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	Title of Research (this must reflect the essence of your proposed research question, study design and study population and should be more specific than the broad topic area provided in the dissertation topics selection book).
Examining the relationships and companionships created between animals and people: how do animals improve our wellbeing?




	Please state your main research question(s) and hypothesis/hypotheses
How do animals improve our wellbeing? The aim of this study is to analyse and observe the relationships formed between animals/pets and people, and to examine how the companionship with an animal improves students’ wellbeing.



	What empirical evidence supports your research question? (Please provide a 1500-word review of relevant psychological literature and theory and a minimum of eight references).  If you have already drafted a review of literature, please attach it to the end of this document – you do not need to complete this section if so).
Animals and humans are often known to create strong bonds and relationships. As the classic saying goes, “Dog is a man’s best friend” (Aydin et al., 2012). Animals are perceived to be a good friend and companion for humans as they are believed to be good listeners, a great form of emotional support, encourage exercise for walk and playing, give people a sense of purpose and aid people from feelings of loneliness (Rowe, 2010). The way in which animals show unconditional love and trust towards people close to them, is part of the reason that brought humans and animals closer. 

In the modern day, animals, especially dogs, are often used for health care. They can assist with tasks such as memory training, fine motor skills, social skills, cognitive ability, physical activity and post-stroke training, where training is designed to suit the individual’s needs (Gammonley & Yates, 1991). Moreover, it is widely recognised that animal therapy is used to aid health care and improve the wellbeing of both adults and children. Animal-assisted therapy aims to utilize the relationship between humans and animals by setting out goals as an integral part of the treatment process (Geist, 2011). 

Animal assisted therapy can be traced back as far as the ancient Greeks. They were the first to use animals in a form of therapy, specifically horses, to help try and aid with the severely ill and raise people’s spirits. In the 1600’s, horses were used by physicians to improve the physical and mental health of their patients. In the 1940’s, farm animals were used by the American Red Cross, where veterans suffering from injury or illness, would take care of the animals to aid their recovery. Allowing the veterans to take care of the animals helped them to recover and take their mind off war related thoughts and memories (Therapy Dogs for Depression & Anxiety - Alliance of Therapy Dogs, 2019). The first formal research involving animal therapy began during the 1960’s by Dr. Boris Levinson, who found his dog had a positive effect on mentally impaired young patients (Levinson, 1962). Even Freud came to learn of the many benefits from Animal-Assisted Therapy, often having his canine accompany him in his office during psychotherapy sessions (Fine, 2010). 

Throughout the decades, Animal Therapy gained more recognition and became a more popular form of therapy. Few studies were created to observe the relationship between humans and animals in the earlier years, to then an impressive number of studies to be found from 2010 onwards. The knowledge gained and approaches taken varied slightly throughout the years, varying with a different aim of participants, qualitative and quantitative studies as well as different hypothesis and discoveries (Hooker, Freeman & Stewart, 2002). 

In the early 1980’s, authors were beginning to write more about Animal Therapy and offering knowledge to readers by explaining what it was and how it enhances wellbeing. An example of this would be the “Human/Companion animal therapy” section in a book called “Journal of Contemporary Psychotherapy”, (Journal of contemporary psychotherapy, 2019), which focuses on the many different ways in which animals can be used to aid people and the different therapeutic approaches that can be taken with animals.

Furthermore, into the nineties, and more studies start to arise to do with animal therapy. In particular, this study in the late nineties was conducted to analyse the impact that animal therapy has on patients staying at the ICU (Proulx, 1998) Patients at the ICU are usually there for a long period of time due to illness, and the experience can become dragged and monotonous. It was believed that introducing the patients pets into the ward could possibly help aid them to recovery and lift their spirits. The researcher had noticed a lot of patients had pictures of their pets next to their bed along with pictures of their family. The researcher proposed the idea and it got approved. The course of the study lasted 17 months, and within that time, eight dogs and two cats visited the patients in the hospital. Despite having one issue, where a patient had been up early that day to get washed and dressed, meaning they fell asleep during the visit due to exhaustion, the remainder of the visits proved to be a success. One particular patient decided to keep visiting the ward after he had recovered, to tell people about his lovely visits and explain how he believes that his dog was actually an instrumental part towards his recovery. 

After some success from studies that had been conducted and animal therapy becoming more recognised as noted in, for example, “Animal-assisted therapy for dementia: a review of the literature”, (Filan & Llewellyn-Jones, 2006). In this literature review, it is demonstrated how the awareness of animal assisted therapy has risen and now used more regularly, particularly with people suffering from mental illness and disabilities. Though animal therapy was used in many ways towards people’s health, this particular piece of work mainly looked at those living with dementia. One study in particular showed that when aquaria are present in the dementia unit, that it stimulates people to eat more and to put weight on. Several studies also emphasised the ability of dogs reducing agitation and aggression level in people.

Moving forward into the mid 2000’s, animal therapy started to look at how animal companionship could aid children with their education. In one study, a group of 11 students (8 boys, 3 girls) who attended either a learning support programme, academic support programme, or were considered by teachers to be “disengaged”, were chosen by the school for this project. The ages of the children ranged from 5 to 11 years old. There were three dogs and handlers involved in the research, and each week two dogs and handlers would attend the school so that the participants could read to the dogs. Researchers took a qualitative approach and interviewed both students and teachers in the beginning and end of the programme. The results demonstrated that reading scores and attendance improved. It was also discovered that there had been emotional benefits, as students felt more motivated to learn, got along better with peers and felt better about themselves when learning (Sorin, Brooks & Lloyd, 2015). 

In the same year, a study examined the impact of pets on their owners, however instead of face to face contact, this study used photo elicitation as a stimulus. Participants were required to complete math questions whilst having an image present on screen. It is known that math can cause high anxiety and stress levels (Finlayson, 2014). The participants were split into three groups each having a different image on screen whilst performing the math tasks. Group one had an image of their pet, group two had desktop images and group three had coloured blocks. The results showed that group one, which had images of their pet present, displayed the lowest levels of stress during the task (Torres, Arnold & Shutt, 2016).

In today’s day and age, animal therapy is still primarily used for human health and mental health. For instance, this year, several studies exploring the use of Canine-Assisted Therapy (CAT) in accordance to its impact on adolescents with mental health issues. The therapy aimed to help people particularly with post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety and anger. CAT was associated with positive impacts including increased engagement and socialisation behaviours, also reducing the levels of disruptive behaviour during sessions (Jones, Rice & Cotton, 2019). 

Although as demonstrated, there are many contemporary studies on animal therapy/animal companionship, it is more difficult to find more classic studies as animal therapy is only newly recognised and appreciated to its level. Also, although the many studies conducted throughout the year cover many different angles and try to approach the therapy and it’s uses in many ways, there are a few gaps to be seen. First one being that it appears a lot of the studies focus on children or adolescents as their participant targets, otherwise usually on the other end of the spectrum and focusing the aim on older people (usually through exploring those with dementia). This then leaves a big age gap which hasn’t fully been explored in correspondence with animal therapy. It would be advantageous to conduct a study where participants vary in age, rather than belong to a group.

Another gap that was noticed was the fact that in many studies, animal therapy is tested against mental illness, some form of disability or for educational values, but not often purely observing the relationship and companionship between the person and the animal, disregarding any background health issues or mental health. There is room to explore the effects of animals on a person’s wellbeing and how they feel in themselves. 
The third and final gap that was observed was that majority of experiments involved participants interacting with animals in person but not many used photo elicitations. When searching for studies involving photo elicitation, of all the many results that will be presented, not many involve animals or pets. This offers a wide space of investigation for a researcher. It may be beneficial to take the gaps into consideration if any future studies were to be conducted or replicated.



	Please describe your participant group (including anticipated number of participants required) and any specific inclusion/exclusion criteria.  

The participants will be six students of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. The study will recruit two groups. One group will consist of students currently volunteering at The Animal Volunteering Society UWTSD, and the second group will consist of students that have a pet living at home with them. Participant target for both groups will be young adults aged between 18-30 years. 



	Please provide brief details of the anticipated design (e.g., between, within, mixed, regression, focus groups, interviews, experimental, questionnaires) and main procedure for your study (it should be clear from this how you are actually planning to carry out your study, and what will be happening to your participants).

The study will have two groups of students. Group one will participate in face to face contact with volunteer animals. The study will be conducted with interviews with the participants after they have spent some time with an animal at the volunteering society. They will receive an interview at one of their earlier sessions, then again at one of the later sessions to observe progress.
Group two will require students that have pets living at home, to bring in some photos of their pet to be used in photo-elicitation. The participants will take part in an interview whilst their pet photos are displayed in front of them.

Each group will aim to have 4-6 participants.



	What measures are you planning to use for data collection and how will this data be used in the analysis in order to answer your research question?  (Be as specific as possible here – what type of data will you be obtaining, what specific topics/measures/scales/instruments will you be using and what will you do with this data?)
Data will be collected with a semi-structured interview. After the interviews have been transcribed, the data will be subjected to a thematic analysis in order to identify the lived experience of pet companionship and how participants make sense of their relationships with animals. 
Photo-elicitation will be used with participants in group two. Photo-elicitation is an interview process that uses visual images to produce comments. The main purpose of using a photo-elicitated interview is to document how subjects react to the photos and to enhance communication during the interview. By doing so, it enables the researcher to gain a clear image of the relationship between the participant and their pet.



	What are the main ethical issues that you will need to address in this study? (Please note all students will need to complete the full ethics form prior to final approval for data collection being given).
It must be ensured that each participant receives an information sheet explaining the study, a consent form and a debrief form at the end to ensure that they understood how the data will be used. All participants will be fully aware of what is expected of them and that they can stop at any time if they wish to do so or withdraw from the study up to two weeks later after the interview. All participants’ identity will be kept anonymous by the use of pseudonyms, and the interview recording will be deleted after transcribing them. Any information that might identify them will be deleted in the transcripts. Transcripts will be kept safe in a password-encrypted laptop. Following the UWTSD Research Data Management (2017), the data will be kept for up to three years after completion of my degree. 
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