
Animal Assisted 

Interventions:

Motivate and 

Advocate

Gina Fisher

MS Animal Behavior

PhD Candidate

Therapy Dog Trainer



Animal Assisted Interventions:

Motivate and Advocate

Dissertation Topic 

 Motivators Influencing Canine Handlers to 

Volunteer in Animal Assisted Activities

Therapy Dog Trainer

 Taking a Leadership Role: not a backseat 

position in being your animal’s Best 

Advocate



My interest in these Topics

Deeply care about therapy 
animal work and believe it 
makes a positive social 
difference. I want it to 
continue…forever!!!  

Contribute empirical data to 
a field that is not highly 
represented with quantitative 
data to understand volunteer 
motivation better.  

Interested in teaching 

handlers to be their animal's 

best advocate and follow the 

welfare guidelines to ensure 

best practices. 



Background

AAI = initially introduced to the therapy field to 

provide a alternative approach to mental 

wellness (Chandler, 2012). 

Therapeutic environment = positively 

enriched with therapy animal teams who 

stimulates emotional and mental healing 

(Chandler, 2012; Tsai, Friedmann, & Thomas, 

2010). 

AAI programs depend on volunteer handlers, and 

they therefore are instrumental in the success of 

effective AAI programs (Chandler, 2012, Cregan, 

Bauer, Thomley, & Borg., 2015; Gammonley et al., 

1997) 



Background

Call for future research that contributes 
meaningful quantitative data to speak to 
specific aspects of this intervention 
(Soloman, 2010). 

Call for a more in-depth understanding of 
AAI handlers’ motivation to participate in 
extensive training programs and to stay 
active as volunteers (Collins, 2014). 

By understanding what motivates individuals to 
participate in animal assisted interventions, 
healthcare organizations will be better able to 
support their continued participation and 
volunteer effort (Collins, 2014). 



Background

AAT has been mistaken with AAA. (Morrison, 

2007). 

It has been assumed that volunteer motivation is 

similar in both AAT and AAA.  However no literature 

has been presented on volunteer motivation in AAA.  

We need to know why AAA volunteers do the work 

that they do!



Massive amount of work that goes into 

becoming a therapy animal team.

Why do they volunteer?

 The knowledge that I might make someone’s day a little 
brighter or easier.  I would love to add joy to their lives with 
my dog.

 I’m such a Dog Mom!!! I love my dog so very much, I want 
others to love her, too!.  What’s not to love, right?

 I love seeing the happiness my dogs bring to people that 
are not capable of having a dog of their own, for a variety 
of reasons, whether they are hospitalized, in assisted living, 
away at school, or just left their dogs before going on a 
trip. They bring love and smiles to so very many people.

 Knowing how much my dog brings to me, it’s an honor to 
see her share that gift with strangers.  It’s addictive.  



Mixed Method Study on AAT Volunteer Motivation

• The belief that there are certain common motivational factors 
that drive individuals to volunteer in AAT was originally 
evaluated by Collins (2014).  

• Mix methods study. 

• Motives were ranked to determine what qualities are most 
important to volunteers. 

• Values were ranked highest referring to firm beliefs in the 
importance of helping others and acting on those beliefs. 

• Content analysis of the interviews yielded themes associated 
with giving back to the community while experiencing the 
rewards associated with giving back and having the ability to 
work with an extraordinary dog.



Motivators I’m Interested in Examining

 Donating time by giving back to the 
community

 A feeling of pride that working with one’s 
dog.  



Findings Will Support Future Pet Partners 

Teams

About to start data 

collection

Findings will yield 

presentations 

We’ll know how to 

better support teams



Now that we’ve talked about what motivates the handler…how do 
we ensure we are being our animal's best advocate?

Taking a leadership role- not 

a backseat to being your 

animal’s best advocate

Outlining self-care and boundary-setting tactics for both ends of the leash



How to be an Advocate for your Pet

 Put their physical and emotional well-being 

before your needs.

 Be their voice and speak up for them.

 Build trust with animal and show them that 

you will protect them.



Foundational Skills to Promote their Well-Being

 Understand Species-Specific Body Language 

 Develop Situational Awareness

 Manage Your Animal’s Stress



How to Practice being an Advocate

 At home

 Outdoor Events

 Vet Visits

 Daycare or Classes

 USE YOUR VOICE FOR YOUR ANIMAL-It is up to you to 

speak up as their advocate and ensure well-being.



It’s a Team Effort!

 Both handler and animal needs to be comfortable to 

have a positive experience

 Can all animals be trained to do therapy work?

 Some humans want to do it, but do their pets? 



Thank you
I appreciate your dedication to this field!  


