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The Effect of Animal-Assisted Therapy on Prosocial Behavior in Children with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder and Developmental Delay 

The purpose of this research study was to examine the effect of animal-assisted therapy (AAT) 

on prosocial behavior in children at risk for autism spectrum disorder (ASD) or developmental 

delay (DD). This mixed-methods study began in June 2022 and included a control group and a 

treatment group, with four participants in each group. Human-animal interaction forms evaluated 

ethical canine care and behavior and measured the interaction between the child and canine 

during the AAT session. Short-term changes in prosocial behavior were assessed at biweekly and 

monthly intervals, while long-term changes were assessed every three months and at the start and 

conclusion of the six-month study. Outcomes include implications for ethical care of therapy 

canines, enhanced understanding of HAI in the pediatric ASD and DD populations, 

recommendations of activities to incorporate into AAT sessions, and increased understanding of 

the effect that AAT has on prosocial behavior in ASD and DD populations. 

IRB approval for this study was obtained in May 2022 from the University of Arkansas. 

This study was partially funded by the University of Arkansas Honors College. 
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ABSTRACT
PURPOSE: The purpose of this study 
was to investigate the effect of AAT in 
pediatric ASD population by assessing 
canine behaviors and examining 
prosocial behaviors in children at risk 
for developmental delay and/or ASD.

DESIGN/METHODS:
Three canine behaviors, affiliative, 
stress, and avoidance, were analyzed 
to note patterns in behavior upon 
which future protocols can be derived.

Short- and long-term effects of pro-
social behaviors were measured 
through 6 different assessments 
throughout the 6-month study.

SAMPLE: The sample included 8 
pediatric participants aged 3 to 11 
years old identified at risk for ASD. 

CONCULSIONS:  AAT sessions 
resulted in a modest trend of 
improvement in short- and long-term 
pro-social behaviors. Canine 
interactions which increase prosocial 
behaviors were identified and canine 
stress symptoms during AAT 
decreased over time.

Canines can effectively be incorporated into therapy sessions to 
promote prosocial behavior in children with developmental delay 
and/or ASD. The canine interacted well with all participants and 
few avoidance behaviors were noted. Stress-related behaviors 
improved over time as the canine matured in age and training. 
Positive short-term effects of AAT on prosocial behavior were 
reflected in both biweekly and monthly assessments. Three 
different assessments evaluating behavior at 3-month intervals 
demonstrated improvement in socialization, motor skills, and 
social-emotional functioning. Promising improvement was also 
noted in the 6-month assessments. Lastly, decreased caregiver 
engagement in home therapy strategies was associated with 
minimal improvements in prosocial behavior, reflecting the 
importance of caregiver participation in the therapeutic plan.
Limitations included caregiver bias when completing behavioral 
and developmental assessments, variation in home therapy 
participation, and small sample size. Replication of this study with 
a larger participant pool and a focus on consistent caregiver 
participation could lead to further understanding on the influence 
of AAT on prosocial behavior in children with developmental delay 
and/or ASD.

The purpose of this study was to identify canine 
stress, avoidance, and affiliative behaviors during 
AAT sessions and examine both short- and long-
term effects of AAT on prosocial behaviors in 
children at risk for ASD.

Preliminary results of this study suggest a promising future for AAT 
in the ASD population. This study is shows improvement of canine 
stress behaviors over time with few avoidance 
behaviors, suggesting that canines can work in this type of 
therapeutic environment. Positive effects of short- and long-term 
pro-social behavior were noted, 
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METHOD
This mixed-methods study investigated gaps in 
AAT knowledge to serve as a foundation for future 
studies of therapeutic care utilizing AAT in the ASD 
populations. Expected outcomes included 
implications for canine care, recommendations of 
activities to incorporate into AAT sessions, and 
increased understanding of the effect that AAT has 
on prosocial behavior in children with ASD. 
Participants were randomly assigned to 2 groups; 
Group A received traditional therapy for the first 12 
weeks while Group B received AAT. Afterwards, 
both groups changed therapy types for 12 weeks. 
Short-term assessments were administered 
biweekly and monthly, while long-term 
assessments were administered at the beginning, 
middle, and end of the study. 

Autism Spectrum disorder (ASD) is a 
neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by 
difficulties in social interaction, nonverbal 
communication, and repetitive behavior with 
restricted interests. The use of animal-assisted 
therapy (AAT) in the ASD population has increased 
due to reports suggesting that AAT may reduce 
severity of ASD symptoms, improve motor skills, 
and enhance communication abilities2. Research 
investigating the use of canines is in its infancy, 
causing gaps in evidence-based practice in the use 
of AAT and in the care of the canine3. Quantitative 
studies with rigorous methodologies are needed to 
promote best practice for canine training and care, 
short-term effects noted after an AAT session, and 
long-term effects sustained after AAT sessions. 
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FUTURE IMPLICATIONS
Further investigation into canine training and care, activities to 
incorporate during AAT sessions, and duration of AAT sessions 
are warranted. Also, the human-animal interaction and bond 
between a trained therapy canine and children with ASD is 
necessary to note canine and human interaction among races and 
ethnicities, genders, age groups, intellectual ability, and verbal 
ability. 

Canine social, avoidance, and stress behaviors indicate that trained therapy 
canines function well in AAT sessions. Avoidance behaviors improved as the 
canine matured. Panting and pacing occurred more frequently than other 
stress behaviors, while nudging to provoke interaction and licking the child’s 
hand were the most frequently observed social behaviors. A positive 
correlation between AAT and improvement in short-term prosocial behaviors 
was noted. A decrease in PANAS negative affect scores was noted during 
AAT therapy compared to traditional therapy.

Long-term prosocial effects demonstrated by the Vineland-3 assessment 
indicated more severe adaptive behaviors over the course of the study, but 
this may have been due to caregivers’ misperceptions about child
development at the start of the study. Conversely, SRS scores, which 
measure socialization behavior associated with ASD, decreased during AAT. 
Likewise, ASQ-3 scores showed increased attainment of developmental 
milestones while ASQ:SE-2 scores indicated improvement in social-
emotional functioning.

Assessment July 2022 October 2022 January 2023

Vineland-3 65.63 70.50

SRS-2 110.00 98.63 88.60

ASQ-3* 110.00 110.00 195.00

ASQ:SE-2* 262.50 202.50 210.00
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Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ)
Group A

t(17)= 0.41 p= 0.69

Prior to 
Therapy
(n=19)

AAT Therapy 
(n=14) Traditional 

Therapy (n=5)

Mean Score 66.53 67.29 64.40

Standard 
Deviation

13.12 13.83 12.10

Group B
t(14)= 0.66 p= 0.52

Prior to 
Therapy
(n=16)

AAT Therapy
(n=4)

Traditional 
Therapy
(n=12)

Mean Score 71.06 74.50 69.92

Standard 
Deviation

11.89 10.63 12.49

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS)
Group A

t(25)= 0.83 p=0.41

Prior to Therapy
(n=27)

AAT Therapy
(n=16)

Traditional Therapy
(n=11)

Mean Score 45.52 46.00 44.82

Standard 
Deviation 3.60 4.16 2.60

Group B
t(15)= 0.52 p=0.61

Prior to Therapy
(n=17)

AAT Therapy
(n=6)

Traditional Therapy
(n=11)

Mean Score 46.06 44.50 46.91
Standard 
Deviation 8.96 5.36 10.58
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