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Examples of different mechanisms 
of AAI with farm animals

Animals as social catalyst between 
people and social support 

Activity and work with animals and 
effects on self-efficacy and self-esteem

Activity and work with animals and 
effects on mental diseases   

Activity and work with animals and 
development of skills

Therapy where the animal has an 
integrated role 



Target groups

• Persons with neurodevelopmental disorders, psychiatric 
diseases, psychosocial problems, drop-out from schools 
and elderly with cognitive diseases are the predominant 
groups (Thodberg & Christensen 2010; Berget 2013)



AAI with farm animal- children

Cildren with autism

Design

1.5- year nature- and animal-based interaction (horses) and communication treatment

Nine children with a mental age range of 4–6 years, and speech development at an early 
stage

The group consisted of 4–5 children, 6–7 therapists

2.5 hours long sessions during school hours, once a week, about 40 sessions in total

Directed observation on site (log and pictures)

(Byström et al., 2019)



Results

Three key categories:

Reduced stress and increased calmness

Arouse curiosity and interest in elements in the nature and in the horses

Attract attention spontaneously

All categories were related to the core variable, vitality forms and the 
authors related it to Daniel Stern’s theory based on movement perception. 

He argued that the vitality forms from nature and animals are important 
in forming overall experiences. The starting point is the brain’s way of 
encoding many internal and external events and is particularly 
favourable for promoting interactions with a therapist.



Green Chimney (Brewster, State of New York)

Established in 1948 by Dr. Samuel B. Ross.

Shcool for children with different behavioural an psychosocial 
chhallenges

Ca 200 students living in the shool internat, 5-8 years of agde, 90% 
boys

Farm with ca 200 different animals

Stables, garden, rehabilitation of wilde animals

Increased competence, self-confidence and problematic behavious 
(Brandes, 2019)

Increase self-regulation and retention of the students were 0,3 
times/unit of time in farm activities  compared with 278,9/unit of 
time in the classrom (Flynn m.fl., 2019)

https://www.greenchimneys.org/

https://www.greenchimneys.org/


The effect of the horse on adolescents’ 
self-efficacy, self-esteem and social skills

(2010-2013)
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Aims

Investigate the interaction between horse and a group of 
“normal” adolescents (without any diagnoses)

Examine the types of contact the adolescents had with the 
horse and the response of the horse to this

Investigate how the adolescents mastered the tasks and 
whether there was a change during the intervention in 
retrying tasks after failure

Measuring perceived social support and general self-efficacy  
related to the experience of mastering the horse 

Behavioral analysis of experience of mastery (video) was 
compared to data on perceived social support (subscale 
‘Social support’ from the Resilience Scale for Adolescents
(Hjemdal, Aune, Reinfjell, Stiles, & Friborg, 2007) and general 
self-efficacy (short version of the General Self Efficacy scale 
for adolescents (Luszczynska et al., 2005)



The intervention

Participants: 75 teenagers aged 12-15 years from different areas of Norway 

16 farms took part in the project, all being small, agricultural farms with 
horses as their main activity

The intervention: Two hours once a week for five months (half a school 
year). After school (not affected any curriculum)

The teenagers learned to care for the horse, brush and handle it from the 
ground and through riding. 
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Results

Perceived social support increased during the intervention 

Perceived social support correlated with an increase in retrying after a failed 
attempt at horse-related tasks 

Adolescents with the lowest level of perceived social support prior to the 
intervention showed the highest increase in learning to master the horse during the 
intervention 

No intervention effect was found for generalized self-efficacy
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Objectives 

Examine effects of symptoms on anxiety and depression 

Examine effects of self-efficacy, coping ability and quality 
of life

Examine if there were different treatment effects in the 
different diagnostic groups 

Examine the health persons’ and farmers’ attitudes to 
and knowledge of AAT with farm animals  

Examine to what extent the patients’ change in mental 
health were in accordance with answers related to the 
intervention
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Methods 

90 adult psychiatric patients, 59 woman and 31 men

Mean age 34.7±10.7 (range 18-58) years 

A 12-week intervention with six months follow-up. Ordinary work with 
cattle or sheep three hours twice a week 

The patients were randomised to intervention or control, with two-thirds 
(60 patients) to AAT and one-third (30 patients) to control 

Questionnaires to assess depression, anxiety, self-efficacy, coping ability 
and quality of life before the intervention, in the end, and six months 
after the end of the intervention

The treatment group received standard therapy and medication in 
addition to AAT; the control group got treatment as usual

There were 41 completers (68 %) in the treatment-group and 28 (93 %) 
in the control group.
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Questionnaires

Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) 

Spielberger State Anxiety (STAI)

Generalized Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE)

Coping Strategy Scale (Williams & Cooper)

Quality of Life Scale (QOLS-N)

The patients’ own experience with the intervention

Health persons’ and farmers’ attitudes and knowledge on 
Green care with farm animals
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Farmers

15 farmers, seven women and eight men, worked with 
the patients.

The main productions were dairy cows, specialised 
meat production with cattle, sheep or horses. All dairy 
farms had meat production with cattle in addition.

All farmers had small animals like rabbits, poultry, pigs, 
cats or dogs as a part of the milieu on the farm.
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Results from interacting with the animals 

The patients spent most time on physical contact with the animals

They spent more time feeding the animals and milking the cows in 
the end of the intervention

They communicated more with the animals in the end of the 
intervention 

They spent less time walking/sitting or running in the end of the 
intervention 

There was no statistically significance between the first and second 
registration for any of the different behavioural categories for the 
total group
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Generalized self-efficacy score (GSE) 
Higher score is positive
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Conclusion

AAT with farm animals may be a useful addition to traditional psychiatric 
treatment

No significant effects of the health parameters between the treatment and 
control group during the intervention, but clearly significant differences 
between the two groups in anxiety and self-efficacy in the follow-up 
registrations

It seemed that the patients with affective disorders profit most on the 
treatment

The study have contributed to cooperation between health institutions, 
therapists and farmers and made Green care with farm animals more 
accepted among health professions



AAI with farm animals on self-efficacy,  self-esteem and social support
Summing-up

• Self-efficacy: 

• Mastering a difficult tasks in AAI with farm animals 
(Berget et al. 2007; Pedersen et al., 2012; Hassink et al. 
2017)

• Willingness to try again when faced with challenges 
because of the belief of success (Hauge 2013)

• Social support; 

• Social resource in terms of feedback, help and 
information (Hauge 2013)

• Mutual interaction with animals provide a feeling of 
support and creates an experience of connectedness 
(Brown, 2007)

• Important factor in interactions with the horse among 
at-risk adolescents (Burgon, 2011)
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Understanding how prevocational training on 

care farms can lead to functioning, motivation 

and well-being

• Background

– Research has identified several important elements of the prevocational care farm context, but 

there is little systematic knowledge regarding how such programs may contribute to a positive 

development for clients.

• Aim

– Understand how main elements of the prevocational training context on care farms can lead to 

healthy functioning, motivation, and well-being.

• Methods and material:

– 195 clients on care farms who answered the questionnaire

• Affiliation towards other clients (self-made)

• Social support Inventory (nondirective subscale)

• Participants’ perception of being a useful colleague (self-made)

• Basic Psychological Needs Scale (BPNS)

Norwegian University of Life SciencesTittel på presentasjon 23



Questionnaire

• Self-made nationwide survey for participants 

– Questions about the participants on the farms                                                         

(age sex, education level etc.)

– Questions about the experiences on the farm                                              

(activities, farmer, other clients etc.)

– Standardized scales measuring health                                                                               

and personal function (satisfaction with life,                                                       

subjective health complaints, basic needs etc.)

– An extensive mapping of farms offering                                                   

prevocational training was carried out 

Norwegian University of Life SciencesTittel på presentasjon 24



To conclude…

• Clients attending prevocational training:

– Display factors that negatively affect their chance for return to work 

– Have a high proportion of health complaints that negatively affect psychological processes 

necessary for psychological well-being, functioning and motivation

• The prevocational training context on care farms:

– Stimulate these psychological processes by offering a chance to be a working colleague and by 

being in a socially supportive community with the farmer and the other clients

– Some clients experience nature and working with animals as stress reducing and motivating 

Norwegian University of Life SciencesTittel på presentasjon 25



How to choose animals for AAI? 

These questions must be considered: 

Therapy animal or a visiting animal? 

Motivate patients/users for exercise? 

Provide feeling of security and safety? 

Stimulate social contact and communication in lonesome 
people or between clients in a therapy situation? 

Can the user be responsible for the animal? 

Which species does the user prefer? 



Effect measures:

Psychiatric 
instruments:
• Questionnaires
• Interview
• Self-evaluation

During the intervention After the intervention

Identification of potential causal pathways

Measures of immediate 
response: physiological and 

behavioural response

Methods used to measure effects of AAI



Cooperation with experts from other 
disciplines needed

• More than 2/3 of general 
practitioners & 
psychologist wanted to 
learn more about AAI & 
thought it should be used 
more (Berget et al., 2012)

• Collaborators:

• Psychiatrists

• Psychologists

• Medical doctors

• Physioterapists

• Nurses

• Pedagogues, etc.

• Interdisciplinary cooperation:

• Scientific questions investigated from 
many different angles

• More holistic approach

• Wider range of variables included
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