












The practice of using the companionship of domestic animals to assist in the socialization of patients 

with mental disorders dates back to the late eighteenth century.

Animal-assisted interventions (AAIs) are currently poorly defined. The lack of a unifying set of practice 

guidelines or a shared terminology is hampering efforts to evaluate and gain acceptance for the field.

The field lacks a coherent theoretical foundation, although a variety of plausible mechanisms of action 

have been proposed. These include the idea that a therapy animal can serve as a social facilitator; as a 

symbolic vehicle for the expression of emotionally laden topics; as a focus of attention and as agents 

of de-arousal; as an object of attachment; as a source of social support; and as a living instrument for 

learning new skills and ways of thinking and behaving. Few of these hypothesized mechanisms have 

been tested empirically.

Most previous efforts to establish the efficacy of AAIs have suffered from poor research design. Study 

samples have tended to be small, heterogeneous and unrepresentative, and adequate control groups 

have only rarely been employed.

Despite these shortcomings, AAIs have been widely implemented in a variety of mental health settings 

for adolescents, and preliminary evidence indicates a range of potential benefits including anxiety re-

duction; improved rapport and communication between patients and therapists; enhanced attendance 

at, compliance with, and retention in therapy; and improved behavior outside the context of therapy. 

Animals also appear to serve as catalysts for learning, as sources of contact comfort, as outlets for 

nurturance, as models of positive social behavior, and as bolsterers of staff morale.

Although not technically therapeutic, improved facilitation, engagement, retention and compliance 

could have a considerable impact on the financial burden imposed by mental health care, and would 

alone render AAIs worthy of detailed clinical investigation. Similarly, improvements in therapist 

and staff morale resulting from AAIs could have important impacts on the quality and continuity of 

patient care.

High quality efficacy and effectiveness studies are urgently needed to move the field of AAIs forward. 

These should focus on carefully defined clinical samples, use randomized controlled designs, and have 

stated outcomes that are relatively impervious to expectancy and demand effects, as well as self-report 

or personal interest biases.

Most previous studies that have reported benefits of AAIs have focused on the therapeutic context 

itself. Future studies need also to examine whether these effects carry over into other contexts, and if 

they are retained over time.

Cultural and individual differences in responses to animals have tended to be ignored in the literature. 

Future studies must take into account differences in animal-related attitudes and preferences, since it 

is unlikely that AAIs will be equally acceptable, appropriate, and beneficial in all contexts, and for all 

individuals, populations, and diagnoses.



n recognition of the growing world-wide interest in 

animals as well as the projected need for increasing 

numbers of educated professionals in animal-related 

careers, Notre Dame de Namur University (NDNU) in 

Belmont, California now offers a four-year undergraduate 

degree in Sociology: Animals in Human Society. This 

promising new major offers students the opportunity to 

study Sociology while they concentrate on the unique social 

relationship that humans share with other animals. Students 

examine this bond on the personal, institutional, and global 

levels through an array of issues ranging from the role of 

companion animals in human wellness to the exploitation of 

animals in agribusiness, research, and nature. The centerpiece 

of the Sociology: Animals in Human Society major is its 

two-semester internship during which students work directly 

with animals at an on-site location of their choice. Shelters, 

sanctuaries, nature reserves, wildlife museums, and therapy 

settings are just some of the environments in which students 

can intern. Currently, Notre Dame de Namur University 

is the only four-year institution in the nation to offer an 

undergraduate academic major of this kind. 

 Why study about the animal-human bond within 

the context of Sociology? The reasons lie in the premise 

of Sociology itself. The discipline assumes that human 

beings are social animals whose individual behavior is 

shaped by our physical circumstances and the groups to 

which we belong. To study animal-human interaction 

from this perspective allows us to see how our attitudes 

and behaviors toward other species are constructed by 

the society in which we live. In addition, the sociological 

perspective exposes the entanglement of human suffering 

and the exploitation of other species. Sociology is also about 

possibilities, recognizing the capacity of human beings 

to change the very environments that shape us. As such, 

Sociology encourages us to examine the links that connect 

animal abuse to violence against humans. At the same time, 

it finds a positive correlation between the companionship of 

an animal during childhood and tolerance of diverse peoples 

in adulthood. 

 In the last decade, 

the number of U.S. house-

holds with companion animals 

has increased by more than 10 million. Animal lovers now 

spend over $31 billion annually on the objects of their 

affection. As their role in the physical, emotional, and social 

health of humans is acknowledged, animals of all kinds are 

being incorporated into various therapy modalities. Dogs, 

cats, rabbits, and even some farm animals are utilized 

regularly in hospitals, schools, group homes, therapists’ 

offices, senior centers, homeless shelters, workplaces, and 

prisons. Organizations committed to wildlife protection 

note greater public demand on businesses and governments 

to preserve endangered species and natural habitats. 

The future promise of these trends is rich and translates 

into a proliferation of satisfying career opportunities for 

sociologists who focus on the special relationship humans 

share with other animals. In addition, this major allows 

those students interested in achieving managerial success 

in not-for-profit and private organizations dedicated 

to enhancing the bond between animals and people to 

enter a seamless course of specialized study combining 

undergraduate and graduate study that results in a Masters 

of Public Administration degree.

 The level of professionalism required to work with 

animals is expected to increase significantly in upcoming 

decades, making a college education indispensable 

and competition stiff among applicants. The traditional 

framework of the Sociology major, the emphasis on 

Animals in Human Society, and the work history provided 

by the internship gives students an advantage in their career 

pursuits. Equally important, the Sociology: Animals in 

Human Society major benefits the animals and their human 

allies with the excellence in training they so deserve.

Interested individuals are invited to contact Dr. Cheryl Joseph, 

the advisor for the Sociology: Animals in Human Society major 

by emailing cjoseph@ndnu.edu or by calling 650-508-3586. 

Additional information about the major and Notre Dame de 

Namur University can also be found at www.ndnu.edu.















This model is goal oriented and can easily be adapted in most elementary school 

settings. Choice of animal and games that are played may vary according to 

cultural preferences, available volunteers, and other resources. For additional 

information in English, Contact Debbie Coultis at Coultis@Umich.edu, 

www.pan-inc.org. For additional information in Japanese, contact Miyoko 

Matoba at Milkyhouse@k4.dion.ne.jp.
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But the dog turned and ran into the 

backyard and so the homeowner 

followed her to see where she was 

going. When he arrived in his yard he 

found a second Rottweiler struggling 

to survive in the debris-infested pool. 

He saved the drowning dog and, at 

last report, both dogs were “eating 

them out of house and home” while 

their owners were tracked down.  

 The animals at Lion Country 

Safari took over the kitchen and 

bathrooms and the Palm Beach Zoo 

suffered the loss of a few animals 

and many, many tropical plants. I 

heard several reports of older animals 

suffering heart attacks or shock and 

dying at the height of the storm. 

These are the victims one never 

reads about but 

they are disaster 

victims just the 

same.

 By  f a r  t he 

biggest  tragedy 

to come out  of 

Hurricane Frances 

was the thousands 

of cattle who were standing in flood-

ed pastures with nothing to eat and 

suffering from a disease that rots 

their feet because of the water. The 

farmers will no doubt be reimbursed 

from FEMA but I can’t help feeling 

the tragedy of the pain of hunger 

and isolation those animals must 

be feeling.

 As I write this we have just 

escaped a strike from Ivan and are 

waiting to see what Jeanne and Lisa 

will bring.  

 As for me, I am leaving for Cali-

fornia vacation and getting out of the 

way. Hurricanes are not discriminat-

ing in their total destruction of flora 

and fauna and humans and their 

habitats. In that regard, we are one 

with the animals.

Thanks.


















