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Healing Relationships: co-therapists animals 

Anxiety and Depression
Throughout history, humans have created various “instruments” for the 
survival of their species, including a need for socialization. These social 
relationships do not always occur successfully and when they do, there 
are behavioral changes, such as anxiety disorder, depression and even 
risk of suicide (SAVALLI; ADES, 2016; SOUSA; OLIVEIRA; CALOUI, 
2018).
Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) presents as main resources exacerbated 
fear or anxiety in social situations. Also called Social Phobia, SAD usu-
ally manifests itself before or during moments of interaction, as well as 
in situations where the individual feels observed or exposed to the ap-
proval of others (APA, 2013). This disorder is a consequence of one or 
several factors, whether psychological, biological or arising from lived 
situations (GOMES, 2014).
Those who suffer from SAD tend to exhibit more reclusive habits, re-
ducing their social circle to only their family members and to avoid situ-
ations in which they need to speak or even eat in the public. Physically, 
anxiety disorder usually manifests as hand tremors, flushing, nausea, 
frequent urination and/or panic attacks, signs that negatively influence 
the behavior of the affected individual and may cause a more intense 
degree of social isolation. Social Phobia physiologically impairs the 
functionality of the hypothalamus, pituitary gland, and adrenal glands, 
producing changes in production and releasing of several important 
hormones, such as adrenaline and cortisol. This physiological change 
implies the maintenance of alertness, increases heart rate, alter body 
blood flow, and digestive processes and pupil dilation, these signals 
being the preparation of the body for situations of fight or escape. From 
the biological point of view, these characteristics are important for the 
survival of individuals. However, in the anxiety scenario, these effects 
are constantly manifesting, leading to the predominance arc of deleteri-
ous effects on the individual’s life. Early aging and cognitive signs, such 
as memory problems, difficulty in reasoning and decision making, are 
characteristics of anxiety (BELLETATO, 2019). Also, people affected by 
this disorder often perceive the environment around them as threaten-
ing and have negative thoughts about themselves and their capabilities 
(VIANNA; CAMPOS; FERNANDEZ, 2009).
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Research conducted with population, place anx-

iety disorder ahead of the main psychological 

problems that affect people, being currently con-

sidered the most frequently diagnosed disease 

(BELLETATO, 2019). Anxiety stands out even 

over depression and is considered a public 

health problem (SOUSA; OLIVEIRA; CALOUI, 

2018). Depression also shows as a frequent dis-

order in the population, affecting various age 

groups and social classes. On average, 12% of 

human beings who are away from their produc-

tive lives are depressed. According to WHO, de-

pression affects more than 350 million people 

(BAPTISTA, 2004). 

Factors that facilitate the identification of depres-

sion were compiled in the Diagnostic and Statis-

tical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5). The 

indicative aspects are depressed or irritable 

mood, decreased interest or pleasure, drastic 

change or difficulty in weight gain, insomnia or 

hypersomnia, psychomotor agitation or retarda-

tion, fatigue, feelings of worthlessness or exces-

sive guilt, difficulty concentrating, recurring 

thoughts of death and suicide. A combination of 

five or more of these factors is indicative of de-

pression. The characteristics of this disorder 

generate significant damages in the life of the in-

dividual, whether on a personal or a professional 

level (APA, 2013). 

Regarding the treatment of SAD, depression or 

the association of both, called comorbidity, tradi-

tional therapies with psychiatric drugs and psy-

chotherapies are still prevalent. The use of psy-

chiatric substances as a therapy for these disor-

ders has been increasing every year in all age 

groups. In children and teenagers, it was verified 

in a research from a retrospective cross-sec-

tional study, with documentary analysis of 319 

medical records, that more than half of them 

used psychotropic drugs. Between 2012 and 

2016, daily consumption of sedative and hyp-

notic anxiolytic tablets increased by about 30 

million units. However, the therapeutic tripod, 

which includes pharmacological and psycho-

therapeutic treatments, and complementary 

therapies, is also increasing. Among the various 

supporting activities that seek a better balance 

between mental and physical health, it is possi-

ble to feature those involving the use of animals 

as active participants in the fight against various 

diseases and disorders (SILVA; SILVEIRA, 

2019). 

Human-Animal Interaction 

Reports of beneficial interactions between hu-

mans and animals are evident from prehistoric 

civilizations. Archaeological findings indicate 

that animals acted significantly in the search for 

food and as protectors of caves (VIVALDINI, 

2011). 

One of the earliest records of the human-animal 

relationship was found in Israel and dated 

10,000 years before Christ. On the site were the 

remains of an elderly woman holding a puppy. 

Similar traces have been discovered in Jordan 

and Turkey, all at least 8,000 years old (LANTZ-

MAN, 2004). 

Interactions between humans and animals, as 

well as their beneficial effects on people, have 

crossed great civilizations, such as the Greeks 

and Egyptians, and survived until today. Many of 

these ancient peoples believed that through 

summoning ceremonies they could obtain health 

from the powers of animal spirits. For the Egyp-

tian people, some animals were seen as divine 

beings, endowed with powers that could benefit 

health (DOTTI, 2005). 

Throughout the 18th century, in the midst of the 

Enlightenment era, it was popular the idea that 

animals, particularly pets, made a positive con-

tribution to the socialization of children and that 

they could also play a therapeutic role for those 

considered “mentally ill”. In the same period, 

John Locke asserted that notions of responsibil-

ity and kind feelings could be encouraged in chil-

dren who cared for dogs, birds, or squirrels. For 

John Calvin and Thomas Hobbes, caring for an 

animal would allow a child to control his “bestial-

ity” (SERPELL, 2006). Around 1872, english 

psychiatrist William Tuke conducted one of the 

earliest and best-documented experiments on 

the use of animals in an institution for people 
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with "mental illness" at York Retreat, England, 

considered a site of innovative methods at the 

time. In this institution, inmates were allowed to 

wander freely through the fields and gardens 

around the retreat, which was filled with small 

domestic animals with which they had direct con-

tact. They were also allowed to care for the ani-

mals, and this interaction produced positive 

treatment outcomes (MENZIES, 2003). 

The first record of the benefit of animals as an 

adjuvant in psychotherapy was described by Bo-

ris Levinson, a US child psychiatrist who re-

ported difficulty connecting with one of his pa-

tients. He described that the boy interacted pos-

itively with his dog, who accidentally welcomed 

the family upon arrival. Levinson's dog then be-

came an integral part of the sessions, where the 

boy's interactions with the animal allowed the 

child to trust his psychotherapist, gradually gen-

erating a more solid working relationship (MEN-

ZIES, 2003). 

During the 1950s, psychiatrist Nise da Silveira 

pioneered the therapeutic use of animals in Bra-

zil. Her studies began when one of her patients 

showed significant responses after initiating con-

tact with a dog. After the fact, the psychiatrist be-

gan working with dogs and cats in schizophrenic 

patients, stating that the animals are co-thera-

pists in the treatment (DOMINGUES, 2007). 

During this same period, American psychother-

apists, Samuel and Elizabeth Corson, started 

work involving dogs while treating patients in 

psychiatric hospitals, reporting that this type of 

work encouraged patients to develop self-es-

teem, responsibility, and independence 

(DOMINGUES, 2007). 

Animal-Assisted Activity (AAA) and Animal-

Assisted Therapy (AAT) 

The use of animals as an aid in therapeutic or 

learning processes is widely used by numerous 

institutions. According to Delta Society, one of 

those responsible for regulating this type of ac-

tivity, the use of animals can be divided into two 

types: the Animal-Assisted Activity (AAA), which 

performs recreation, entertainment and visitation 

activities, seeking an improvement in the quality 

of patients' life and motivation, without the pur-

pose of evaluating the results achieved; and An-

imal-Assisted Therapy (AAT), which seeks to im-

prove physical, emotional, social and cognitive 

functions, and should be performed with the as-

sistance of healthcare professionals. 

The basis of the AAT is the contact made be-

tween people and animals that allows achieving 

an improvement in the physical and mental well-

being of patients, regardless of their age group. 

One of the principles of animal-based interven-

tion programs is that all activities carried out pro-

vide generalized learning that may apply to other 

situations. Some of the main goals pursued are 

the development of social skills, a sense of re-

sponsibility, the ability to control behaviors that 

may be impulsive or destructive, and positively 

reinforce self-esteem and feelings of self-effi-

cacy. The encouragement of empathy and car-

ing for others is reinforced because the animals 

have a certain degree of dependence, which is 

an important feature of this type of activity. Ani-

mals can also undergo a training process, giving 

patients a contribution to autonomy and control 

in assuming this role. Although other interven-

tion modalities also show positive results, the 

use of animals has a calming effect through con-

tact and interaction with different species 

(CAVALLI; ADES, 2016). 

One of the explanations of this calming effect 

that animals provide is Biophilia. This concept 

states that during the evolutionary process, the 

human species improved its survival skills by no-

ticing the environment around it, so animals in a 

quiet state would be indicative of the absence of 

danger, giving a similar sensation in people 

(KRUGER; SERPELL, 2006). 

The therapeutic potential of animals can also be 

explained by being a pleasurable process. That 

is, the presence of the animal at times when peo-

ple are not comfortable or in anxiolytic situations, 

such as during initial therapy sessions, help to 

escape the tension, reducing anxiety through 

contact, and positively reinforcing the behavior 
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of the individual to attend and stay in sessions 

(KRUGER; SERPELL, 2006). 

Another important role that animals play in ther-

apy is to facilitate or catalyze communication be-

tween patients and professionals. Animals end 

up serving as a common object and collaborate 

in interactions that are enjoyable for those in-

volved, and this distances the patient from what 

disturbs him. Because animals, like humans, 

have affective and prosocial behaviors and di-

minish the sense of threat, they are able, even in 

an uncomfortable context, to provide positive 

conviviality during therapy (KRUGER; 

TRACHTENBERG; SERPELL, 2004). 

Due to their social behavior and need for care, 

animals become an “object” of attachment, rein-

forcing relationships of social interaction. Among 

the studies on the effects of interaction between 

humans and animals, we can highlight Win-

nicot's propositions of transitional objects, which 

state that the animal is seen as a place of safety, 

facilitating the ability to act in adverse situations 

in which there are no social facilitators (DE-

LARISSA, 2003). 

Interaction and Health Benefits 

Contact with animals, physiologically, stimulates 

the release of hormones that provide feelings of 

well-being, such as endorphin, prolactin, and ox-

ytocin. Studies show that only eye contact be-

tween the dog and its guardian triggers an in-

crease in measurable oxytocin concentration in 

the urine. Among other factors, there is a signif-

icant contribution to the regulation of cortisol lev-

els, contributing to stress reduction (SAVALLI; 

ADES, 2016). This contact also releases acetyl-

choline, which is directly related to tranquility, 

lowering blood pressure, heart rate and breath-

ing. Thus, constant interaction with animals con-

fers a set of changes that provide an improve-

ment in the health of individuals, reducing the 

deleterious effects and increasing life quality 

(DOTTI, 2014). 

A study aimed at evaluating short-term physio-

logical changes resulting from the interaction 

and physical contact with animals, especially 

petting, showed that immunoglobulin A levels 

present in tutors' saliva were significantly in-

creased. This elevation was not seen in individ-

uals who petted stuffed animals or who did not 

perform any kind of activity. Among the main ac-

tivities promoted by this immunoglobulin, there is 

an improvement in the immune system, increas-

ing resistance against viral or bacterial infections 

(SAVALLI; ADES, 2016).  

Regarding elderly people, regardless of being in-

stitutionalized, the main benefit of inserting ani-

mals into their routine is socialization, where the 

animal ends up being a facilitator in the process. 

Secondly, it is the notion of responsibility and 

care that can be triggered. Animals have needs 

such as walking, encouraging the elderly to walk 

and move, contributing to the improvement and 

prevention of numerous diseases (DOTTI, 

2005). 

The human-animal relationship generates sev-

eral important psychological benefits, as it gives 

a sense of security and recognition, being a form 

of interaction in which the person does not feel 

judged. Thus, the animal confers a feeling of un-

conditional love, reciprocating kindly and free of 

prejudice (DOTTI, 2005). 

Despite the many known benefits of using ani-

mals in therapeutic interventions, the animal 

must be evaluated by a veterinarian, able to as-

sess the physical and psychological conditions 

of the animal, safeguarding its welfare. It should 

always be taken into consideration that thera-

peutic accompaniment, whether with or without 

animals, should always be performed with the 

support of a professional, emphasizing that in 

this type of intervention, animals serve only as a 

support in the process (DOTTI, 2014). 

Among the main advantages derived from inter-

action with animals, we can highlight the physi-

cal, social and emotional benefits. Clinically, 

among the fruits of this interaction, we can men-

tion the stabilization of blood pressure, reduction 

of pain sensation, speech stimulation and 

memory. From a social point of view, it is possi-

ble to notice a significant increase in communi-

cation between people, facilitating an exchange 
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of information between all age groups and trig-

gering fun situations. As a result of interaction 

and improved social contact, there is a signifi-

cant reduction in sensations and feelings related 

to loneliness, which are gradually replaced by re-

laxing effects and moments, triggering feelings 

of well-being and encouraging people to develop 

happier behaviors, particularly in children 

(DOTTI, 2014). 

Dr. Dennis Turner, professor of veterinary medi-

cine at the University of Zurich and president of 

IAHAIO (International Association of Human-An-

imal Interaction Organizations), defends that an-

imal companionship is essential for generating 

quality of life for humans, benefiting not only the 

disabled or severely ill people, but anyone, re-

gardless of the family income. This conviviality is 

not only for the health of people but also for pub-

lic health. The AAT has brought a great economy 

to public health and is effective even where tra-

ditional methods have failed (DILGER, 2018). 

Luisa Nóbrega, psychologist of the Regional 

Psychology Council of Rio de Janeiro, who has 

worked with AAT for 12 years, reinforced in an 

interview with Extra that “Living with animals 

helps prevent and treat diseases and learning 

disorders”, where even a work environment be-

comes more productive when animals are pre-

sent (GONÇALVES, 2017). 

Animal Therapists 

According to Miotti and Antoni (2007), for the ap-

plication of animal-assisted therapy (AAT), the 

most suitable and currently used animals are 

dogs, cats, horses, rabbits, hamsters, and dol-

phins, but any other animal of any kind can be 

used. 

Cynotherapy 

Of all animal species used to support therapies, 

dogs are the most common (DOTTI, 2005). As 

the first animal to be domesticated (SERPELL, 

1997), Canis lupus familiaris remained the most 

present pet in people's homes. This higher fre-

quency of domestic dogs in homes for many 

years did not occur by chance. Dogs have a 

complex set of behaviors that can benefit human 

needs. In particular, part of the dog's behavioral 

repertoire is social relations that bear considera-

ble resemblance to those found in the human 

species. Dogs interact through physical and vis-

ual contact, have an elaborate capacity for ex-

pression, among other significant characteristics 

that reinforce social behaviors between people 

and these animals. 

Dogs establish differentiated affective relation-

ships from other species, specifically because of 

their characteristics. Dogs seem to be part of a 

series of individualities that differentiate and dis-

tinguish them from other animal species in their 

ability to assist the human species in their needs. 

No other species seems to have the same ver-

satility to perform various functions, besides be-

ing able to be reliably trained to perform a variety 

of tasks and meet human needs (SERPELL; 

COPPINGER; FINE, 2006). 

The positive actions of dogs as co-therapists 

have been associated with many different types 

of diseases or changes, whether physical, emo-

tional or psychological, such as depression, anx-

iety, panic syndrome, stress, cancer, schizo-

phrenia, Alzheimer's disease, Autism Spectrum 

Disorder, Down Syndrome, Acquired Immuno-

deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), dementia, cerebral 

palsy, stroke, high blood pressure and choles-

terol, hyperactivity and aggression, disabilities in 

learning, motor coordination, speech or sociali-

zation, phobias and trauma, and victims of vio-

lence or sexual abuse (CAETANO, 2010; 

SILVA, C., 2011; SILVA, J., 2011; DOTTI, 2014; 

DORNELAS; DORNELAS; VIEIRA, 2011; AL-

MEIDA; NASCIMENTO; DUARTE, 2016). 

Horse therapy 

Also called Hippotherapy, it uses horses in ther-

apeutic sessions. This therapeutic modality has 

been used extensively for over a century and is 

developed by doctors, psychologists, and physi-

otherapists (DOTTI, 2014). Among the many 

benefits of hippotherapy, it stands out the im-

proved balance and posture, increased decision 

making, learning motivation, stimulation of the 

five senses, aids in overcoming phobias, in-

creased self-confidence and self-esteem and 
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promotion of a general sense of well-being 

(MOTTI, 2007, p.45). 

Similar to hippotherapy, but less common, is Asi-

notherapy. In this modality the donkey is used 

for equestrian practice based on patient educa-

tion and reeducation techniques, aiming at the 

improvement of motor, cognitive, sensory, affec-

tive and behavioral damages (SILVA, 2011). 
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Animais terapeutas. November 08, 2018. Retrieved from: ˂https://www.indice.eu/img/artigos-

especiais/VD72/asinoterapia.jpg> Accessed in: Octuber 29, 2019. 

Cat Therapy 
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Animal Assisted Therapy where cats are used 

does not yet have a nomenclature of its own. 

Dotti (2014) states that AAT with cats takes into 

account various conditions, such as patients 

with allergies, very thin skin or the presence of 

wounds, which restricts their practice. Marques 

(2008) noted that cats are usually indicated 

when the patient is afraid or allergic to dogs. 

For Allievi et al. (2015), besides the use of cats 

being more restricted, there is a lack of studies 

in the area that qualify their therapeutic use. This 

restriction is related to slower training in cats and 

poor knowledge about their behavior. However, 

most cats have good receptivity to human con-

tact, especially puppies, given the high sociali-

zation in this phase of the animal’s life. Despite 

their more independent nature, cats are delicate, 

affectionate animals and convey a sense of se-

curity (DOTTI, 2014). They can respect the limi-

tations presented by patients during interactions, 

being widely applied to autistic, schizophrenic 

and people with communication problems. Also, 

they help reduce stress and blood pressure, 

helping to improve heart problems (ALLIEVI et 

al., 2015). 

 

 

MENEZES, J. Dizem que os gatos são sacanas – mas esses 24 provam exatamente o 

contrário. December 24, 2014. Retrieved from: ˂https://osegredo.com.br/wp-con-

tent/uploads/2014/12/gatos-carinhosos-1.jpg> Accessed in: Octuber 29, 2019. 

 

 

VICENTE, A. Terapia assistida por animais: o que é e como funciona? August 04, 2017. 

Retrieved from: ˂https://images.vidaativa.pt/articles/850_400_elderly-woman-receiving-pet-

therapy-by-stroking-a-kitten_1501591649.jpg> Accessed in: Octuber 29, 2019. 

 

Delphinotherapy 

Delphinotherapy performs therapeutic sessions 

in the water, with the help of dolphins as co-ther-

apists, practicing exercises that improve pa-

tients' motor skills, as well as communicative ca-

pacity, independence, serenity, and cooperation 

(LOPES, 2007). Dotti (2014) states that the in-

teraction effects between people and these ani-

mals are similar or identical to other existing co-

therapies practices. The author points out that 

despite the great demand for this treatment, it 

does not result in a miraculous cure, as some 

people believe. 
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Delfinoterapia (Terapia com Golfinhos). April 24, 2010. Retrieved 

from:˂http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_xA5025yd7Lw/S9MwG8196wI/AAAAAAAAABo/8kXgmwhyG2Y/s320/Golfinho+5.jpg> 

Accessed in: Octuber 29, 2019. 
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Bototherapy 

Bototherapy takes place in the Amazon and is a 

strand of delphinotherapy. This therapy uses the 

red dolphin, cetacean found in the rivers of the 

Amazon. This modality was created in 2005 by 

the physiotherapist Igor Simões Andrade, and 

not only provides the free application of AAT, but 

also the preservation of the endangered animal. 

The application of co-therapy promotes in-

creased self-esteem and mitigates the negative 

effects of patients' disabilities, who are unable to 

afford clinical treatment. In addition to preserva-

tion and complementary treatment, the project 

works on social inclusion, research, and integra-

tion with nature (DILGER, 2018). 

 

 

SAMPAIO, R. Terapia com botos ajuda a tratar crianças deficientes na Amazônia. August 29, 

2012. Photo: LAGROTERIA, D. Retrieved from: 

˂http://s2.glbimg.com/kPSAshDh3OEYiZxB0WLBpmGfOa2hPAxxMAgUCKgze5RIoz-

HdGixxa_8qOZvMp3w/s.glbimg.com/jo/g1/f/original/2012/08/28/bototerapia3.jpg> Accessed in: 

Octuber 29, 2019. 
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Other species 

Animal-Assisted Therapy can also use other an-

imals that do not require complex training such 

as those already mentioned. Rodents such as 

hamsters, chinchillas, ferrets, guinea pigs and 

rabbits, mainly cockatiel representing poultry, 

llamas, fish and reptiles such as lizards and 

snakes - have been used throughout history, and 

still are, despite their lesser spread. 

For example, since 2000, FMV/USP professor 

Dr. Maria de Fátima Martins has developed the 

Dr. Escargot Project, integrating mollusks into 

school and hospital environments, helping with 

learning, ethical, moral, citizenship and life qual-

ity of children and the elderly (DOMINGUES, 

2007; DOTTI, 2014). Leal and Natalie (2007, 

p.43) argue that “animals are non-invasive co-

therapists and capable of becoming a stable ref-

erence point in the external world”. 

 

 

Terapia com animais melhora comportamento social. April 10, 2019. Retrieved from: 

˂https://www.indice.eu/img/news/2019/04/terapia-com-animais-melhora-comportamento-

social.jpg?v=20180409170000> Accessed in: Octuber 29, 2019. 

 

 

PERONDI, D. Você sabia que o escargot pode ajudar a criança em muitas coisas? July 07, 2015. Photo: 

reprodução EPTV. Retrieved from: ˂http://s2.glbimg.com/8Rr4UpXMO-Xhch-

5Ig2AZCtAx9A=/s.glbimg.com/et/gs/f/original/2015/07/17/escargot_5.png> Accessed in: Octuber 29, 2019. 

 

Given all that has been exposed, the AAT can 

promote physical health, and help reduce de-

pression and anxiety. Thus, it can be used as an 

aid in psychomotor and sensory development, in 

the treatment of physical, mental and emotional 

disorders, as well as in programs designed to im-

prove socialization capacity or to recover self-es-

teem (MACHADO et al., 2016). However, it does 

not replace other therapeutic modalities (physio-

therapy, occupational therapy, psychiatric treat-

ment, psychologist, general clinic doctors, 

among others), this mode being only a compli-

ment. Besides, the relationship between man 

and animal should not replace the relationship 

between man and man (KASSIS, 2002). 
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