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Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT) is a type of therapy that in-

volves an animal with specific characteristics, becoming a fun-

damental part of a person's treatment. Animal-Assisted Therapy 

is designed to improve the physical, social, emotional, and/or 

cognitive functioning of the patient, as well as providing educa-

tional and motivational effectiveness for the participant. AAT can 

be provided on an individual or group basis.  Many kinds of ani-

mals are used in therapy, including dogs, cats, elephants, birds, 

dolphins, rabbits, lizards, and other small animals. AAT with 

horses is known specifically as equine-assisted psychotherapy 

(EAP), and is one of the many options we offer at the sanctuary. 

Willows has run the AAT Programme for people with severe mental health difficulties, for 

approximately 15 years. This started out as a pilot scheme but soon came to be regarded 

as useful alternative to day/hospital care by social workers, psychiatrists and employment 

officers. We then entered into a service level agreement with Aberdeenshire Council for 

people with severe and enduring mental health difficulties. Since starting the programme 

we have identified other client groups who would benefit from using our service. After run-

ning several pilot schemes for client groups with learning and physical difficulties, people 

who suffer from substance misuse, homeless people we have expanded our services to 

assist these groups too..  

 

Willows is situated in a rural and relatively deprived area. We are fairly central to  

Peterhead, Fraserburgh and Banff. This region has a high amount of people  

suffering from substance misuse, mental health issues and unemployment. Willows  

acts as a life line for a lot of vulnerable people, and in many cases it is the only  

programme particular clients are willing to try. We work very closely with Employment  

officers, Social workers and back to work programmes etc. This helps us to maintain the  

high standard of service that we provide. Over the years we have helped many people 

back in to work and further education.  

 

Jenny Gray, manager of Willows 
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Judith’s Story 
 
Judith (not her real name), has suffered unimaginable abuse from a young age. She was 

sexually abused and beaten by her father, who then locked her in a cellar and left her 

there until she was eventually found by police. She was so traumatised that she was una-

ble to leave her mother’s side, and until recently things looked very dark for her indeed. 

Now aged 16, she was brought to Willows, and now volunteers here each week. Judith 

has a deep love of animals, and the interaction with them in the safety of the sanctuary 

has changed the world for her. We are asking all caring people to help Willows to contin-

ue to support Judith, and the many other vulnerable people. They rely on their weekly 

therapeutic visits to the sanctuary, which help them recover from their experiences, and 

supports them as they move on in the world.  
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Quotes from Judith and her Mum 
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How the Animal Assisted Therapy Programme Works 
 

Our AAT programme is client led. When first introduced to a new client we will have an 

informal interview in order to discover their particular interests. We also ask what he or 

she hopes to achieve through being on this programme. Commonly, client responses 

range from wanting to improve their confidence, to learning new skills to do a college 

course or seek employment. This is also an opportunity to find out any relevant medical 

information, for example, asthma or back problems, so that we can then adjust the kind of 

work they will do around them. Our programme is tailor made for the individual, and this 

can range from grooming cats, to learning about horse management, or learning DIY 

skills and basic horticulture as well as many other opportunities and courses being made 

available. 

 

Our main client group is people with severe and enduring mental health issues, but we 

also help people with brain damage as well as schizophrenics. Goals are different for 

everyone mostly we are supporting people back in to education and then on to employ-

ment. With helping  the most vulnerable of our clients, getting to Willows is an achieve-

ment for them and in a lot of cases the only place they will go to. We also have clients 

that travel for nearly two hours to get here. 

 

For example we had one client called Susan who had mild depression due to a marriage 

break up. She wanted to go back to college and do a small animal course but it turned 

out she was terrified of animals! She was with us one day a week for eight weeks, in that 

time we taught her various skills that would be used in her course and we found out why 

she was so scared. It turned out that she thought she would hurt the animals If she 

picked them up.  The eight sessions helped her build her confidence up and she went on 

to complete her course and went on to the next level.  

 

Another example is Mike, the nature of Mikes illness is that he has attended Willows for 

around 8 years. His recent quote is “ coming to Willows sets me up for the week, I feel 

lost without it. Willows has helped me become more confident, I can now walk my dog 

again and go fishing, something I have not been able to do for years” .  

 

This is a most rewarding programme to be part of as it is wonderful to meet someone and 

watch them become more confident and part of them team. This unique bond between 



 5 

Our Objectives 
 
 We want to expand our services to more volunteers and vulnerable people in the 

community.  
 
 We wish to develop more links with other organisations throughout the NE of Scot-

land. Together we are trying to improve opportunities for people‘s personal growth 
and  development. 

 
 We aim to improve the quality of life choices for volunteers and vulnerable people. 

This unique project delivers opportunities for vulnerable people making a stronger 
community. 

 

We have been approached by private carers, hoping we can offer AAT to the person they 

look after, so far we have been able to offer free placements to those who have no care 

package. Please donate toward this, thus allowing us to always have free placements for 

those who need them.  

People doing Community Service are often involved on projects 

like fencing and work on the nature trail. Everyone involved 

seems to enjoy the outside work, and benefit from learning 

news skills which can then go on their CV.   

 

This young man is doing his Com-
munity Service at the Sanctuary. 

client and animal has been proven to benefit and reach some clients that have not re-

sponded to conventional treatment. 


