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How to incorporate 
evidence-based practice 
into intervention design

Strategies for research-
practice integration
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Why is a strengths-based perspective 
useful for AAI practitioners who 

work with youth?

Potential for impact beyond symptom 
reduction

AAIs can influence multiple domains of 
functioning

Opportunities for positive social 
relationships and skill building

Allows for a broader conceptualization of 
success



What does this look like in AAIs?
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Competence

What is Competence? AAI/HAI

Opportunities for developing 
specific skills

Reduction in stress/anxiety 
promotes better learning

Practicing interpersonal and 
social skills

Ability to navigate social, 
academic, and family contexts

Utilize available resources

Skill building
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Connection

What is Connection? AAI/HAI

Positive interactions with 
animals and handlers

Practicing social skills 
(structured or unstructured)

Non-evaluative social 
interactions and bonding  

with an animal

Sense of community

Positive interactions with 
peers, family, school, 

community

Youth feel they are valued 
members of a community

Motivation to improve the 
lives of themselves and those 

around them
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Character

What is Character? AAI/HAI

Fostering a sense of purpose

Modeling appropriate 
behaviors

Animal-wellbeing

Modeling compassion and 
consistency in actions

Respect for social norms

Appropriate 
conduct/behavior

A personal sense of right and 
wrong (“moral compass”)
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Confidence

What is Confidence? How to target with AAI

Practicing skills within a safe 
environment

Non-judgmental relationship 
with an animal

Opportunities for skill building

Incremental success

Leadership opportunities

Self-efficacy

Belief in one’s ability to 
succeed
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Caring

What is Caring? AAI

Caring for/nurturing an 
animal

Modeling empathic behaviors

Discussing the needs of the 
animal

Taking the animal’s 
perspective

Empathy

Sympathy for the experiences 
of other individuals

Believing that caring for 
others is important

Prosocial behaviors



How to incorporate 
evidence-based practice 
into intervention design



How does your intervention create change?

WHAT are you doing?

HOW are you doing it?

Inputs Process Outcome

Theory of Change



Step 1: 
Identify your clients 

Who is receiving AAI?
Children with reading disabilities

Step 2: 
Identify goals

What will you achieve?

Increased motivation to read 
(Competence, Confidence)

Interaction with a non-judgmental 
animal will  motivate children to 

practice reading

Step 4: 
What do you need to facilitate 

this process?

Step 3: 
Identify the process

How will you meet the goals?

Trained therapy animal and handler
Reading specialist

Appropriate environment for 
intervention



Strategies for research-
practice integration



Why do research?

Program Sustainability: 
Funding

Program Quality: Outcomes 
Assessment

Building the Field



Common Challenges Strategies for Success

Collaboration with other facilities

Thinking creatively about program 
evaluation

Consider your program’s specific 
needs and goals

Don’t “break” the program trying to 
study it!

Communication

Partner with research experts

Comparison/control groups

AAI programs are small and serve a 
wide range of individuals

Lack of flexibility in research

Complicated protocols and 
increased administrative burden

Managing ongoing changes in plans

Managing competing needs for 
time, space, resources



Questions?

Megan.Mueller@tufts.edu

http://hai.tufts.edu

@megankmueller


