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Humor And Behavior in Psychiatric 
Hospitalization: What do Family Members 
Say About Canine-assisted Therapy?
Humor e Comportamento na Internação Psiquiátrica: O Que Dizem os Familiares Sobre a Cinoterapia?
Humor y Comportamiento en la Hospitalización Psiquiátrica: ¿Qué Dicen Los Familiares Sobre La Terapia Asistida 
Con Perros?

RESUMO
Objetivo: compreender a percepção de familiares acerca da Cinoterapia no cuidado de pessoas internadas em Unidade 
de Saúde Mental. Métodos: pesquisa do tipo descritiva e exploratória, realizada entre abril e novembro de 2024, com 
familiares de usuários internados em Unidade de Saúde Mental de um hospital universitário localizado na região central 
do Estado do Rio Grande do Sul. A coleta dos dados ocorreu por meio de entrevistas semiestruturadas. Os dados foram 
analisados a partir da Análise de Conteúdo Temática, com apoio do software MAXQDA 24 para organização, categoriza-
ção e elaboração de uma nuvem de palavras. Resultado: os familiares percebem que a Cinoterapia proporciona efeitos 
emocionais e terapêuticos aos usuários, além de favorecer mudanças positivas no humor, comportamento e nos víncu-
los. Conclusão: a Cinoterapia configura-se como uma estratégia de cuidado alternativo e humanizado em saúde mental 
que contribui para a reabilitação psicossocial de usuários em crise aguda de sofrimento psíquico.
DESCRITORES: Família; Unidade hospitalar de psiquiatria; Saúde mental; Terapia assistida com animais; Humanização 
da assistência.

ABSTRACT
Objective: To understand the perception of family members regarding Canine-Assisted Therapy in the care of people 
hospitalized in a Mental Health Unit. Methods: A descriptive and exploratory study was conducted between April and 
November 2024 with family members of patients hospitalized in a Mental Health Unit of a university hospital located in 
the central region of the state of Rio Grande do Sul. Data collection was carried out through semi-structured interviews. 
The data were analyzed using Thematic Content Analysis, with the support of MAXQDA 24 software for organization, 
categorization, and the creation of a word cloud. Results: Family members perceive that Canine-Assisted Therapy pro-
vides emotional and therapeutic effects to patients, in addition to promoting positive changes in mood, behavior, and re-
lationships. Conclusion: Canine-Assisted Therapy is configured as an alternative and humanized care strategy in mental 
health that contributes to the psychosocial rehabilitation of patients in acute crisis of psychic suffering.
DESCRIPTORS: Family; Psychiatric hospital unit; Mental health; Animal-assisted therapy; Humanization of care.

RESUMEN
Objetivo: Comprender la percepción de los familiares sobre la Terapia Asistida con Caninos en la atención a personas 
hospitalizadas en una Unidad de Salud Mental. Métodos: Se realizó un estudio descriptivo y exploratorio entre abril y 
noviembre de 2024 con familiares de pacientes hospitalizados en una Unidad de Salud Mental de un hospital univer-
sitario ubicado en la región central del estado de Rio Grande do Sul. La recolección de datos se realizó mediante entre-
vistas semiestructuradas. Los datos se analizaron mediante Análisis de Contenido Temático, con el apoyo del software 
MAXQDA 24 para la organización, categorización y creación de una nube de palabras. Resultados: Los familiares per-
ciben que la Terapia Asistida con Caninos proporciona efectos emocionales y terapéuticos a los pacientes, además de 
promover cambios positivos en el estado de ánimo, el comportamiento y las relaciones. Conclusión: La Terapia Asistida 
con Caninos se configura como una estrategia de atención alternativa y humanizada en salud mental que contribuye a 
la rehabilitación psicosocial de pacientes en crisis agudas de sufrimiento psíquico.
DESCRIPTORES: Familia; Unidad hospitalaria psiquiátrica; Salud mental; Terapia asistida con animales; Humanización 
del cuidado.
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INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, the family is seen as a 
group of people who are close and 
care about each other, and who 

think of themselves as part of the same 
unit, based on how the members them-
selves see who's in it. The family has been 
included in the care plan for people suf-
fering from mental illness since the Bra-
zilian Psychiatric Reform (RPb) process, 
as it has come to be understood as a pri-
vileged setting for providing care that su-
pports the life and health of individuals, 
either fully or partially. Thus, the family 
has become essential for improving the 
effectiveness of care and promoting the 
resocialization of people suffering from 
mental illness(2-3).

 By recognizing the relevance of the 
life context and support networks, in-
cluding the family, the RPb redirected 
mental health care to territorial and 
community-based services, proposing 
comprehensive and continuous care. 
Thus, specialized beds or Mental Health 
Units (USM) were designated in general 
hospitals, which should guarantee hu-
mane and comprehensive care to indi-
viduals, from short hospitalizations until 

their condition stabilizes. As a result, the 
hospitalization of people suffering from 
mental illness now only occurs in mo-
ments of acute crisis, when all territorial 
care resources are insufficient(4).

Humanized care, guided by the Na-
tional Humanization Policy, involves 
the qualities of health workers in their 
interaction with users and family mem-
bers, such as empathy, skilled listening, 
respect, and an ethical attitude. In addi-
tion, it presupposes an environment and 
resources that facilitate better care for 
the needs of those assisted and that dig-
nify the treatment offered(5).

In this vein, one humanizing care prac-
tice is the inclusion of trained animals in 
the treatment of people suffering from 
mental illness, especially in hospital set-
tings(6-7) . It is known that the human-ani-
mal relationship provides numerous ben-
efits for both, especially for the mental 
health of humans. In this context, some 
animals such as horses, dogs, and rabbits 
have been integrated into treatments 
as co-therapists to promote the health 
of individuals in various contexts. This 
practice has come to be understood as 
Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT)(6,8) .

Among AATs is Canine Therapy, 

which is characterized by the use of dogs 
as co-therapists. It is known that the role 
of dogs in Canine Therapy is fundamen-
tal and therapeutic for people's overall 
health, as it positively influences physi-
cal, psychological, and social aspects. In 
relation to mental health, canine therapy 
can promote improved self-perception, 
reduce anxiety, improve mood, and fa-
cilitate the establishment of emotional 
bonds(7).

Given the importance of including 
animals and family in the therapy of peo-
ple suffering from mental illness, the fol-
lowing research question arises: What is 
the perception of family members about 
canine therapy in the care of people ad-
mitted to mental health units? Thus, the 
objective is to understand the perception 
of family members about canine therapy 
in the care of people admitted to mental 
health units.

METHOD

This study consists of qualitative de-
scriptive and exploratory research. It 
was conducted in a mental health unit 
at a university hospital in a municipality 
in the central region of the state of Rio 
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Grande do Sul. The service operates ev-
ery day of the week, 24 hours a day. It 
serves men and women over the age of 18 
in acute mental distress until their con-
dition stabilizes. To serve them, the unit 
has a multidisciplinary team responsible 
for the comprehensive care of users and 
family members.

The participants in the study were 
family members of people admitted to 
the unit who took part in the canine 
therapy activity. This activity takes place 
indoors or outdoors (in the courtyard) 
at the USM once a week and lasts an av-
erage of 60 minutes. It is carried out by 
students from various fields of knowl-
edge who are part of the Mental Health 
Care and Health Training (FORESM) 
research group at the Federal University 
of Santa Maria (UFSM), by the Military 
Fire Department and therapy dogs, as 
well as USM staff members.

The inclusion criteria for participants 
were: family members over 18 years of 
age who had contacted the hospitalized 
user, either by phone call or hospital vis-
it. The invitation to participate in the re-
search was made verbally and intention-
ally to the family members of the users 
who participated in the Dog Therapy 
program. Thus, the research had the par-
ticipation of 22 family members, with no 
refusals to the invitation.

Data collection took place from April 
to November 2024. Semi-structured in-
terviews were used, containing questions 
about the participant's sociodemograph-
ic profile and guiding questions about 
their perception of the practice of Ca-
nine Therapy at USM.

 The questions were as follows: a) Has 
your family member ever mentioned 
participating in any activities with dogs 
here at the unit? Tell me what they said; 
b) What do you think about activities 
with dogs? c) Do you think activities 
with dogs can be beneficial? Any chang-
es? d) Have you noticed any changes in 
your family member's treatment when 
they participate in activities with dogs? 
What changes? e) Have you noticed any 
changes in the treatment of your family 

member when they do not participate in 
activities with dogs? What changes? f ) 
Have you heard of canine therapy? What 
do you understand about it? It should be 
noted that a pilot interview was conduct-
ed first, in which it was found that there 
was no need to adapt the questions.

The interviews were conducted by 
two nursing students who received 
training on the data collection instru-
ment. The interviews took place after 
the reading and signing of the Free and 
Informed Consent Form in a private 
room at USM. The interviews lasted an 
average of 10 minutes and were recorded 
with the prior authorization of the par-
ticipants and subsequently transcribed 
in full. Data collection was interrupted 
due to information saturation(9). To pre-
serve the identity of the interviewees, 
the code "F" was used, corresponding to 
the word "family member" followed by 
ordinal numbers (F1, F2, ...), represent-
ing the order in which the interview was 
conducted.

Thematic content analysis was used 
for data analysis(9). Thus, the following 
steps were followed: 1) reading and orga-
nizing the data; 2) categorizing the most 
relevant data; and 3) in-depth interpreta-
tion. In addition, MAXQDA 24 software 
was used to assist in organizing and cate-
gorizing the content and forming a word 
cloud with the most prevalent terms in 
the interviews.

The ethical precepts of Resolution No. 

466/2012 on research involving human 
beings were followed. In addition, the re-
search was submitted to and approved by 
the Research Ethics Committee through 
final opinion No. 6,052,639.

RESULTS

Regarding the sociodemographic 
profile of the 22 interviewees, 15 were 
female and seven were male. Among 
them, 11 self-identified as white, seven as 
brown, three as black, and one as indige-
nous. Regarding the marital status of the 
interviewees: eight were married, eight 
were single, four were divorced, and two 
were widowed.

In terms of the family members' edu-
cation, five had incomplete high school 
education and 12 had completed high 
school. Regarding family ties, the follow-
ing participated in the study: six moth-
ers, three sisters, three brothers, two 
daughters, two husbands, one wife, one 
father, one son, one nephew, one aunt, 
and one sister-in-law.

When analyzing the interviews, two 
categories were organized: perception of 
the emotional and therapeutic effects of 
dog therapy; and changes in mood, be-
havior, and relationships resulting from 
dog therapy. In addition, a word cloud 
was created with the most recurring 
terms in the statements, presented in Fig-
ure 1.

Figure 1 – Word cloud, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, 2024.
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Perception of the emotional and 
therapeutic effects of dog therapy

The interviewees reported that con-
tact with the co-therapist dog promotes 
distraction during a crisis, promoting 
greater comfort for the user with them-
selves and their environment, as well as 
providing feelings of joy and tranquil-
ity.

When you have contact with the 
animal, you forget all your prob-
lems, everything! It is a being that 
does not talk to you, but gives you 
a lot of attention. (F12)

I understand that it is good for 
the patient, that it will make 
them happier, more comfortable 
with the environment, with the 
situation they are experiencing... 
The animal will help the person 
feel better, at least for a few min-
utes, a few hours. (F18)

I understand that it is a way of 
trying to connect with animals, 
that they can bring tranquility, a 
search for peace... (F19)

Family members realize that ani-
mal-assisted therapy contributes pos-
itively to coping with mental health 
crises by promoting connection with 
the internal and external world, as well 
as promoting relaxation and improving 
the mental state of users.

[...] He loves it (canine thera-
py)... For my son who is in this 
situation (mental health crisis), I 
think it's wonderful! (F6)

[...] you connect in some way with 
an animal... it helps a lot with 
mental health. I believe you con-
nect more with your inner self... 
reflect more on that activity. 
(F11)

Very beautiful, for me it's great! 
[...] animals calm you down a 
lot. The activity, the work itself, 
is what will really lift your spirits. 

(F21)

Changes in mood, behavior, and 
bonds resulting from canine ther-
apy

Participants identified improve-
ments in users' mood and behavior, 
such as greater enthusiasm, attention, 
autonomy, communication, and motor 
coordination, reflecting positively on 
their mental health.

[...] They (users) have more au-
tonomy to overcome the symptoms 
they are experiencing... They see 
the animals and become excited... 
We notice that, in this sense, they 
improve. (F1)

[...] It must be good (canine 
therapy), because contact with 
animals must have benefits for 
them (users), both mentally and 
in terms of motor coordination... 
(F9)

[...] He (user) has definitely be-
come calmer... he is more talk-
ative. He is more interested in 
caring for animals and people, 
something he didn't used to talk 
about... (F12)

I think it's very important! I be-
lieve that mood improves, every-
thing improves with the animal! 
(F17)

For family members, the dog is per-
ceived as a significant companion, ca-
pable of reducing the users' feelings of 
loneliness and promoting changes in 
bonds, stimulating the development of 
a sense of care.

A lot (changes in treatment)! 
There are people who learn to live 
with the animal and become at-
tached to it, which makes an in-
credible change! [...] My brother 
loves animals. He uses the animal 
as a companion, as a friend. (F2)

[...] I think it can (canine therapy 

bring benefits), because if he has 
a dog... he has a commitment to 
care for and look after the ani-
mal. It's already a big thing that 
he has an interest in caring for it. 
(F3)

He (the user) has always liked 
animals. Seeing a dog in treat-
ment is very good! It must be 
very rewarding, because it helps 
to improve things a little. Their 
behavior, their understanding of 
the lives of animals... (F7)

DISCUSSION

The sociodemographic profile of 
family members indicated a predomi-
nance of women (15) in the role of care-
givers for people admitted to the USM, 
the majority of whom were mothers (6). 
It is known that, historically, the care of 
family members often falls on women, 
especially mothers, as a result of social 
and cultural constructs. Thus, the exer-
cise of care is commonly experienced by 
them as a duty permeated by emotional 
symbolism and as part of their identi-
ty(2,10).

Regarding marital status, there was a 
prevalence of people without a partner, 
varying between single (8), divorced 
(4), and widowed (2). This data may 
be related to the adoption of neoliberal 
logic by the State and the consequent 
vulnerability of families, which has 
contributed to a reduction in the num-
ber of family members and the adop-
tion of different strategies such as (re)
arrangements of family roles or solidar-
ity among members(1). 

With regard to education, there was 
a prevalence among participants with a 
high school diploma (12). It is under-
stood that social determinants such as 
age, gender, ethnicity, education, in-
come, among others, influence the or-
igin and perpetuation of mental health 
problems, as well as the well-being of 
individuals. In addition to these deter-
minants playing a causal role, they are 
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also related to how people experience 
illnesses, how they react to them, and 
how they seek help(11).

In view of this, it is considered that 
both the presence of the family in men-
tal health care and the practice of dog 
therapy favor comprehensive care for 
the individual receiving assistance(1,7) . 
The presence of the family is based on 
the understanding that the mental state 
of the person suffering from psycholog-
ical distress impacts the family unit, es-
pecially in situations of acute crisis, as it 
requires constant attention from family 
members. The family has diverse ways 
of functioning and communicating that 
can also contribute to the individual's 
suffering. In this sense, there is a clear 
need to include the family in the thera-
peutic plans of users, with a view to im-
proving care actions(3) .

Regarding the first category, fami-
ly members perceive that contact with 
the dog promotes distraction during 
the crisis and promotes greater comfort 
for the user with themselves and their 
environment, in addition to providing 
feelings of joy and tranquility. A mental 
health crisis is characterized as a mo-
ment of psychological disorganization, 
in which the individual is temporarily 
unable to self-regulate(12). In this case, 
the presence of animals provides a wel-
coming and comforting environment 
for those receiving care, helping them 
to manage their emotions. This is be-
cause interaction with dogs promotes 
the release of endorphins, thus contrib-
uting to feelings of well-being, security, 
and belonging in individuals(13) . 

According to the participants, the 
connection between the user and the 
co-therapy dog brings joy and tranquil-
ity to their loved ones. This connection 
with the animal can reduce stress-relat-
ed parameters, such as cortisol levels, 
heart rate, and blood pressure, in ad-
dition to facilitating social interaction 
and promoting positive emotions(8,14). 
Thus, canine therapy can provide feel-
ings of tranquility, happiness, relax-
ation, good humor, and satisfaction in 

participants(7,15).
In addition, family members realize 

that dog therapy contributes positively 
to coping with the crisis by promoting 
connection with the internal and ex-
ternal world and promoting relaxation 
and improvement in the mental state of 
users. For Nise da Silveira(16), a psychia-
trist who pioneered the use of animals 
in the treatment of people with mental 
illness, the human-animal relationship 
acts as a catalyst, as it is capable of coor-
dinating and (re)ordering the individ-
ual's mental functions, bringing them 
into harmony with the external world 
and enabling their psychosocial reha-
bilitation. In this sense, the relationship 
with dogs encourages humans to accept 
their current situation and, gradually, 
the recovery process. Therefore, canine 
therapy is characterized as an effective 
and accessible care strategy in the field 
of mental health.

In the second category, respondents 
identified improvements in users' mood 
and behavior, such as greater enthusi-
asm, attention, autonomy, communica-
tion, and motor coordination, reflecting 
positively on their mental health. It is 
understood, therefore, that canine ther-
apy can contribute to the improvement 
not only of socio-emotional function-
ing, but also of behavioral, cognitive, 
and physical aspects. Thus, the practice 
is configured as a recreational, motiva-
tional, and educational strategy(8).

It is noteworthy that canine therapy 
is capable of stimulating psychic func-
tions such as perception, memory, at-
tention, and reasoning(14). As a human-
ized care practice, it can transform the 
hospital environment in order to reduce 
tension in the space, improve the mood 
of users, interpersonal relationships, 
and communication(7,17). It is under-
stood that canine therapy, as an AAT, 
promotes emotional and social support 
for those assisted, which enhances in-
terpersonal skills, communication, and 
meaningful interactions. This is due 
to the sensory stimuli and the context 
of trust to which the individual is ex-

posed during the activity. Stimuli such 
as touch, warmth, and petting the dog 
activate the oxytocin system and gener-
ate the reported positive effects(14) .

Canine therapy also contributes to 
a more independent life((17)). A study(6)

points out that the use of guide dogs for 
people with visual impairment helped 
stabilize the individuals' locomotion, 
which persisted in the absence of the 
dog. In this context, using the dog's 
guide to detect tactile properties can 
improve the stability of individuals' 
locomotion. Furthermore, it helped 
improve fine motor skills, improve bal-
ance, and provided greater autonomy to 
users. It is worth noting that, although 
the present study did not include fami-
ly members of visually impaired people, 
the same result was noticed by the study 
participants.

Furthermore, participants realized 
that dogs are significant companions, 
capable of reducing users' feelings of 
loneliness and promoting changes in 
bonds, stimulating the development of 
a sense of care. Among the benefits of 
the relationship with dogs, especially in 
canine therapy, are improvements in so-
cial, empathic, and coping skills, as well 
as a reduction in psychological distress 
and feelings of loneliness(6,15). 

It is recognized that, for some peo-
ple, it may be easier to form an ani-
mal-human bond than a human-human 
bond, given that animals are indifferent 
and do not judge personal characteris-
tics(8) . In this context, the patient can 
experience the unconditional accep-
tance of the dog, without the need to 
adapt to external expectations or even 
suffer discrimination(17) . Thus, the ani-
mal can promote experiences of mutual 
acceptance, becoming the individual's 
first relationship in their maturation 
process(16), offering social support and 
acting as a buffer in stressful situa-
tions(8).

In addition, the figure of the co-ther-
apist dog facilitates social interactions, 
the establishment of emotional bonds, 
and promotes feelings of tranquility, 
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affection, and good humor(7). It is un-
derstood that the presence of the dog 
enables the individual to recover the 
"being-with," that is, the sense of other-
ness. By representing home and family, 
companionship, and witnessing human 
afflictions, dogs enable experiences of 
care and love for individuals who, in 
turn, end up reproducing such experi-
ences in their other relationships(16) . 
It should be noted that this change in 
the way of bonding and the transfer of 
care and love, made possible by the dog, 
were noticed by family members during 

the treatment of users at the USM. 

CONCLUSION-

The study analyzed family members' 
perceptions of canine therapy in the 
care of people admitted to the Men-
tal Health Unit, highlighting positive 
emotional and therapeutic effects, such 
as improvement in acute crises, com-
fort, joy, tranquility, and strengthening 
of users' internal and external connec-
tions. The practice was associated with 
changes in mood, behavior, communi-

cation, autonomy, motor coordination, 
and bond formation, with the dog being 
perceived as a companion that reduces 
loneliness and enhances care.

It is concluded that canine thera-
py is a humanized and alternative care 
strategy with the potential to promote 
psychosocial rehabilitation in acute cri-
sis contexts. However, the short period 
of hospitalization limited the inter-
ventions, indicating the need for more 
robust research, such as randomized 
clinical trials, to scientifically validate 
its benefits and expand its application.
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