, and that I will 
not be identified or identifiable in the reports or publications that result for the research.  

 

6.   I agree for the anonymised data collected to be used in future research.  (Circle the 
appropriate  answer).                     Yes      /      No 
 
7.  I hereby agree to be audio recorded.   (Circle the appropriate answer).        Yes      /      No 
 
8.  I hereby agree to be video recorded.   (Circle the appropriate answer).        Yes      /      No  
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In terms of the requirements of the Protection of Personal Information Act (Act 4 of 2013), 
personal information will be collected and processed: 
 
☐ I hereby give consent for my personal information to be collected, stored, processed and 
shared as described in the information sheet. 
☐ I do not give consent for my personal information to be collected, stored, processed and 
shared as described in the information sheet. 
 
Name___________________ 
 
Signature________________ 
 
Date____________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
____________________  _______________              
______________________ 
Name of Participant   Date    Signature 
(or legal representative)  
 
_________________    ________________             ______ 
________________ 
Name of person taking consent   Date               Signature 
(If different from lead researcher) 
 
___________________   ________________             ____ 
__________________ 
Supervisor    Date    Signature 
 
 
Copies: All participants will receive a copy of the signed and dated version of the consent 
form and information sheet for themselves. A copy of this will be filed and kept in a secure 
location for research purposes only. 

 
                                                                                                                                                        

 

 

 
 

Researcher: 
 
Koketso Nelly Mamabolo 
Email address: 
3436058@myuwc.ac.za 
Contact details: 0672091284 
 

Supervisor: 
 
Dr Leigh Adams Tucker 
University of the Western Cape 
Private Bag X17 
Bellville 7535 
ltucker@uwc.ac.za 
 
 

HOD: 
 
Prof Anita Padmanabhanunni 
University of the Western Cape 
Private Bag X17 
Bellville 7535 
apadmana@uwc.ac.za  
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Appendix C 
 

UNIVERSITY of the WESTERN CAPE 
DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 
Tel: +27 21-9592819 Fax: +27 21 959 3515 

E-mail: ltucker@uwc.ac.za 
 
 

Interview Schedule 
 

Section A 
Part 1: Background information 

Participant Number:  

Age:  

Gender:  

Language:  

Name of practice:  

Area of practice:  

Type of practice  

Number of years working 
as an AAT practitioner: 

 

Qualification:  

 

Part 2 
Section A: Animals incorporated in the therapeutic space 

1. Can you describe how you started working with animals in your practice. 

a) Early experiences with animals? 
b) Feelings towards animals? 

2. Can you describe the client populations that you work with for AAT? 

a) Typical clients 
b) Unsuitable clients 

3. Can you describe how you include animals during your sessions? 

a) Number of animals? 
b) Types of animals? 
c) Time that animals spend in sessions? 
d) The roles of animals? 
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4. Can you describe what steps or preparations you take, to work with the animals, in 
practice? 

a) Selection of animals 
b) Health and care of animals 
c) Training of animals 
d) AAT Training as a health professional 

 
Section B: Animal welfare  

1. Would you describe what guidelines you use to incorporate animals into your 
practice? 

a) HPCSA Policies 
b) Previous training 
c) Psychological theories 

2. What factors do you consider to support your animal companion during sessions? 

a) Freedom to leave sessions 
b) Breaks/sick leave 
c) Health insurance  

 
Section C: Potential benefits and challenges. 
 

1. When practicing AAT, what have been the main challenges that you have 
experienced? 
a) for yourself, as the practitioner?  

2. When practicing AAT, what benefits do you note? 
a) for yourself, as the practitioner? 

Section D: Practitioner’s perceptions 
 

3. When practicing AAT, what have been the main challenges that you have perceived? 

a) for the client and  

b) for the animal? 

4. When practicing AAT, what benefits do you note? 

a) for the client and  

b) for the animal? 

 
Section E: Recommendations for the future of AAT 

1. Would you describe the major challenges facing the field of AAT? 
a) Globally 
b) Locally  
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2. Would you describe what is needed to support AAT in South Africa?  
a) Resources 
b) Education 

3. Do you feel like you have enough support and resources to deliver AAT? 
a) Can you explain that further?  
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Appendix D 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Animal-assisted therapy in practice: experiences  
of professional practitioners in South Africa 

 
Do you incorporate domestic animals  

excluding horses? 
 

If YES, we are inviting you to participate in a research study. 
• The purpose of the study is to provide an understanding of the experiences of animal-assisted therapy  

from the perspective of practitioners in South Africa. 
 

• Your participation will involve completing a 45-60-minute online interview (Zoom/Google meet). 
 

• Your participation is voluntary, your identifying information will be kept confidential, and pseudonyms will be used 
throughout the study. If you would like to participate, please contact us.  
 

 

Contact details: 
Primary Researcher: Ms Koketso Nelly Mamabolo - 3436058@myuwc.ac.za | 0672091284 
Research supervisor: Dr. Leigh Adams Tucker - ltucker@uwc.ac.za 
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