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Abstract 
 

Research consistently demonstrates that animal harm is associated with a range of 
serious psychosocial issues. Despite the importance of early identification and intervention, 
little research has been carried out directly with children, and evidence on how to effectively 
intervene to prevent continuing cycles of harm is lacking. This thesis aims to fill this gap. It 
adopts a child-centred approach to understand the psychological risk factors for animal harm 
and evaluates Animal Guardians, a novel educational intervention delivered by the Scottish 
Society for Prevention of Cruelty against Animals (SPCA) for high-risk children. 

 
The first study is a meta-narrative systematic review of research carried out between 

2010-2020 on childhood animal cruelty (CAC). This study reviews 69 publications, including 
theoretical and empirical research in criminology, social work, and psychology. A range of 
themes emerge across the literature. Environmental risk factors include exposure to 
childhood adversity, experiences of violence, and witnessing animal cruelty. Psychological risk 
factors include externalizing disorders, low empathy, low self-esteem, poor family 
functioning, and being accepting of cruelty. Results also suggest that CAC which is recurrent 
or extreme links to later interpersonal violence, and that many psychosocial barriers exist in 
measuring and reporting CAC. The review also highlights issues regarding inconsistent 
operationalization and discusses issues with definitions which are often disconnected from 
animal welfare legislation and child development.  

 
The second study takes a qualitative approach, interviewing ten children referred to 

the Animal Guardians programme (average age= 8.8 years, n=9 males). It uses a variety of 
child-friendly techniques including crafts, vignettes, open questions, and standardized 
measures. Interviews were analyzed using content analysis to answer specific questions and 
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to extract overarching themes. Content 
analysis suggested that referred children (a) tended to have small attachment networks which 
often included pets, (b) tended to interpret ambiguous situations predominately negatively, 
(c) tended to like animals and see them as sentient, and (d) struggled admitting to cruelty. 
Three main superordinate themes emerged from the IPA: (a) Bonding to animals, (b) Exposure 
to/normalization of violence, and (c) Signs of emotional issues/trauma. Together, these 
results suggest that children who were referred for animal cruelty toward their pets came 
from vulnerable backgrounds, had complex circumstances surrounding their at-risk or cruel 
behaviour, and sometimes had trouble regulating their emotions and behaviours.  

 
The third study takes a quantitative approach to understanding the psychological risk 

factors for childhood animal harm by comparing nine children referred to the Animal 
Guardians programme to 18 classmate controls. A range of parametric and non-parametric 
tests of difference were used to analyse differences on a range of novel and established 
psychological measures. Children at high-risk of animal harm were more likely to be 
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insecurely attached, scored significantly higher on Strengths and Difficulties and Callous 
Unemotional traits as rated by their teachers, scored lower on cognitive empathy, and 
performed more poorly on an executive functioning task. No significant differences were 
found between high-risk and low-risk children on self-reported empathy or emotion 
recognition. Drawings indicated secure children tended to feel closer to mothers and siblings, 
while pets’ proximity did not vary according to attachment strategy. Although insecure 
children scored lower on mentalising about pets, caregiving behaviour towards pets, and 
parental help in resolving conflict with pets, both groups similarly used pets as sources of 
comfort. Thus, although insecure attachment was an important risk factor for harming 
animals, secure and insecure children had similar capacity for bonding with their pets.  

 
The fourth study is an evaluation of Animal Guardians, using a matched-control 

sample of 48 children (24 referred to AG and 24 controls) who completed a pre- and post-test 
activity pack measuring targeted constructs. Mixed ANOVAs showed that children receiving 
the AG program improved significantly more than controls on welfare knowledge, behaviour 
towards animals, cognitive and behavioural empathy. Furthermore, post-hoc tests showed 
that referred children improved significantly on belief in animal minds and affective empathy. 
The intervention was equally effective for girls and boys, and independent of harm-severity 
at referral. Younger children had a marginally greater improvement than older children, and 
post-hoc tests showed this was because they started with lower levels of welfare knowledge. 
These results show that AG is an effective program and suggests that educational 
interventions can be a positive way of reducing risk of animal harm.  
  
This thesis provides an in-depth and child-centred exploration of the risk factors for childhood 
animal harm and provides the first evaluation of an intervention targeting this behaviour. The 
effectiveness of the Animal Guardians programme is promising and suggests that early 
educational intervention is feasible. Implications for animal welfare, clinical practice, and 
intervention development are also discussed.   
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Lay Summary 

Why should we care about children’s relationships with animals? We know that interacting 
with animals can have many benefits, and that pets play an important role in children’s 
lives. However, we understand much less about why some children harm animals, and how 
to help prevent this from happening. These situations are often complex but can be a sign 
that something is wrong in the child’s life, and that they need more support. The Scottish 
SPCA, one of Scotland’s largest animal welfare charities, teamed up with a research team at 
the University of Edinburgh to try and help children who had hurt animals. Together, the 
teams designed Animal Guardians, a new education programme for children in primary 
school (ages 4-12). This thesis presents the results of this collaboration, including what we 
have learned about why children hurt animals, and how well Animal Guardians works as a 
programme. 
 
The first study (Chapter 2) analyses the research published in the past ten years, on the 
topic of childhood animal harm. It establishes that animal harm is often linked with 
witnessing violence, but also with difficulties regulating emotions, with low empathy, and 
with negative attitudes towards animals. Furthermore, it recommends that researchers 
adapt their tools and make them age appropriate for children. For instance, using certain 
stigmatizing terms, definitions, and measures might prevent children from discussing these 
issues. Finally, viewing childhood animal harm as part of a spectrum of interaction with 
animals will allow researchers to explore more nuanced questions. 
 
The second study (Chapter 3) explores interviews done with ten children who had been 
referred to Animal Guardians after animal harm incidents, during the programme’s very first 
year. These children completed activities and were asked questions about their 
understanding of animal harm and their relationships with animals. This first step was 
necessary because very few studies had previously been done directly with children (most 
studies are with adults asked about their childhood). The chapter explores themes in 
children’s responses and found that: children showed that they usually liked animals, knew 
that harming an animal was not right, and often felt bad for having done so. However, most 
of the children had problems controlling their emotions and behaviour, and/or had 
experienced trauma.  They had often seen other people hurt animals or had seen animals 
being aggressive (and so thought it was a normal way for animals to behave). 
 
The results of the third study are split into Chapters 4 and 5. They compare answers given 
by children referred to Animal Guardians with answers to the same questions asked to 
children from their class who had not hurt animals (the “control” group). This was done to 
understand what differences there might be between the two groups, to find out what type 
of support would benefit the referred children. The results presented in Chapter 4 show 
that children referred to Animal Guardians had less secure bonds with their parents 
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(attachment), had more difficulties with self-regulation (executive functions), and had some 
issues understanding others’ feelings (empathy).  Chapter 5 explores children’s relationships 
with their pets. It finds that even children who did not have secure attachment bonds with 
their parents could use pets as sources of comfort. However, these children found it more 
difficult to understand pets’ emotions or their needs than children who enjoyed secure 
bonds with their parents. This was true both for the children who had been referred to 
Animal Guardian and for the children in the “control” group. Being able to trust parents to 
help when ambiguous situations arose seems to make the biggest difference. 
 
The fourth study (Chapter 6) evaluates how well the Animal Guardians programme works to 
help children improve on some of these issues. Results show that the programme improves 
children’s understanding of both human and animal emotions. It also strengthens their 
knowledge about what animals need to stay happy and healthy, and it does reduce how 
often they report harming animals. Animal Guardians worked just as well for girls and for 
boys, no matter how serious the harm they had caused an animal. It worked slightly better 
for the younger children, suggesting that early support is especially important. 
 
In summary, this work explores animal harm from the child’s perspective, and shows that 
while children who harm animals are often from vulnerable backgrounds or have difficulties, 
we can indeed help them improve their interactions with animals. The hope is that by 
helping children early, they can build positive relationships with animals and enjoy the 
benefits of interacting with them (without harming them).  
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The importance of adopting a holistic, child-centred approach to research and practice is 

increasingly being recognized across a range of psychological disciplines. In Scotland, Get it 

Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) is the national approach to improving child wellbeing, and 

emphasizes the importance of “placing the child and their family at the heart” and 

“understanding wellbeing as being about all areas of life” (Scottish Government, 2022). In 

fact, adopting a comprehensive view of a child’s development provides opportunities for 

more nuanced and effective approaches for prevention and treatment and is part of a 

broader movement away from a medical and diagnostic model of mental illness into one 

which emphasizes mental wellbeing and resilience (see e.g., Children and Young People’s 

Mental Health Taskforce, 2015). Despite the prevalence and importance of animals in 

children’s lives (Melson, 2005; Purewal et al., 2017), child-animal interaction is rarely 

included in this holistic view. This introduction argues that psychology should take a greater 

interest in the developmental significance of children’s relationships with animals across a 

spectrum from harm to positive interactions.  

 

This introduction (1) explores how animals are present in the lives of many children, (2) 

analyses how this is underutilised in healthcare practice, (3) presents tools and definitions 

for more holistic study, (4) describes relevant research on risk and protective factors, 

illustrating these with three case studies, and (5) makes recommendations for intervention 

in cases of animal harm. 

1.1 Animals In the Lives of Children 

Current statistics suggest that more than three-quarters of children in Western countries 

live with pets (Wall, 2022; Purewal, 2019; Marsa-Sambola et al., 2016). In fact, children are 

more likely to grow up with a pet than a sibling (about 42% of families in the UK have only 

one child) or their biological father (20% children live with single mothers; Office of National 

Statistics, 2022; see also Melson, 2005). Given this high prevalence, it is surprising that the 

effects of animals on children’s development has not yet received more attention. Despite 

the scarcity of research, Gail Melson’s (2005) book Why the Wild Things Are highlights the 

psychological importance of animals in the lives of children and presents a thorough 

account of the mechanisms involved. In line with the biophilia hypothesis (Kellert & Wilson, 

1993), Melson argues that animals are deeply psychologically rooted in humanity’s 
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evolutionary past, which creates a predisposition to attune to animals. From there, she 

explores at least five ways in which animals impact the lives of children:  

 

1) Through the roles pets play as part of the family in children’s expanding attachment 

networks, especially in developing caregiving behaviours.  

2) Through the use of animals in educational settings, especially as naturally attractive 

ways of engaging attention and developing various cognitive skills such as biological 

knowledge, theory of mind, and concepts of morality and welfare.   

3) Through the potentially therapeutic benefits of interactions with animals, including 

through physiological pathways, and because animals may be seen as less 

threatening than humans, especially in cases of trauma and abuse. 

4) In the way animal imagery and symbology pervades children’s culture, from stories 

and fairy tales to toys and as a “first vocabulary” for understanding self and other. 

5) The concerning link between childhood animal cruelty, exposure to violence, and 

later commitment of interpersonal violence, accompanied by the contradictory 

messages children receive on what counts as animal cruelty.  

 

Melson cautions that research into child-animal interaction should not try to answer the 

one-dimensional question: “Do pets or other animals affect children?”. Rather, adopting the 

lens of environmental specificity, we should ask: “Which aspects of child-pet relationships 

affect which children, in which ways, and at what times?” (p. 192). Melson concludes by 

arguing for a biocentric approach to child development: “Opening up the study of children’s 

development, currently framed solely in terms of other people, to include nonhuman 

animals illuminates neglected corners of childhood,” and may “lead to new insights about 

children’s thoughts, feelings, and ties, to other humans” (p. 190).  

 

Melson was right, if we don’t ask the right questions, we will not get relevant answers. For 

instance, studies investigating the effect of pet presence on children have tended not to 

show significant effects (see e.g., Purewal 2019), but studies investigating the quality of 

children’s relationships to pets have found that closer bonds lead to positive effects (see 

e.g., Marsa-Sambola et al., 2017). Furthermore, research has noted that different types of 



 

  4 

pets may provide different benefits (Muldoon et al., 2019b), and that benefits change 

developmentally, from infancy to childhood and into adolescence (Muldoon et al., 2019a).  

 

Melson was also right that animals are deeply imbedded in children’s social and 

psychological development. On the one hand, children view pets as members of their family 

(Marsa-Sambola et al., 2016) and as sources of support (McNicholas & Collis, 2001), can be 

impacted by pet bereavement (Schuurman, 2020), and can develop a range of psychological 

skills through interactions with pets (Vidovic et a., 1999). On the other hand, we also know 

that animal abuse in families is associated with higher risk of child abuse (McDonald et al., 

2019; Ascione & Arkow, 1999), and that children who harm animals are at higher risk of 

having a range of psychological issues and developing behavioural disorders (Hawkins et al., 

2017). It seems that children’s interactions with animals could act as valuable markers for 

child wellbeing, but questions about animals are not routinely included in clinical practice or 

social work in the UK. It is worth noting that much of this research continues to be 

spearheaded by animal welfare organizations hoping to reduce cases of animal harm and 

improve animal wellbeing1. 

1.2  Childhood Animal Interaction in Practice  

Current mental health practice does not provide guidelines on how to discuss child-animal 

interaction nor how to integrate it into care, even though the link between animal harm and 

various psychopathologies is established. Furthermore, interpersonal violence seems to be 

both a cause and consequence of childhood animal harm (CAH), while positive interactions 

with animals promote wellbeing through development. This section argues that this is a 

blind spot for practitioners and aims to raise awareness of the implications.  

 

1.2.1 Conduct Disorder and Other Psychopathologies 

In current clinical practice, children’s interactions with animals are only discussed for the 

diagnosis of conduct disorder (CD). CD is defined as a “repetitive and persistent pattern of 

behaviour in which the basic rights of others or major age-appropriate societal norms or 

 
1 This echoes history: the first child protection lawsuit was spearheaded by members of the American Society 
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (Unti, 2008).    



 

  5 

rules are violated” (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013). In 1987, animal cruelty 

was added to a list of one of 15 behaviours which could indicate CD, and since then 

childhood animal cruelty has been found to be one of the earliest indicators of childhood-

onset CD, with an average age of onset around 6.5 years (Miller, 2001). Conduct disorder is 

one of the most prevalent childhood mental health conditions affecting 5% of children and 

is the most common reason for referral to Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services 

(CAMHS; National Institute for Health and Care Excellence [NICE], 2013). CD is the childhood 

precursor to antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) in adulthood, and both diagnoses are 

highly correlated with deviance and offending behaviour (Robert & Coid, 2010). There are 

various subtypes of childhood-onset CD, and childhood animal cruelty seems particularly 

associated with the subset of children displaying callous unemotional (CU) traits (Dadds et 

al., 2006). CU traits are defined as low affect combined with lack of empathy, remorse, or 

guilt, and are associated with more severe outcomes and the development of psychopathy 

(Frick & White, 2008). Furthermore, within children diagnosed with CD, those who have 

been cruel to animals have significantly greater histories of abuse and exposure to domestic 

violence (Duncan et al., 2005).  

 

Although diagnostically only applicable to CD, childhood animal harm is associated with a 

wide range of mental health issues and psychological risk factors. Nearly 30% of therapists 

surveyed in the USA reported dealing with animal abuse issues in therapy sessions (Schaefer 

et al., 2007), suggesting it is not a rare issue. Animal harm behaviour can occur in children 

with a range of externalising disorders, including children with ADHD (Becker et al., 2004), 

and is likely linked more generally to trait impulsivity (Newberry, 2018). Animal harm is also 

reported to be more likely in populations with lower rates of empathy or reduced 

perspective taking skills, including those with CU traits or children with autism spectrum 

disorder (ASD; Burrows et al., 2008), either because children do not realise what they are 

doing is causing distress (low cognitive empathy) or because they do not care (low affective 

empathy). From a risk perspective, childhood animal cruelty can be a red flag for exposure 

to family violence (DeGue & DiLillo, 2009; Lee-Kelland & Finlay, 2018), trauma and adverse 

childhood experiences (ACEs; Bright et al., 2018), and witnessing animal abuse (Browne & 

Hensley, 2017). In adolescence, animal abuse can be related to delinquency and emerging 

patterns of antisocial behaviour (Lucia & Killis, 2011; Longobardi & Badenes-Ribera, 2019).  
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Signal et al. (2013) provide one of the only studies investigating how psychologists use 

information about animal cruelty in diagnosing and treating children. They presented 69 

psychologists registered to practice in Queensland, Australia, with two vignettes (based on 

real cases), corresponding to either a diagnosis of ADHD or CD, and both containing 

incidents of animal harm. Although most psychologists paid attention to animal cruelty in 

the CD vignette, endorsing it as both a primary indicator for diagnosis and key target for 

intervention, there was a much lower tendency to indicate animal cruelty as a primary 

indicator for the ADHD vignette, and addressing animal cruelty was the least frequently 

endorsed area for primary intervention. Signal et al. highlight that this low level of concern 

outside of CD diagnosis is worrying, given that childhood animal cruelty is a red flag for a 

number of issues. They suggest that childhood animal cruelty should become a 

psychological diagnostic tool irrespective of CD diagnosis. Randour (2007) notes that until 

professional organisations of psychologists (e.g., the APA, BPS) recognise the importance of 

childhood animal cruelty, many psychologists will not enquire about or pursue disclosures, 

and Signal et al. suggest that the DSM is “unintentionally creating a barrier to considering 

childhood animal cruelty as an indicator worthy of consideration regardless of presenting 

behaviours” (p. 85).   

 

The item “cruel to animals” was added to the Child Behaviour Checklist (CBCL) in 1991, and 

results from a national survey in the USA provide interesting insights into possible rates of 

prevalence and illustrates the usefulness of childhood animal cruelty to act as a marker for a 

range of psychopathologies (Achenbach et al., 1991). Figure 1.1 shows rates of animal 

cruelty as reported by parents of children of different ages (adapted from Ascione, 2005). 

We can see that rates are much higher in girls and boys referred for any problem to a 

mental health clinic compared to a nationally representative sample of controls screened 

for absence of mental health issues. We can also see a sustained difference in boy’s and 

girl’s rates of animal cruelty and that cruelty rates are highest in young children and tend to 

decrease with age, except in the clinically referred group of boys. However, an important 

caveat is that there can be issues in the reliability of parent’s reports of animal cruelty 

(Walters, 2018) because the behaviour can be hidden, stigmatised, and there are 

definitional issues regarding what constitutes childhood animal cruelty (Ascione, 2005).  
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practice violence and be desensitised to its consequences. Research for this hypothesis 

came from studies which found that rates of childhood animal cruelty were higher in 

samples of violent offenders when compared to non-violent offenders (see e.g., Merz-Perez 

et al., 2001), including serial killers (e.g., Wright & Hensley, 2003) and school shooters 

(Arluke & Madfis, 2014). The problem is that these are atypical samples using retrospective 

methods, which create biases and reduce generalisability. In fact, a meta-analysis 

controlling for various sources of bias showed that childhood animal cruelty correlated 

equally well with violent and non-violent offending (Walters, 2013).  

 

Unlike the previous two theories, the deviance generalisation hypothesis (DGH) does not 

suggest that childhood animal cruelty leads specifically to later interpersonal violence, but 

simply notes that a wide range of offending behaviours tend to co-occur (Arluke et al., 

1999). It suggests that someone who is cruel to animals will be more likely to commit other 

offenses, “either because one form of deviant behaviour leads to involvement in other 

forms of deviance or because different forms of deviance have the same underlying causes” 

(Arluke et al., 1999, p. 965). This theory has received support from a range of research and is 

probably the most substantiated (Walters, 2013). Gullone (2013) provides an excellent 

synthesis on the link between animal cruelty and interpersonal violence, while Longobardi & 

Badenes-Ribera (2019) provide a systematic review of this literature. The developing 

consensus seems to be that childhood animal cruelty that is intentional, severe, and 

recurrent is particularly predictive of psychopathology and later interpersonal violence.  

 

Another discipline which has informed research on the link between childhood animal 

cruelty and interpersonal violence is social work. Research has long noted the “The Link” 

between animal abuse and other forms of abuse in the household such as domestic violence 

and child abuse (DeViney et al., 1983; Jegatheesan et al., 2020). Furthermore, witnessing 

animal abuse can be a traumatic experience leading to later internalising and externalising 

behaviour issues (Ladny & Meyer, 2020). There have been repeated calls for better cross 

reporting between social work and animal welfare charities to identify cases of abuse earlier 

(Randour et al., 2021). Children who are cruel to animals are more likely to have been 

maltreated, although only a minority of children who had been maltreated were cruel to 

animals (McEwen et al., 2014).  
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One of the lessons from these literatures is that when researching “rare” characteristics, we 

need to be very careful of how we generalise patterns back to the population level. Figure 

1.2 illustrates this by showing that while a certain trait (e.g., “those who have done any 

CAH” or “those who have experienced childhood adversity”) can make up a large part of a 

group (e.g., “those who become violent offenders” or “those who have committed severe 

CAH”), the reverse association is not necessarily true (“violent offenders” do not make up 

the majority of “Any CAH” and “severe CAH” does not make up the majority of “childhood 

adversity” cases). Furthermore, the dangers of trying to predict future violence using 

retrospective data (as in the case of studies with violent offenders) has been highlighted by 

Ascione (2005) and Patterson-Kane (2009), as has the tendency to use faulty logic to make 

these generalisations (Herzog, 2018). This figure also illustrates that the way we define CAH 

will have a big impact on how it associates with other factors, including psychopathologies 

and risk factors. 

 

 Figure 1.2: Overlap Between Childhood Animal Harm (CAH) and Other Factors.  

Note. Theoretical Venn diagram illustrating possible proportional overlaps between sets of 
people who have harmed animals as children, those who have experienced childhood 
adversity, and those who have become offenders as adults.  
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1.2.3 Positive interactions 

Positive interactions and relationships with animals are not routinely asked about or 

considered in clinical practice either. However, research with primary healthcare providers 

found that “asking about pets in the family reveals clinically relevant information, improves 

communication, and strengthens the therapeutic alliance” (Hodgson et al., 2017). Pets can 

also motivate healthy behaviour by increasing physical activity and as complements to 

patient daily life (Martin et al., 2015). Gadomski et al. (2015) found that children with pet 

dogs had lower levels of anxiety and suggest that pet ownership could become part of a 

preventative approach at population level. They provide a model summarizing how dog 

ownership has been shown to benefit the development of children 4-10 years old (see 

Figure 1.3).  

 

Figure 1.3: Positive effects of pet dogs on child development 

Note. This model was produced by Gadomski et al. to summarize findings on how pet dogs 
influence physical and mental health of children 4-10 years old. From “Pet Dogs and 
Children’s health: Opportunities for Chronic Disease Prevention?” by Gadomski et al., 2015, 
Preventing Chronic Disease, 12, p.2. https://www.cdc.gov/pcd/issues/2015/15 0204.htm. 
Copyright the authors, used under Creative Commons CC BY-SA license.  
 

The links between animal health and human health is also being increasingly recognized as 

part of the One Health movement, which argues that considering human, animal, and 

environmental health as part of a greater whole is often an efficient way of increasing 

welfare across all three domains (see e.g., Figure 1.4; Centre for Disease Control [CDC], 
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2022). From a developmental perspective, having pets in childhood may aid the 

development of empathy (Daly & Morton, 2006), children who are more attached to their 

pets rate their family climate as more positive (Vidovic et al., 1999), and positive 

engagement with pets may buffer the impacts of witnessing domestic violence on children’s 

development of CU traits (Murphy et al., 2022). Together these results suggest that positive 

childhood pet ownership might be an important protective factor against the development 

of other issues. An emerging body of literature is also starting to demonstrate that animal 

assisted therapy (AAT) can have positive effects for a range of childhood mental health 

issues such as ASD (O’Haire, 2013), ADHD (Busch et al., 2016), and victims of trauma or 

abuse (Hoagwood et al., 2017). More broadly educational animal assisted interventions 

(AAI) have been found to help with social development (Pendry et al., 2014), in the 

reduction of aggression (Long, 2009), and with emotional regulation (Brelsford et al., 2017). 

Thus, AAI/Ts seem to be a promising way of engaging with a range of childhood 

developmental issues.  

Figure 1.4: One Health infographic created by the CDC 

 
Note. Part of the online social-media graphic resources created by the CDC to raise 
awareness for One Health. Issues they tackle include preventing the spread of zoonotic 
diseases, antibiotic resistance, food safety and security, environmental contamination, and 
mental health. From https://www.cdc.gov/onehealth/images/social-media/zoonotic-
infections-fb-tw.jpg. Copyright CDC, used under Creative Commons Attribution CC BY-SA 
license.  
 



 

  12 

1.2.4 Why is child animal interaction not discussed more often in child psychology? 

Unfortunately, routine clinical practice is still a long way away from incorporating questions 

about pets or using AAIs. These topics appear nowhere in NICE guidelines for work with 

children (although interestingly AAT is now recommended for dementia patients; NICE, 

2018). This may be partially explained by the fact this is a relatively new area of research, so 

studies are often underpowered, there are few manualised approaches, and there are only 

a small number of systematic reviews available (Herzog, 2015). Still, given that (1) negative 

interactions with animals can act as a marker for a range of psychopathological difficulties, 

(2) positive relationships with animals can act as protective/resilience building factors, and 

(3) AAI/Ts may be effective at improving symptoms across a range of conditions, why is this 

not a greater point of interest for child psychology? 

 

There seem to be at least three connecting reasons why this topic has been a difficult to 

integrate into psychological practice. Firstly, research on child animal interaction has tended 

to be heavily dichotomized into positive and negative interactions, specifically studies 

investigating risk factors and repercussions of childhood animal cruelty (childhood animal 

cruelty) on the one hand and studies on positive pet effects or AAT on the other. Thus, 

rather than viewing children’s relationships with animals as a window into psychological 

processes ranging from psychopathology to positive development, research has remained 

relatively isolated from broader developmental theories. Secondly, child animal interaction 

is fundamentally an interdisciplinary area, with research coming from animal welfare 

science, veterinary medicine, social work, forensic psychology, psychotherapy, and 

educational psychology. Synthesizing research across these fields can be challenging, further 

impeding the development of an integrated model. Finally, research on childhood animal 

cruelty has historically focused on its ability to predict interpersonal violence in adulthood, 

which meant studying more extreme cases of animal harm with delinquent or inmate 

populations (see e.g., Longobardi & Badenes-Ribera, 2019). This forensic focus had several 

repercussions: the behaviour was (further) stigmatized, there was little research carried out 

directly with children, and there was wide variability in definitions (see Chapter 2). Even 

now, we do not have good estimates of the prevalence of childhood animal cruelty, which 

have been reported to vary between 1.8% (Vaughn et al., 2009) and 50.8% (Baldry, 2003), 

nor are there generally accepted definitions or operationalizations of the behaviour. 
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Understanding the psychological mechanisms underlying the spectrum of children’s 

interaction with animals first requires a clear conceptual framework and set of definitions. 

1.3 Spectrums and Definitions: Tools for a Holistic Approach 

To coherently study outcomes for the both the child and the animal, we need to define 

terms precisely and use them appropriately within animal welfare and child development 

frameworks. This establishes the need to adopt a multidimensional spectrum approach to 

risks and benefits in child animal interaction.  

 

1.3.1 Outcomes for Children and Animals 

Williams and Wauthier (in press) encourage researchers and practitioners to view child-

animal interaction along a spectrum, and propose a simple classification highlighting four 

potential outcomes (Figure 1.5): reciprocal benefits for child and animal; reciprocal harm to 

child and animal; benefits to child but harm to animal; or harm to child and benefits to 

animal. Most research has focused on the positive side, especially the benefits of pet 

ownership or the impact of animal assisted interactions for children’s mental health and 

wellbeing (O’Haire, 2013; Brelsford et al., 2017). Unfortunately, animal welfare is not always 

measured so we cannot say with certainty whether these interactions are always beneficial 

for the animal, and there are calls to increase research on this dimension (Ng, et al., 2015). 

Two outcomes involve animal harm: harm to the animal but not to the child (e.g., a child 

hitting a dog) and reciprocal harm to the child and the animal (e.g., a child hits dog who 

then bites the child). Especially in cases of reciprocal harm, prevention is not only an animal 

welfare issue but can also be a child safety issue and can prevent a cycle of phobias or 

negative attitudes (see for example the literature on dog bite prevention; Touré et al., 

2015). This model is useful for classifying single interactions but should not be used to 

categorise a child’s overall relationship to animals. In fact, although this thesis focuses on 

understanding childhood animal harm, it quickly became apparent that a single negative 

interaction with an animal, borne out of frustration or lack of knowledge, was not 

necessarily representative of the child’s general relationships with animals, as they could 

often feel attached to their pets and view animals positively. 
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Figure 1.5: Positive and negative outcomes during child-animal interactions 

Note. Adapted from “Psychological risk factors of animal harm and abuse among children 
and young people”, by Williams & Wauthier, in press.  
 

1.3.2 Defining Childhood Animal Harm 

As we have seen, patterns of childhood animal harm can provide valuable insights into a 

range of pathological processes, but a lack of standardised definitions and 

operationalisation, as well as a focus on extreme cases, have hindered research and 

implementation. Historically, research focused on animal cruelty, for which the most used 

definition is “non-accidental, socially unacceptable behaviour that causes pain, suffering or 

distress to and/or the death of an animal” (Ascione & Shapiro, 2009, p. 570). However, as I 

discuss further in Chapter 2, childhood animal cruelty is an unnecessarily stigmatising and 

narrow term which does not align with child development or animal welfare legislation. 

Instead, I argue for the adoption of the more general term childhood animal harm (CAH), 

defined as follows: any act, of commission or omission, where a child negatively impacts an 

animal’s welfare, intentionally or unintentionally. This definition includes behaviours on the 

whole spectrum of intentionality, from less concerning accidental behaviours to acts which 
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could be described as “abuse” and “cruelty”. Capturing the full spectrum of intentionality is 

important because many cases of childhood animal harm fall in a grey area, including: 

inappropriate play or exploration, false beliefs about animal care and the use of 

punishment, mimicking adult actions, and lashing out as a result of issues with emotional 

regulation (see Chapters 2, 3; Ascione, 2005). Furthermore, this definition can work 

alongside animal welfare organisations and removes the need to rely on the ambiguous idea 

of “social norms”.  For much of this thesis, I will be exploring the psychology of childhood 

animal harm. However, since it is cruelty which has been researched (even though children’s 

intentionality is often not assessed), I use the term “childhood animal cruelty” when 

discussing literature that uses that term.  

 

1.3.3 Multi-dimensional Approach to Risks and Benefits 

Psychologically, we are not simply interested in classifying single interactions, but in 

understanding what a child’s pattern of interaction with animals can tell us about underlying 

psychological processes. Figure 1.6 presents one way in which we might conceptualise a 

spectrum of child-animal interaction and categorise corresponding psychological risk or 

benefit. The dimension on the y-axis represents the degree of harm or benefit to the animal, 

the dimension on the x-axis represents the intentionality of the child’s actions, while the 

dimension on the z-axis represents the frequency of the behaviour. These dimensions align 

with literature on childhood animal cruelty, since acts which are severe, repeated, and 

intentional are the most predictive of future violence (see Chapter 2 for more detail). Acts 

with only some of these dimensions occupy a space of moderate concern, while acts of low 

concern would be low-harm, isolated, and accidental. This diagram also suggests the reverse 

pattern operates for positive beneficial behaviours, with frequent, intentional, and positive 

welfare-centred interactions bringing the greatest benefit. These dimensions align with 

research in positive psychology, which shows that frequent and intentional (or mindful) 

behaviours provide greater benefits to the animal and potentially the child (Zelazo & Lyons, 

2011). For example, research has demonstrated that mindfulness training may enhance 

benefits of nature exposure such as improved mood and feelings of nature connectedness 

(Nisbet et al. 2019).  
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Figure 1.6: Multidimensional model of psychological risks and benefits in child animal 
interactions 

Note. X-axis represents child’s intentionality, y-axis the degree of harm or benefit to the 
animal, and z-axis the frequency of the behaviour. Several points are labeled showing low, 
moderate, and high benefit or concern. 

1.4 Risk and Protective Factors in Child Animal Interaction 

Understanding the risk and protective factors involved over the whole spectrum of child 

animal interactions is important for early prevention, appropriate intervention, and 

ensuring animal welfare. The following overview of factors draws on two frameworks 

commonly used in developmental and health psychology: the biopsychosocial model and 

bioecological systems model2. Chapter 2 will cover some of the same topics, as it presents a 

systematic review of the literature on childhood animal harm, for publications between 

2010-20203. To illustrate how these factors interact, I present three case studies at the end 

 
2 Williams & Wauthier (in press) present an overview of risk and protective factors using a similar framework.  
3 Hawkins et al., (2017) also provide a relevant systematic review of psychological risk factors for CAH.  
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of this section, inspired by the children I interviewed for this thesis and the evaluation of the 

Scottish SPCA’s novel education programme at high-risk of animal harm, Animal Guardians.   

 

1.4.1 Frameworks for developmental and health psychology 

A dynamic biopsychosocial model is a useful way of organising the reciprocal influences of 

biological, psychological, and social factors on a person’s health over time (see e.g., Barrel-

Corrio et al., 2004), and has recently been used to help scaffold literature on the wide range 

of processes involved in human-animal interaction (Gee et al., 2021). Bronfenbrenner’s 

bioecological systems model (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994) places an individual and their 

psychological risks within nested layers of social and environmental context, starting with 

the person’s immediate day-to-day interactions such as the family and home environment 

(the microsystem) and moving out to consider institutions such as schools and 

neighbourhoods (the mesosystem) and the broader cultural and political systems (the 

macroystem).  Figure 1.7 presents an overview of the factors considered and how they are 

organised using these two frameworks. The focus here is synthesizing research which is 1) 

useful for practice, 2) covers the whole spectrum of CAI, and 3) provides insights across all 

domains of the biopsychosocial model.  

 

1.4.2 Biological Factors 

Biological factors include the impacts of age, sex, and genetic or hormonal influences. 

Although these factors are generally not viable targets for intervention, understanding their 

role in priming certain types of behaviours or psychological processes is important to clarify 

which children are more at risk and what is typical in different groups.  

 

1.4.2.1 Bio-salience 

E.O. Wilson proposed the biophilia hypothesis, which states that humans have an 

evolutionary cognitive bias to pay attention to natural stimuli, or an “innate tendency to 

focus on life and life-like processes” (p. 1; Wilson, 1984). Wilson proposes that biophilia is 

mediated by processes of prepared and counter-prepared learning, including for the 

development and extinction of phobias. This explains why a fear of spiders and snakes 

develops much more readily than a fear of bunnies or flowers, since the former are 
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associated with higher morbidity in primate evolution (see e.g., Bertels et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, a recent meta-analysis found that exposure to natural environments increases 

positive affect and decreases negative affect (Gaekwad et al., 2022). Even though the  

 

Figure 1.7: Risk and protective factors involved in child-animal interactions 

 
Note. Simplified illustration using biopsychosocial model and bioecological systems theory 
to structure relationships between risks and protective factors. “Zooming in” we can see the 
spectrum of child and animal interaction, and “zooming out” we see progressively larger 
social structures.  
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positive effects of nature have received the most research, there is not necessarily an 

overall positive affiliation to natural stimuli (Kahn, 1997). A better name for biophilia may 

therefore be bio-salience, or the idea that natural features are salient for attentional and 

learning processes, whether the association is positive or negative. There is a wide range of 

evidence supporting the salience of animals in infant development. For example, infants 

aged 4-12 months attended more readily to films, stationary images, and point-light displays 

of animals compared to similar stimuli of objects (DeLoache et al., 2011), and infants 

presented with a live rabbit, a toy turtle that moved, and a stranger were much more 

interested in the rabbit than the toy turtle and were wary of the stranger (Ricard & Allard, 

1993). The reason it is important to reframe the issue as bio-salience is that the nature of 

children’s relationships with animals is framed by their experience, their family, and their 

cultural environment. In other words, animals are highly evocative stimuli and targets of 

behaviour, whether that be for positive or negative interaction. 

 

1.4.2.2 Sex 

Biological sex has been shown to have an impact on a range of processes involved in 

interpersonal interactions, including empathy, aggressivity, and emotional expressivity, and 

this extends to interactions with animals. Boys are consistently found to be more likely to 

engage in animal abuse than girls (Dadds et al., 2006). This may reflect overall rates of 

aggression, which are 10 times higher in males than females, a relationship mediated 

primarily through testosterone (Anderson & Bushman, 2002). These sex differences in 

aggression start in early childhood. For example, both boys and girls both engage in rough 

and tumble play, which is an important part of socialisation and self-regulation (Pellegrini, 

2002). However, young boys are more likely to engage in play which is aggressive, especially 

if they have not had high-quality rough-an-tumble play with their fathers (Flanders et al., 

2009), which may be an avenue for accidental animal harm. Boys also tend to have higher 

rates of impulsivity and score lower on measures of emotion recognition and empathy than 

girls (Christov-Moore et al., 2014), which are themselves risk factors. Socialisation and 

gender-role identification also play a role in the development of these traits (Löffler & 

Greitemeyer, 2021).  In fact, taking care of animals may provide a particularly useful avenue 

for boys to practice nurturing and caregiving behaviours, since research suggests it may 
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have fewer gender associations than taking care of other people (Melson, 2005, p.57). 

Intriguingly, one study found that male prison inmates benefited more from dog assisted 

therapy than female inmates (Stetina et al., 2020), although exactly why this occurred is not 

clear. 

 

1.4.2.3 Genetics 

Although there are no studies directly investigating the roles of genetics in child animal 

interactions, several genes have been identified as increasing a child’s risk of externalizing 

disorders such as CD and ADHD (Fairchild et al., 2019).  For example, one study reports that 

low-activity variants of the MAOA enzyme increase risk of aggressive behaviour when male 

children are also exposed to abuse (Fergusson et al., 2011). This also illustrates the 

importance of considering Gene x Environment interactions. Other genetic variants 

implicated in psychopathy and aggression include alleles of 5-HTTLPR, OXTR, and DRD2 

genes, which are related to serotonin, oxytocin, and dopamine pathways, respectively. 

These pathways are implicated in mood regulation, social interaction, and reward driven 

behaviours (see e.g., Salvatore & Dick, 2018). Since oxytocin has also been linked to owner’s 

bonding with their dogs during mutual eye-gazing (Nagasawa et al., 2105) it seems likely 

that genetic variants that either up- or down- regulate these pathways are relevant across 

the CAI spectrum.  

 

1.4.2.4 Age 

Age and developmental maturity impact the way children interact with animals. Certain 

studies suggest animal cruelty is highest in the young children (4-5 years old) and decreases 

with age (McEwen et al., 2014), but others have found that rates are highest in adolescence 

(Gullone, 2013, p. 116). This disparity may reflect differences in definitions of animal cruelty, 

since severity is likely to increase with age: adolescents are stronger and more likely to harm 

animals as a group or as part of delinquent pattern of behaviour, so will appear to have 

higher rates if only more severe acts are counted. In any case, the patterns, motivations, 

and severity of animal harm shift through development. In fact, Ascione (2005) suggested a 

typology of animal cruelty based on age: 1) exploratory animal harm in young children 

resulting from low knowledge and more likely if children are poorly supervised, 2) 

pathological animal harm in middle childhood symptomatic of psychological disturbances, 
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and 3) delinquent harm in adolescence more likely to be part of a group. Although age alone 

does not allow for a sufficiently nuanced typology (Ascione, 2005), this classification reflects 

overall trends. Age has also been implicated in positive child animal interactions, with 

younger children reporting they are more closely attached to their pets than older children 

or adolescents (Muldoon et al., 2019a). However, older children are more likely to be 

involved in caring responsibilities, and increased levels of pet care are predictive of a greater 

bond between child and pet (Triebenbacher, 1999; Hall et al., 2016).  

 

1.4.3 Social/Environmental Factors 

Children’s family, social, and cultural environments frame their relationships with animals. 

Chapter 3 provides a much deeper exploration of the role of some of these contextual factors, 

especially exposure to violence, in explaining children’s animal harm behaviours. Although 

these factors can be difficult to intervene on directly, they are important as a way of 

supporting interventions to identify risk or protective factors that need to be addressed or 

encouraged (respectively).  

 

1.4.3.1 Exposure to Violence and Adverse Childhood Experiences  

Exposure to adversity in childhood has been consistently shown to increase risk for a range 

of psychopathologies, including animal cruelty. For example, exposure to family trauma as 

measured through Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) has been linked to higher rates of 

animal cruelty (Bright et al., 2018). Exposure to violence seems to be a particularly strong 

risk factor, and children who witness domestic violence or animal abuse are at high risk of 

harming animals (Currie, 2006; see also: Ascione, 2005; Gullone, 2013). Children who have 

experienced sexual abuse also have a greatly increased risk of animal cruelty (Becker & 

French, 2004). Exposure to violence increases risk of childhood animal harm through social 

learning, since children will model the behaviours they witness (Bandura & Walters, 1977; 

Henry, 2018) and through hyper-activation of the HPA axis, which interferes with brain 

development and reduces capacity for arousal regulation (Van der Kolk, 2003). Children 

exposed to family violence will also tend to have schemas of the world as an unsafe place, 

which can lead to hostile attribution biases and an increased likelihood of an aggressive 

response (Zhu et al., 2020). In fact, a qualitative study found that children who had harmed 

animals made hostile attributions and had anthropomorphic beliefs about the animal they 
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had harmed (McDonald et al., 2018; we return to this theme in Chapter 3). However, 

animals can also be less threatening to children who have been maltreated and therefore do 

not trust humans, which can make animals effective adjuncts to therapy (Parish-Plass, 

2008).  

 

While the presence of animals in households with high levels of violence increases the risk 

of childhood animal harm, animals can also serve as protective factors in such situations. For 

example, one study that found that for children exposed to intimate partner violence (IPV), 

the relationship between IPV and CU traits, internalising problems, and post-traumatic 

stress were all moderated by positive engagement with pets (Hawkins et al., 2019; Murphy 

et al., 2022). Other research has shown that children who are abused are simultaneously at 

higher risk of harming pets but also derive more comfort from pets (Yamazaki, 2010). These 

findings highlight the differential effects children’s interaction with animals can have 

depending on the context and whether the relationship to the animal is a positive or 

negative. 

 

1.4.3.2 Family Context 

Certain parenting factors have been implicated in childhood animal harm, although this has 

received much less research. Consistent with the above findings, children of parents using 

corporal punishment were more likely to abuse animals (Flynn, 1999), and children of 

parents who did not like animals are also more likely to harm animals (Akdemir and Golge, 

2020). Perhaps a more subtle relationship is the role of “parental warmth”. One study found 

that adults who described their parents as “not loving” were more likely to have harmed 

animals as children (Fielding et al., 2011). These environmental factors interact with 

children’s developing capacity for emotional regulation and their cognitive schema, 

discussed more in the following section. Socioeconomic disadvantage also associates with 

higher rates of childhood animal harm, although there seems to be an interaction with age 

and child maltreatment as predictors (McEwen et al., 2014). Another important way in 

which family and social context impacts risks of animal harm is through moral 

disengagement: the set of socio-cognitive tactics (such as cognitive restructuring, 

minimising, and disregarding the consequences), which a person can use to reduce the 

cognitive dissonance, blame, and guilt, they feel when they act in a harmful way (Bandura, 
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1999). Moral disengagement is highly related to both negative family functioning and harsh 

parenting (Hyde et al., 2010) and has been shown to predict bullying behaviour in children 

(Hymel & Bonanno, 2014), which is itself linked to animal harm (Henry & Sanders, 2007). 

These strategies are central to Angew’s (1998) conceptualisation of the determinants of 

animal abuse. Pets can also interact with family contexts in positive ways, for example 

Marsa-Sambola et al., (2017) found that adolescents with higher attachment to pets had 

better communication with parents and friends, an effect mediated through caring activities 

related to cat and dog ownership. Furthermore, relationships with pets may be especially 

important to children who have few other opportunities for human attachment, such as 

only children and children in single-parent households (Wanser et al., 2019).  

 

1.4.3.3 Attitudes, Beliefs, and Schemas  

A child’s broader environment is likely to impact their relationship to animals both directly 

and through influences on attitudes and beliefs. Examples of direct influences include 

neighbourhood conditions and the availability of support services. For example, Reese, 

Vertalka and Richard (2020) found the neighbourhood conditions of economic stress, 

vacancy, and crime rates were predictive of cases of animal abuse. In conceptualizing animal 

abuse using bioecological systems theory, Jagatheesan et al. (2020) highlight that 

collaboration between animal welfare agencies and human support services (part of the 

macrosystem) allows for more effective interventions, and so children in areas with an 

awareness for this link will be more likely to receive holistic support. Cultural factors have 

also been shown to impact the quality of relationships children have with animals and their 

attitudes to animal harm. For example, Plant et al. (2016) found the adolescent from 

Romania, where animal abuse is more socially acceptable, were more likely to have harmed 

animals than adolescents from Germany, and that Romanian children from rural areas were 

more likely to have harmed animals than those from urban areas. Furthermore, familiarity 

with animals is associated with greater belief in animal sentience (Morris et al., 2012) which 

is predictive of less acceptance of animal cruelty (Hawkins & Williams, 2016).  Finally, Signal 

et al. (2018) found that animal type (classified in their study as “pet”, “pest”, or “profit”) 

impacts attitudes to harm, and correlates differentially with factors such as empathy.  
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Underlying these processes, and at the intersection of social influences and psychological 

constructs lies the concept of schemas. Schemas are generalised and abstracted knowledge 

structures that organize cognitive and emotional content related to a particular concept 

(Fiske & Linville, 1980). The formation of schemas depends on lived experiences, and act 

(mostly unconsciously) as a guiding heuristic for behaviour. Schemas contain core beliefs, 

which lead to intermediate beliefs (such as attitudes, assumptions), which in turn are 

expressed as automatic thoughts and ultimately behaviour (Dozois & Beck, 2008). Henry 

(2018) explores the roles of schemas in understanding animal cruelty, using Dodge’s Social 

Information Processing (SIP) model (reviewed in more detail in Chapter 6), and shows how 

the rapid moment-to-moment processing occurring in social situations rely on the latent 

constructs and knowledge held in schemas. Henry highlights that aggression and abuse is 

often rooted in schemas of the world as a hostile threatening place. Schemas can include 

views of self, other, and the world, and deep schemas such as these can be understood as 

the cognitive component of attachment strategy. In fact, unmet attachment needs are 

associated with “early maladaptive schemas”, which can lead to a range of 

psychopathologies (Simmard et al., 2011) and can also be the focus of therapeutic 

intervention (Pugh, 2015). Although a measurement of schema was outside the scope of 

this thesis, we measure related constructs such as attachment, attitudes, and beliefs. As 

such, schemas can be a useful to keep in mind as a latent organising structure which helps 

organise the relationships between these concepts. 

 

1.4.4 Psychological Factors 

Psychological processes develop as an interaction between innate tendencies (biological 

factors) and environmental context and are often targets for intervention. Shapiro et al. 

(2013) provide a model of the four factors they consider most important for treating 

childhood animal abuse: attachment, self-regulation, empathy, and family context (see 

Figure 1.8). Chapter 4 provides an in-depth discussion and evaluation of these factors in 

explaining childhood animal harm, Chapter 5 focuses down on the influence of attachment 

in children’s relationship with their pets, and Chapter 6 tracks how some of these factors 

change following Animal Guardians (AG) targeted educational intervention. As a result, this 

section focuses on providing an overview of developmental trends for each factor and 

discusses how each has historically been studied in relation to child-animal interactions.  
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Figure 1.8: Psychological factors outlined in the AniCare Child Approach as being relevant for 
the assessment and treatment of childhood animal harm 

 
Note. Adapted from a figure in The Assessment and Treatment of Children Who Abuse 
Animals, by Shapiro et al., 2013, p.8. Copyright 2014 by Springer International Publishing. 
Adapted with permission.  
 

1.4.4.1 Attachment 

Originally described by Bowlby (1969), attachment theory describes the instinctive process 

through which infants form a bond with their primary caregiver to maintain proximity and 

ensure safety, which then expands to accommodate an increasing number of social 

relationships (Bretherton, 1992). Secure attachment leads to a positive view of self and 

other, while insecure forms lead to negative views of self and other (Clark & Symons, 2009). 

This strategy generally remains stable through development but can be affected by changes 

in family environment (Waters et al., 2003). Attachment quality impacts many psychological 

processes, including arousal regulation (Schore, 2005), empathy (Stern & Cassidy, 2018), and 

social skills (Verissimo et al., 2014), and insecure forms of attachment have been associated 

with a range of psychopathologies (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2012). Attachment is relevant to 

childhood animal harm through two routes: via overall attachment strategy and via 

attachment specifically to pets.  
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The way a child’s overall attachment strategy impacts their interactions with animals is 

often mentioned but there has been very sparse direct research. In Hawkins et al.’s (2017) 

systematic review on the psychological risk factors for childhood animal harm, only one 

study investigates this: Thompson and Gullone (2008) found that adolescent attachment to 

parents predicted antisocial behaviours, including animal harm, via the mediating effect of 

empathy. There are studies indirectly linked to this topic investigating the effects of abuse 

or trauma on interactions with animals (see e.g., McEwen et al., 2014), since both are 

known to relate to insecure attachment (Erozkan, 2013). One reason this has received so 

little research is that attachment in early to middle childhood (8 years and less) is difficult to 

measure through self-report, and assessments which use observational or task-based 

measures, although considered more reliable, are time-consuming (Jewell et al., 2019).  

 

There is a growing body of research on children’s attachment to pets and its effects on 

children’s interactions with animals (Wanser et al., 2019), but core questions are still being 

addressed. Firstly, do children’s relationships with pets qualify as attachment relationships? 

Although pets cannot act as primary caregivers, several authors argue that pets can act as 

secondary attachment figures which meet the criteria for attachment (secure base, haven of 

safety, maintenance of proximity, and separation distress; Ainsworth, 1991, see also, Julius 

et al., 2013). Secondly, how does attachment to pets relate (or not) to human attachment 

relationships? There is little direct research on this, but it seems that human attachment 

representations may not generalise to animals. An unpublished study found that childhood 

attachment to pets did not correlate with their attachment representations towards people 

(Julius et al., 2010) and children who have been victims of abuse may form attachment to 

animals more easily than to humans (Yamazaki, 2010). This has implications for 

psychological practice and the usefulness of AAT in building trust and addressing trauma in 

these populations (Wanser et al., 2019; Parish-Plass et al., 2008) and for the significance of 

pets in foster care settings (Carr & Rocket, 2017). Finally, how do we validly measure pet 

attachment and assess its effects in childhood? Currently, the only options are self-report 

measures such as the Short Attachment to Pets Scale (SAPS; Marsa-Sambola et al., 2016), 

but this has not been validated observationally or related to human attachment. Still, higher 

scores on the SAPS are associated with more caregiving behaviours and lower acceptance of 
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animal cruelty (Hawkins et al., 2017), and we have emerging developmental data for how 

attachment to pets changes through adolescence (Figure 1.9; Muldoon et al., 2019).  

 

Figure 1.9: Attachment to different pet types through early adolescence 

 
Note. SAPS score by gender and age; asterix show significant differences in score between 
girls and boys. From “Differences in boys’ and girls’ attachment to pets in early-mid 
adolescence”, by Muldoon et al., 2019, Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 62, p. 
53. Copyright 2019 by Elsevier Inc. Reprinted with permission.  
 

In summary, attachment processes seem to have a variety of strong impacts on CAI, but this 

is a methodologically difficult area to study and much more research is needed to 

understand the mechanisms involved. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 investigate various gaps in our 

understanding of the links between attachment and child-animal interaction.  

 

1.4.4.2 Executive Function and Self-Regulation 

Many cases of childhood animal harm stem from poor self-regulation, which can include 

children being over-excited, lashing out in moments of frustration, or acting impulsively 

around animals. Parfitt and Alleyne (2018) argue the need to consider the role of emotional 

regulation in cases of animal abuse in both children and adults. A range of overlapping 

psychological terms relate to a child’s ability to control their emotions and behaviour, 

including impulsivity, executive functioning (EF), externalizing behaviours, and arousal-
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regulation. Because childhood animal harm has predominantly been studied through the 

lens of psychopathologies such as CD, it has mostly been linked to high impulsivity 

(Newberry, 2018), externalizing behaviour issues (Walters & Noon, 2015), and related 

personality disorders (Gleyzer et al., 2002). Despite the relevance of EF skills to these issues 

(Kleine et al., 2020) and the potential for CAI to improve EF skills (Ling et al., 2016), this 

construct has received little attention.  

 

Zelazo (2020) defines EF skills as “the set of neurocognitive skills that support the conscious, 

top-down control of thought, action, and emotion”. EF skills are typically measured 

behaviourally as three skills: 1) inhibitory control, 2) working memory, and 3) cognitive 

flexibility (Diamond, 2013). EF skills are often considered to run on a continuum from “hot 

EF”, which refers to EF in emotionally salient, often reward-driven settings, to “cool EF” 

which is more cognitive in emotionally neutral settings. The most reliable tools, such as the 

Dimensional Chance Card Sort (DCCS) used in this thesis, assess cool EF skills (Zelazo et al., 

2006). Hot EF skills can be more difficult to measure in children and tasks such as the 

marshmallow test that tap into this construct through delayed gratification can be 

unreliable (Diamond, 2018, personal communication). Although the research in this thesis 

does not explore hot EF skills, these are likely to also be involved in cases of animal harm, as 

they are linked to emotional intelligence and problem behaviours (Zelazo, 2020). Still, hot 

and cool EF skills do correlate, and improvements in cool EF skills can improve hot EF skills 

through processes of reflection and self-directed speech, for example (Zelazo, 2020).  

 

EF skills improve gradually through childhood, with two notable periods of rapid 

development: in early childhood (3-5 years) and adolescence (12-15 years; see Figure 1.10 

Zelazo & Carlson, 2012). EF skills are well studied in relation to cognitive development, can 

be improved through intervention (Blair et al., 2018), and are implicated across the 

spectrum of psychological functioning, with poor EF skills being a risk for poor outcomes, 

while higher EF skills are linked to resilience and wellbeing (Diamond, 2013; Zelazo, 2020). 

Chapter 3 thematically explores how issues with self-regulation relate to childhood animal 

harm, while Chapter 4 compares EF skills in high risk and control children. Specifically, 

although the DCCS is often described as a measure of cognitive flexibility due to the rule 

switching, it also involves working memory to maintain rules in mind, and inhibitory control 
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to suppress attention to previously relevant stimuli (Doebel & Zelazo, 2015). The DCCS can 

therefore be considered a fairly complete measure of the three basic cool EF skills in its 

standard form (variation have been created where hot EFs can be measured using rewards 

or emotional stimuli for the cards).  

 

Figure 1.10: Development of Executive Functions across age groups 

Note. Measured using the National Institute of Health (NIH) Dimensional Change Card Sort 
task. From “Hot and Cool Executive Function in Childhood and Adolescence” Development 
and Plasticity” by Zelazo and Carlson, 2012, Child Development Perspectives, 6(4), p. 355. 
Copyright 2012 The Society for Research in Child Development. Reprinted with permission.  
 

1.4.4.3 Empathy 

Empathy is a complex construct which has historically had a variety of definitions and 

conceptualisations (Cuff et al., 2014). As a result, empathy has been difficult to consistently 

operationalise and measure, with debates on whether it is best conceptualised as a uni- or 

multi- dimensional construct, and concerns around self-report methodologies being 

sensitive to issues like social desirability bias (Neumann et al., 2015). This problem is 

especially pronounced in childhood, and only a handful of measures of empathy have been 

developed for children, with little data on developmental trends (Sesso et al., 2021). Several 

of the measures are an adaptation of the older but frequently used adult measure, the 

Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI; Davis, 1980), which has received a range of criticism for 

not having clearly defined dimensions and poor factor loadings (Ingoglia et al., 2016). Still, 

there is growing consensus that empathy has at least cognitive and affective dimensions 
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(Sesso et al., 2021), although with some disagreement on whether there are additional 

relevant dimensions such as a behavioural dimension (variably also referred to as prosocial 

behaviour and “intention to comfort”) or emotional disconnection (e.g., Bensalah, 2016).  

 

The approach taken in this thesis follows a three-dimension conceptualisation taken by Reid 

et al. (2013) and Overgaauw et al. (2017), with: 1) cognitive empathy, the ability to 

recognize and understand another’s feelings, 2) affective empathy, the tendency to share or 

be affected by others’ feelings, and 3) behavioural empathy (or compassion), the inclination 

to act with others in mind and help those in distress (Reid et al., 2013; Overgaauw et al., 

2017). Bensalah et al. (2016) carry out one of the only studies of the development of 

empathy across dimensions in children from 6 years old. Using the Basic Empathy Scale, 

they find that the three-factor found in adults applies to the children as well. Specifically, 

they find that cognitive empathy increases with age, while affective empathy (which they 

term emotional contagion) remains stable. With regards to sex differences, they found that 

girls experience more affective empathy than boys, but there were no sex differences in 

cognitive empathy. This may suggest that cognitive empathy is likely to develop through 

learning and experiences, while affective empathy is more reflective of a temperament less 

amenable to change.   

 

Empathy’s role in childhood animal harm has had sustained research interest due to its well-

established association with psychopathy and CU traits (Waller et al., 2020). Results have 

generally confirmed that low human-directed empathy is a risk factor for childhood animal 

harm (e.g., Thompson & Gullone, 2008), although results are sometimes conflicting: one 

study found that only cognitive empathy was lower when controlling for social economic 

status (Hartman et al., 2019) while another found it was only affective empathy (Plant et al., 

2019). These somewhat mixed results may reflect the difficulty in accurately measuring 

empathy in childhood, since studies use different self-report measures, some of which do 

not differentiate between dimensions of empathy (e.g., Bryant’s empathy scale; Bryant, 

1982). Furthermore, these studies all measure empathy towards humans rather than 

animals, which Paul (2000) correlated only moderately in a sample of adults. Gaspar and 

Esteves (2022) found a similar result in a study tracking the development of human- and 

animal-directed empathy through adolescence, and they also found that differences 
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between males and females were smaller on animal-directed empathy than on human-

directed empathy (Figure 1.11). Furthermore, we have little research on animal emotion 

recognition in childhood, which may be an important factor in accidental cases of childhood 

animal harm. Aldridge & Rose (2019) explored this topic through the lens of dog-bite 

prevention, and found that children struggled to identify dog emotions, and would approach 

a frightened dog as often as a happy dog. Through this thesis, the role of both human- and 

animal-directed empathy in childhood animal harm are explored using a variety of methods: 

Chapter 4 presents differences between children at high risk of childhood animal harm and 

controls using a self-report empathy scale, a picture-based measure, and an emotion 

recognition task, while Chapter 6 presents a specially developed picture-based measure of 

child- and animal-directed empathy looking across all dimensions to evaluate the effects of 

the Animal Guardians educational intervention.   

Figure 1.11: Animal- and human-directed empathy in adolescence and adulthood, by sex 

 

Note. Y-axis shows scores obtained using two different self-report measures of empathy. 
From “Empathy development from adolescent to adulthood and its consistency across 
targets”, by Gaspair and Esteves, Frontiers in Psychology, 13. Copyright 2022 Gaspar and 
Esteves. Used under Creative Commons license CC-BY.  
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1.4.4.4 Knowledge of Animals 

Children’s animal knowledge impacts the quality of child-animal interaction in a variety of 

ways, and can include knowledge of an animal’s natural behaviours, their welfare needs, 

and how to act appropriately around them. These topics are cognitive complex and can be 

loosely grouped with children’s ability to understand scientific and biological concepts, 

which increases through development (Muldoon et al., 2016). Low levels of knowledge of 

animal welfare needs and low understanding of animal minds seem to be risk factors for 

unintentional animal harm (Hawkins & Williams, 2016). Even very young children (3-5 years 

old) can readily learn information about animals from books, but Ganae et al. (2014) found 

that children presented with anthropomorphized animals (Figure 1.12) were more likely to 

endorse anthropomorphic traits for those animals than children presented with factually 

accurate animals and language. This is concerning because anthropomorphizing is also 

linked to childhood animal harm (McDonald et al., 2018) and compromised animal welfare 

even with adult owners (Mota-Rojas et al., 2021). Fortunately, age-appropriate educational 

interventions can effectively improve children’s knowledge of animal welfare needs 

(Hawkins et al., 2017). What is less clear is how well this translates into improvements in 

behaviour, and additional support may be needed to develop skills around handling and 

interacting with animals. Chapter 4 includes a measure of child welfare knowledge used 

with children at high-risk for animal harm referred to Animal Guardians and classmate 

controls, and this measure is used again in chapter 6 to explore whether the Animal 

Guardians effectively improves welfare knowledge, and how this relates to positive and 

negative behaviours towards animals.  
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Figure 1.12: Examples of the realistic and anthropomorphic illustrations used by Ganea et al. 

Note. Top: cavies; bottom: oxpeckers. From “Do cavies talk? The effect of anthropomorphic 
picture books on children’s knowledge about animals”, by Ganea et al., 2014, Frontiers in 
Psychology, 5, p. 3. Copyright the authors. Used under Creative Commons CC-BY license  
 

1.4.5 Case Studies and Formulation 

Three case studies are presented below to illustrate how these risk and protective factors 

can come together and to demonstrate how a child’s relationships with animals can be used 

to inform holistic formulation. Each case study is designed to reflect major themes from 

subsequent chapters, specifically: Case 1 relates to chapter 3 by exploring the roles of 

exposure to violence and developmental trauma, Case 2 relates to chapter 4 and focuses on 

the roles of emotional-behavioural dysregulation, and Case 3 relates to chapter 5 and 

explores nuance around attachment issues and attachment to pets. These case studies are 

in no way exhaustive and many other reasons for animal harm can also be conceptualized. 

For example, Williams and Wauthier (in press) provide case studies which cover accidental 

harm, harm linked to CU traits, and harm arising within a pattern of delinquency. To ensure 

children’s anonymity and confidentiality, please note that these case studies are fictious and 

draw on elements emerging across interviews with different referred children.   
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Case 1: Animal abuse linked to exposure to violence and possible trauma 

Background: James is a six-year-old boy referred to the Scottish SPCA’s Animal Guardians 
programme for having killed a rabbit. The referral was made through the Scottish SPCA, 
and the other rabbit was removed. He lives with his mum, her partner, and an older 
teenage brother who has behavioural issues. Although the family are known to social 
services, they were not aware of issues with James. Teachers report that he occasionally 
has minor outbursts in class, but he is a sweet boy and generally well behaved. The 
mother has agreed for James to participate in AG but does not seem to want to get 
involved further.  
 
Child-Animal Interaction Interview: As the interview starts, James is compliant but seems 
shy and wary of the recording equipment. When asked to “draw anyone important” he 
starts by drawing two rabbits and the family dog, pausing before quickly drawing his mum 
in a corner and saying he does not want to include his brother. He says that his mum hits 
him when he “is bad”, and that his brother has been kicked out of the house several times 
for behaving aggressively towards the dog. He says he loves the dog, but sometimes she 
will growl at him because she is “a bit grumpy”. He explains enthusiastically that rabbits 
are his favourite animals because they are the cutest. He is very reluctant to talk about 
the rabbit’s death, although eventually mentions that one of the rabbits bit him. He does 
not elaborate further and implies that the rabbits still live with him. James asks for the 
interview to end soon afterwards. 
 
Formulation: This is a complex case which brings together many of the risk factors 
described above. Long term predisposing factors are likely to include insecure attachment 
and developmental trauma, which will have negatively impacted his ability to regulate his 
emotions and adopt other’s perspectives (mentalizing). Shorter term precipitating factors 
may be witnessing his brother harm the family dog and regularly seeing the dog behave 
aggressively, which will have normalized negative interactions, and it is unclear how much 
supervision James gets when around the animals. Protective factors include generally 
good relationships with teachers, as well as a love for animals and desire for close 
relationships with them. The unstable home environment might become a perpetuating 
factor as well as any misconceptions family members might have about managing animal 
behaviour and welfare.  
 
Notes for practice: This case highlights some of the biggest difficulties and opportunities 
in intervening in cases of childhood animal harm.  Difficulties include the delicate nature 
of the incident, the problematic family environment, lack of parental engagement, and 
how to manage the child’s desire to engage with animals without compromising animal 
welfare. It also illustrates the complexities of interviewing children- in this case James 
does not disclose his animal harm and pretends he still lives with the rabbits (possibly out 
of shame or because he wishes they were still there). This incident has revealed that 
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James is struggling, something which may otherwise not have been noticed for a long 
time. Animal Guardians is an opportunity to support James in a positive school setting to 
help him learn how to appropriately interact with animals, including the family dog, 
hopefully before her behaviour escalates. Long-term coordination between Scottish SPCA, 
school, and social work will be important to monitor the situation, and it may also be 
good to assess James further to determine whether he would benefit from therapeutic 
approaches. 

 

Case 2: Animal harm linked to externalizing problems  

Background: Adam is a 9-year-old boy who regularly “plays” roughly with the family dog 
and will lash out against it when he is frustrated. Parents are very concerned about his 
behaviour and have asked the school to refer him to Animal Guardians. Parents explain 
that Adam was adopted, that his biological mother had substance misuse issues, and that 
he has always had trouble regulating, but only recently has he started turning this against 
the dog. Teachers confirm that he is difficult to manage in class, has few friends, and say 
that he has a pending diagnosis of ADHD.  
 
Child-Animal Interaction Interview: Adam is energetic and seems happy to be doing the 
activities one-to-one. He is open while discussing his mum and dad although he draws his 
dog first. His attachment assessment suggests that he is insecurely anxiously attached, 
but that this is within normative range and not pathological. He does poorly on the 
executive functioning task because he keeps getting mixed up with the rules and struggles 
to concentrate on the empathy and welfare knowledge tasks, saying “I don’t know” and 
“I’m rubbish” when he gets frustrated, which lowers his score. When answering questions 
about negative behaviour around animals he admits to some things but insists that this is 
“only once” and “by accident”.   
 
Formulation: Adam’s case is one where the animal harm seems to be occurring as a 
broader pattern of externalizing issues. Predisposing factors include being exposed to 
substances in utero and the knock-on effects on temperament and subsequent 
attachment. It is not clear if there are specific precipitating factors, although he may be 
struggling to calm himself down and gets frustrated when he doesn’t understand the 
dog’s behaviour. Difficulties concentrating and remembering things make his 
performance on the empathy measure very sporadic. Protective factors include highly 
engaged parents, a positive view of his dog, and awareness that some of his behaviours 
are harmful.    
 
Notes for practice: This is a case of animal harm which is part of an already known issue, 
and where adopting a holistic approach prevents the situation from further deteriorating. 
Animal Guardians provides an additional avenue for intervention which Adam seems 
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motivated to engage with. This may be good for improving his self-esteem and his 
relationships with his dog, and will reduce the chance that he is labelled as a “bad kid”. 
Practicing EF skills, gentle animal handling, and calming techniques could synergize with 
other aspects of his ADHD treatment. Although he may never have “normative” 
regulation skills, learning about animal welfare needs is another avenue to increase 
Adam’s protective factors. Early intervention also reduces the risk Adam will be bitten or 
that the dog will be removed, and so protects the animal’s welfare while removing some 
tension between Adam and his parents. 

 

Case 3: Attachment to pets as a protective factor  

Background: Sam is a 10-year-old girl who is struggling at school: she doesn’t engage in 
class, doesn’t have any friends, and is very withdrawn. Teachers are concerned but they 
notice that she lights up when she talks about animals. Her foster family is also 
concerned, because although she engages positively with their cats, she has started 
locking herself in the room with them and gets defensive when told not to do this. 
Previous foster placements have broken down due to challenging behaviours with pets, 
and although the current cats have not been physically harmed yet, the school and foster 
parents decide to refer her to Animal Guardians as a precaution.   
 
Child-Animal Interaction Interview: Sam originally does not want to participate in the 
interview but eventually agrees when told she can just talk about animals if she wants. 
She declines to add anyone to her drawing, saying that “no one is important” to her. She 
says she is very happy to take part in Animal Guardians because she wants to work as a 
rescue officer in the Scottish SPCA one day, and that she looks forward to being an adult 
so she can have as many animals as she wants. During her empathy measure, she seems 
to understand emotions well but has a negative view of people as “always mean” and 
says that she only wants to help the animals.  When doing attachment stories about 
people and animals, she turns to animals for sources of comfort rather than people, and 
her attachment style to parental figures in the story is very avoidant.   
 
Formulation: Although we have little information about any previous traumas, Sam 
clearly has a pathological form of insecure attachment, does not trust people, and has 
turned to animals as replacement attachment figures. As a result, her relationships with 
animals is both a risk and protective factor, and she may be showing early signs that she 
could become an animal hoarder in adulthood. Removing the animals or having the foster 
situation break down again because of issues around the pets would only confirm to her 
she cannot trust people. Fortunately, she wants to engage in AG, and family and school 
environment are keen to support in any way they can.  
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Notes for practice: This is as example of how working on relationships with animals might 
be a way through to addressing deeper issues. Although it is not the place of Animal 
Guardians to address underlying trauma or attachment problems, it provides a first step 
for Sam to positively engage in a school setting while ensuring animal welfare is protected 
and that she starts to understand that it is her responsibility to look after animal needs. 
As the foster family is very engaged, organizing visits to Scottish SPCA rehoming centres 
may be a way of allowing a positive experience for everyone around animal themes. In 
future, since Sam may struggle to trust a therapist, a way of engaging her could be AAT, 
which can also include family sessions if appropriate.   

 

1.5 Intervening in Cases of Animal Harm 

Interventions need to address relevant issues and be of the appropriate intensity to   

support children across incident severities to prevent animal harm from being repeated. The 

following section describes existing interventions targeting childhood animal harm, 

discusses the significant gaps in practice and research, and motivates the need for an 

integration of prevention and intervention. 

 

1.5.1 Existing targeted interventions 

Until now, no intervention for childhood animal harm has been evaluated and there is no 

consensus about which interventions need to be used in what circumstances. Lack of 

evaluated treatment options contributes to the view that cruelty to animals is an irrelevant 

part of diagnosis and discourages active treatment. Signal et al., (2013) found that even for 

the vignette where there was severe animal harm and a diagnosis of CD, only about half of 

psychologists said that they were “very likely” to include a specific intervention for animal 

cruelty in the treatment plan, and only a quarter were “very likely” to include intervention 

for animal cruelty for the ADHD vignette. Chapter 6, which evaluates the AG programme, 

examines some of these themes further in the context of broader animal welfare education.  

  

Gupta et al. (2017) review interventions for animal abuse based in the USA. They note very 

few programmes are available, and that “at this time, we are unaware of significant 
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intervention efforts taking place in other [countries], though this is likely to change as 

attention to this topic increases” (p. 498). They describe three interventions for children4: 

 

1. The AniCare Child Approach (Shapiro et al., 2013): is aimed at psychotherapists and 

other mental health practitioners and discusses assessment and treatment options 

for childhood animal abuse relating to three main themes: attachment problems, 

insufficient empathy, and self-regulation (see figure 1.8). This is the only published 

manual approach and is discussed in more detail in Chapters 4 and 6.  

2. Children and Animals Together (CAT; Risley-Curtis, 2014): is a systems approach 

developed from the lens of social work. To start, a thorough biopsychosocial in-

home assessment is carried out to determine the level of support required by the 

child, including whether referral for more intensive therapeutic interventions is 

required. The intervention is 14 weekly sessions at a local animal shelter focusing on 

learning prosocial skills while interacting with animals (see 

https://vimeo.com/92286039?signup=true for a presentation on the CAT program’s 

development, structure, and some case studies, by Dr. Risley-Curtis) 

3. Teaching Love and Compassion- juvenile (spcaLA): This programme was designed 

and delivered by the Los Angeles SPCA to work with the court system and intervene 

with juvenile animal cruelty offenders 8-18 years old. The programme covers conflict 

resolution, empathy, animal care education, and working with shelter dogs.  

 

There seems to be greater demand for these types of interventions in the USA, possibly 

because court-mandated therapy and rehabilitation increases demand for intervention. This 

approach has not yet been widely adopted in Scotland, but the Scottish government has 

recently commissioned a report on the use of restorative justice and empathy-based 

interventions for animal welfare and wildlife crimes (Wyatt et al., 2022). It is likely that there 

will be a growing need for evidence-based intervention once non-custodial sentence and 

restorative justice approaches are rolled out, which is planned to happen in 2023.  

 

 
4 They do not mention UK-based programmes such as RSPCA’s “Breaking the chain” programme nor the 
Scottish SPCA’s welfare education programs (discussed further in Chapter 6). 
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Gupta et al. (2017) also analysed some of the factors that have hindered the development 

of interventions. Firstly, they explore issues with referral pipelines, including: lack of 

prosecution in animal cruelty cases, low awareness of available interventions within the 

justice system, lack of parent/guardian referrals for child cases, and lack of “incident 

revelation” when clients are undergoing intervention for other issues. The second issue they 

highlight is the lack of practitioners who are trained to intervene for cases of animal abuse. 

In line with the arguments made earlier in this chapter, they state: “perhaps the single most 

powerful change that could be made systematically is to integrate material on animal abuse 

and human-animal relationships into the standard training of human service professionals” 

(p. 508). Finally, they highlight the need to intervene with a “finer paintbrush”: having 

different intervention approaches for different types of animal abuse, as well as “bridging 

the prevention/intervention divide” by approaching prevention and intervention as a 

continuum5.  

 

1.5.2 Graded levels and types of intervention 

Intervening across cases of animal harm requires developing a structured approach to 

delivery. Gupta et al. (2017) suggest adopting the public health model of primary, 

secondary, and tertiary prevention (Leavell & Clark, 1965). This is a very useful framework to 

guide population-wide implementation and can easily be translated to animal harm 

prevention in childhood (see Figure 1.13). Animal welfare education programmes fit within 

primary intervention and programmes like AniCare child correspond to tertiary prevention; 

what becomes clear is that there are no secondary prevention approaches to intervention 

for childhood animal harm. Chapter 6 delves deeper into this “missing” intermediate level of 

intervention to motivate the importance of additional approaches.    

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 It is encouraging that this thesis has independently reached similar conclusions, advocating for view of CAH 
as a spectrum and an integration of prevention with more acute interventions.   
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highlight tension around terminology (including stigma around terms like “animal cruelty”), 

uncertainty around how to systematically evaluate outcomes, and lack of focus regarding 

which constructs should be primary targets for interventions. Since so few interventions for 

childhood animal harm had been manualized or published, designing a new intervention 

required drawing on best practice from a range of sources. For example, aspects regarding 

improving animal welfare knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes can be adapted from effective 

mainstream animal welfare education programmes (Hawkins et al., 2017). For aspects of 

childhood animal harm relating to issues with behavioural regulation and aggressions, 

relevant elements can be incorporated from established school-based interventions for 

other problems, such as anti-bullying programmes (e.g., KiVa programme; Garandeau, 

2022), programmes for conduct problems (e.g., Incredible Years; Pidano & Allen, 2015), or 

programmes designed to improve EFs (e.g., Tools of the Mind; Blair et al., 2018). It is also 

important for childhood animal harm interventions to be clear on which risk factors they are 

not equipped to deal with. For example, childhood attachment issues and trauma require 

specialized therapeutic approaches, which would be out-with the scope of most 

programmes at the secondary prevention level. Finally, to become part of evidence-based 

practice, the programme needs to be designed with evaluation built in, which requires clear 

guidelines on target population, intervention elements, and measurable outcomes.  

 

This thesis forms the research basis of a collaborative effort between the University of 

Edinburgh and the Scottish SPCA to address this gap in Scotland. This collaboration led to 

the development of Animal Guardians, a targeted animal harm intervention which 

incorporates the criteria detailed above. Funding for the first three years of the Animal 

Guardians programme was provided by the RS Macdonald Trust, on the basis that research 

and evaluation were integrated into the design and delivery process from the start. This 

thesis was funded by the College of Arts Humanities and Social Science Doctoral Research 

Awards allowing me to fulfil that research requirement under the supervision of Professor 

Joanne Williams, one of the RS Macdonald Trust grant holders. 

 

Animal Guardians was designed collaboratively. It uses an overarching manualised structure, 

but the number of sessions spent on each key area is flexible and left at the discretion of the 

education officers depending on the child’s intervention needs (see Chapter 6 for full details 
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on programme structure). The Scottish SPCA was in a unique position to deliver this 

intervention: as a centralized animal welfare charity with statutory powers in Scotland, it 

investigates most incidents of animal harm and can create a nationwide plan with 

coordinated levels of intervention. Working towards this goal, the Scottish SPCA created 

Animal Wise ® (See Figure 1.14), which is an approach to primary prevention across 

development, and has interventions for early years (preschool), childhood (primary school), 

young people (secondary school), and adults or families. The Animal Guardians programme 

was in turn developed with the intention of providing targeted help for at-risk children or 

those who had already harmed animals, starting to fill the gap for secondary prevention.  

 

Figure 1.14: How Animal Guardians fits within the Scottish SPCA’s Animal Wise approach 

Note. Figure created using images adapted from the Scottish SPCA’s education pages. See 
https://www.scottishspca.org/animal-wise and https://www.scottishspca.org/animal-
guardians.   
 

The coordination of research and practice over a long period of time, made possible through 

this collaboration, provided a unique opportunity to: 1) work directly with children who had 

harmed animals (a highly specific and vulnerable group) on variety of linked studies, 2) 

iteratively refine the design and delivery of the intervention, 3) integrate methods for 

evaluation into the long-term delivery Animal Guardians. 
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1.6  Thesis Summary 

This introduction has explored how childhood animal harm fits within broader psychological 

practice and shown that despite what we know about risk factors, there are no evidence-

based interventions for childhood animal harm. To start filling this gap, the University of 

Edinburgh and the Scottish SPCA launched Animal Guardians, a novel targeted educational 

intervention. The overall aim of this thesis was to work with children referred to the Animal 

Guardians programme, adopting a child-centred lens to evaluate the effectiveness of the 

programme. Please note that research for this thesis was published progressively and 

Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5 presents this work as publications. 

 

Chapter 2 sets the scene with a meta-narrative systematic review of the literature on 

childhood animal harm. It covers both theoretical and empirical work carried out over the 

last 10 years in a variety of fields, including psychology, social work, and criminology, and 

explores conceptual and methodological issues in the literature, which later chapters 

attempt to partially address. Chapter 3 is a qualitative study which was carried out with the 

first set of ten children referred to the Animal Guardians programme, during its piloting 

phase. This provided a real opportunity to adopt a child-centred approach from the start of 

the research process, and themes from these informed the constructs explored qualitatively 

in later chapters.  Chapters 4 and 5 split the results of a larger study involving a set of 27 

children who were interviewed in-person using a variety of task-based and self-report 

measures. Chapter 4 explores the psychological risk factors for animal harm, by comparing 

children referred to the Animal Guardians programme to classmate controls and focuses on 

the dimensions laid out in Shapiro et al.’s (2013) model (Figure 1.8). Using the same set of 

children, Chapter 5 is a deep dive into children’s attachments to pets, the relationship with 

their overall attachment style, how this informs their likelihood of animal harm, using a new 

measure to explore children’s representations of animals. Chapter 6 is an evaluation of the 

Animal Guardians programme using a third set of 48 children: 24 referred children and 24 

matched controls assessed using a pre- and post- test activity pack. It also introduces a 

novel measure of empathy designed specially to assess child- and animal- directed empathy 

through development. Finally, Chapter 7 discusses the implications of these results for 



 

  44 

theory and practice and reflects on the benefits of working collaboratively with charities for 

greater impact.  

 

1.6.1 A note on exploratory and confirmatory research 

When interpreting the results of the studies presented in this thesis, it is important to 

distinguish between exploratory and confirmatory research (also referred to as a priori 

research), as these have different threats to validity and support different kinds of 

inferences (Kimmelman et al., 2014; Schwab & Held, 2020). Kimmelman et al. note that 

exploratory research is best suited to developing theories, which then subsequently enables 

the research on the efficacy of treatment approaches in confirmatory studies. Exploratory 

studies tend to use flexible methodological approaches where the full set of constructs to 

be analysed are not necessarily set out at the start; the focus is on high sensitivity and 

reducing the risk for false negatives. In contrast, confirmatory studies have pre-specified 

designs, hypothesis, and analyses; the focus is on high specificity and reducing the risk of 

false positives. Issues arise if one presents exploratory findings as the result of a 

confirmatory process, also known as HARK-ing (Hypothesis After the Results are Known; 

Kerr, 1998), which increases the risk that false-positives will become established, and 

decreases the likelihood of the result being reproducible, replicable, or generalisable.  

 

The studies in this thesis exist at different places along the “spectrum” of exploratory and 

confirmatory research. As an initial qualitative investigation, Chapter 3 is completely 

exploratory. Chapter 4 is mixed: it explored a priori concepts, as detailed by the AniCare 

child model, but delves deeper into the role of attachment in an exploratory way. Chapter 5 

is more exploratory again, as it’s analysis emerged based on the strong findings we had for 

the importance of attachment (evident in both chapters 3 and 4). Although there was 

always an intention to probe children’s relationships with pets through the story stems, 

hypotheses were not evident beforehand, and data were sufficiently rich that this grew into 

its own study. Chapter 6 takes the most confirmatory approach, as it explores constructs 

which we expected would change through the intervention based on previous research, 

namely: welfare knowledge, empathy, behaviour, and relationships to pets.  
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Chapter 2: 

Meta Narrative Systematic Review 

 

Understanding and Conceptualizing 

Childhood Animal Harm 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is published Open Access in Anthrozöos: 

Wauthier, L. M., & Williams, J. M. (2022). Understanding and Conceptualizing Childhood Animal Harm: A Meta-

Narrative Systematic Review. Anthrozoös, 35(2), 165-202. https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2021.1986262 

 

Note: there are some minor formatting and typographical errors in this chapter which are being 
addressed with the publisher 
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2.1 Overview and Rationale  

Historically, research on childhood animal cruelty has come from a variety of disciplines, 

which each have their respective conceptualisations of this behaviour and its risk factors. 

This has created inconsistencies in definitions, approaches to measurement, and theoretical 

accounts of the behaviour, which have impeded progress in this field. Particularly 

concerning is the lack of research from a developmental perspective, but also of research is 

aligned with animal welfare legislation. For example, the leading definition of animal cruelty 

is “all socially unacceptable behaviour that intentionally causes unnecessary pain, suffering, 

distress and/or death to an animal” (Ascione, 1993, p. 83). This definition does not make 

allowances for differences between adult and children (e.g., what does it mean for a 

behaviour to be intentional in a 6-year-old child?), nor does it align with animal welfare 

research, which is not dependant on “social acceptability”. As a result, this definition leaves 

big gaps for practice, and seems to account only for the more severe and intentional acts. 

 

Two systematic reviews had been recently carried out (Hawkins et al., 2017, Longobardi & 

Badenes-Ribera, 2019), but these were discipline-specific and explored all existing literature 

(since the 1960s). The purpose of the present meta-narrative systematic review was 

therefore to widen the search across disciplines and focus only on the most recent 

literature, since older research, theories, and definitions may no longer be as relevant. The 

motivation was to establish what work, if any, had been done to bring definitions and 

theories of childhood animal cruelty in line with theories of child development and animal 

welfare legislation. By exploring methodologies used across studies, we could also 

determine how theory and measurement had informed each other and whether there 

might be biases in the existing literature. Finally, this provided an opportunity to establish 

gaps in the research that could be addressed in the work carried out for later chapters.  
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Note: Please see the reference section at the end of this thesis for the references cited in 
this publication.  
 
2.8 Further Discussion and Chapter Summary  

As a meta-narrative review, this study sought to explore the contrasting and complementary 

ways in which researchers in different fields have studied animal cruelty in childhood. 

Research question 1 on theoretical models, was addressed by the studies in Table 1, 

research questions 2 and 3 on general findings related to childhood animal cruelty and 

methodological issues, were answered by the studies presented in Table 2, while research 

question 4 on definitions and operationalisations, was answered by looking across all 

studies. It is important to consider what conclusion can be drawn from this study, and what 

sources of bias may be of concern. For example, within the context of a meta-narrative 

review, research question 2 (“What are the empirical risk factors and correlates of childhood 

animal cruelty?”) is best understood as exploring: “what areas of research have been 

evaluated in the domain of CAC”, in line with the more general scope of meta-narrative 

reviews. This also explains why components often appearing in more traditional systematic 

reviews, like a quality appraisal of studies, do not appear here. While it may seem like this 

could introduce a source of bias (because methodologically strong and weak studies are 

weighed equally), the reason this is less concerning in meta-narrative reviews is because 

these are “primarily concerned with how issues are researched rather than synthesising 

findings, and so can be considered a form of multi-level configuration mapping” (Gough, 
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2013). As another example, this study only includes peer-reviewed literature, which can lead 

to publication biases (Francis, 2012). However, one of the criteria for meta-narrative review 

is that “studies in these separate traditions should be appraised using the quality criteria 

that a competent peer-reviewer within that tradition would be required to use” (Wong, 

2013), so only including peer-reviewed publications ensured we were broadly staying within 

these bounds6. While issues around publication biases still stand, it is important to re-iterate 

that meta-narrative reviews are more concerned with exploring the history and current 

state of a research topic than commenting on what is and isn’t “true” based on specific 

studies’ findings. Discipline-specific systematic reviews on narrower questions are in a 

better position to comment on this, carrying out quality appraisal and closely analysing 

sources of bias for their specific topic.  

 

Another point worth exploring is the implication of including studies carried out with adults 

retrospectively reporting on animal cruelty in their childhood/adolescence. With more 

traditional systematic reviews, the focus would generally be on research carried out with 

directly the population of interest (see e.g. the “Population-Exposure-Outcome” model 

often used for etiology/risk reviews; Munn et al., 2018), but as a meta-narrative review, the 

focus here was on providing an overview of the different lenses that have informed this 

topic. Since there has been a long-standing focus not only on what leads to animal cruelty in 

childhood (Hawkins et al., 2017), but also on whether childhood animal cruelty can predict 

adult violence (Longobardi & Badenes-Ribera, 2019), and on the effects that witnessing 

animal cruelty in childhood has on the risk of perpetrating animal harm (Ladny & Meyer, 

2020), all of these questions form an important part of the research tradition and 

“narrative” around childhood animal cruelty. In total, this study included 18 research articles 

which were carried out with adults reporting in some way retrospectively on childhood or 

adolescent instances of animal cruelty (these can be identified in Table 2 in the column 

labelled “participant demographic”, and are classified as “retrospective studies with young 

adults/adults/prison inmates”). The conclusions of this review regarding the issues around a 

lack of developmentally appropriate definitions should not be seen as a critique applying to 

 
6 Note that during the search phase, a few theses were found to be relevant but were ultimately not included 
following the peer-review process because they did not add any new information, and reviewers felt it 
muddied the waters in terms of study quality. 
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studies where the focus is explicitly on adult populations. Rather, this observation applies to 

the literature as a whole, and the inclusion of relevant studies from the adult literature 

offers a partial explanation for why definitions have tended to be focused in this way.  

 

Overall, the findings from this systematic review demonstrate that the recent body of work 

on childhood animal cruelty continues to use definitions rooted in historic 

conceptualisations, focusing on the more “severe” intentional forms of the behaviour, its 

correlates (e.g., exposure to domestic violence), and its consequences (e.g., as a predictor of 

interpersonal violence in adulthood). This may lead to a self-perpetuating cycle, in which the 

difficulty of reliably carrying out research directly with children on this topic limits the 

creation of child-centred measures and perspectives, which in turn leads to continued focus 

on populations where the behaviour is more prevalent, hence reinforcing stigmatisation. It 

is notable that no study investigated children’s own understanding of animal cruelty and 

how this might apply to their behaviour, nor were there any intervention evaluations. 

Furthermore, there were few attempts to move beyond self-reports to study risk factors. 

Despite the role of attachment in the only publication describing an intervention (the 

AniCare Child approach; Shapiro et al., 2013), there was very little research on its role in 

cases of childhood animal harm. Finally, despite calls for more cross-reporting across 

agencies, there was little work on how to align animal cruelty research with animal welfare 

legislation or the cases typically handled by animal welfare agencies.  

 

The following chapters in this thesis attempt to address the issues highlighted in this 

systematic review by adopting developmentally tailored definitions, terminology, and 

measures. The research in Chapter 3 uses a semi-structured interview to explore children’s 

own understanding of animal harm within their broader family context. Chapters 4 and 5 

move beyond self-report to explore the role of attachment and other risk factors outlined in 

Shapiro et al.’s model. This informs the evaluation of the Scottish SPCA’s Animal Guardians 

programme, which is not only the first evaluation of an intervention for childhood animal 

harm but confirms that early support is likely to be particularly effective. Finally, through 

continued collaboration with the Scottish SPCA, work presented in these chapters is aligned 

with the cases of animal harm received by the animal welfare helpline. It reflects animal 

welfare legislation and is a useful conceptualisation for mainstream targeted prevention.   
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Chapter 3: 

A Qualitative Study of Children’s 

Accounts of Cruelty to Animals 

 

Uncovering The Roles of Trauma, 

Exposure to Violence, And Attachment 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is published Open Access in the Journal of Interpersonal Violence: 

Wauthier, L., Scottish Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (Scottish SPCA), & Williams, J. M. (2022). 
A qualitative study of children’s accounts of cruelty to animals: Uncovering the roles of trauma, exposure to 
violence, and attachment. Journal of interpersonal violence, 37(9-10), NP6405-NP6438. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260520928640  
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3.1 Overview and Rationale  

Given the scarcity of research carried out with children and the biases potentially present in 

the literature, it became evident that the first step for this thesis should be to carry out a 

qualitative study using direct child interviews. Adopting an open-minded stance with open 

questions and a variety of activities made it possible to inductively formulate an 

understanding of animal harm behaviour from the child’s perspective. I was especially 

careful to be reflexive both during the design and analysis phases, to ensure that the study 

would reflect children’s own voices rather than any assumptions I might have had. One of 

the challenges in designing this study was the stigmatising nature of animal cruelty, which 

lead children to have issues openly discussing their animal harm incident, especially one-on-

one with a stranger (myself). Compounding this issue is the problematic power-dynamic 

between child and adult which qualitative researchers must be extremely aware of 

(Ponizovsky-Bergelson et al., 2019). This prompted an approach to the interview’s design 

which allowed the topic of animals to be discussed from a variety of perspectives, including 

both positive and negative interactions, and using a variety of verbal (open questions, 

closed questions) and non-verbal (e.g., drawings, play-doh) channels. Emphasis on child 

agency through the interview process was probably the single most important aspect for 

their engagement. In fact, the analysis technique used, Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA), was particularly suited to helping me “make sense of each child’s sense-

making” around animal harm. This is because IPA adopts and ideographic stance, which 

unlike in thematic analysis, encourages the researcher to deeply engage with each 

participant’s individual perspective in turn, rather than capturing themes across the sample 

out of the individual’s context (Smith, 1996). IPA also encourages a deeper interpretation of 

the process at play, using psychological theory to help the research “make sense” and “give 

voice” to participants (Larkin et al., 2006). Finally, This initial study was carried out during 

the pilot phase of Animal Guardians, and provided the opportunity to inform the 

programme’s development and to collaborate with the Scottish SPCA to ensure adequate 

child protection procedures were in place should concerns arise.  

 

Appendix A has additional materials for this chapter, starting with the Supplementary 

Materials associated with the publication, followed by copies of ethic permissions, consent 

forms, and the interview schedule.    
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Note: Please see the reference section at the end of this thesis for the references cited in 
this publication.  
 
3.8 Further Discussion and Chapter Summary  

Although it was outside the scope of the publication to fully discuss, it is important to return 

to the possible effect of including four children who had been identified as “high risk” of 

animal harm (rather than having engaged in animal harm). These children were identified as 

high risk for one of the following reasons: behavioural problems in school where they may 

also have aggression towards people, witnessing animal cruelty, and/or where concerning 

behaviour towards animals was shown but perhaps stopped by an adult. It is important to 

note the these “high-risk” children may have harmed animals outside the knowledge of 

adults, that referring adults may have variable thresholds for what constitutes “actual” 

harm and what constitutes “at-risk” behaviour (e.g. does teasing a dog count?), and also 

that information may have been lost along the referral process (e.g. parents see an incident 

but don’t communicate this clearly to the teacher, so no incident is recorded). As such, it 

was still appropriate to ask these children the full range of questions on whether they had 

harmed an animal. In understanding the relevance of their inclusion, it is useful to frame 
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this study as an exploration of the types of children who are likely to be referred to animal 

harm interventions, rather than an exploration of “pure” cases of animal cruelty.  

 

Another point which may require further clarification is why the subthemes themes ‘Cruelty 

as negative’ and ‘Diminishing cruelty to animals’ were combined. This was done because 

“diminishing cruelty to animals” can be seen as an extension of the view that animal cruelty 

is negative, which in turn can be explained by moral disengagement theory (Bandura, 1986). 

In this case, one of the mechanisms through which children might reduce cognitive 

dissonance after performing immoral act of hurting an animal is through “euphemistic 

labelling” saying it only hurt the animal “a bit”, or that it didn’t hurt “very much”. Although 

it was outside the scope of the publication to investigate animal cruelty from the lens of 

moral disengagement, it is relevant to reflect on this theory’s relevance, given its prevalence 

in the aggression and animal cruelty literature more generally (Walters, 2019).  

 

Figure 3.3 shows the typology of moral disengagement as postulated by Bandura and 

highlights the dimensions that appeared in the interviews. Euphemistic labelling (i.e. 

‘diminishing cruelty to animals’) was the most common, although there were a couple 

example of “moral justification” (e.g. saying an animal needed to be punished for acting 

badly), “attribution of blame” (e.g. saying it was the animal’s fault because they 

bit/scratched them), and diffusion of responsibility (e.g. saying it was an accident or result 

of the circumstances). What is particularly interesting, is that the children in this study 

actually did NOT seem to successfully fully morally disengage: they still saw themselves as 

bad for the acts they had committed, which comes through extensively in the “negative 

self” theme. Why might this be? There is very little research on how moral disengagement 

develops, with most studies focusing exclusively on adolescence (12+ years), but some 

research has found that moral disengagement tends to be lower before adolescence 

(Thornburg & Jungert, 2014); however, it’s not clear whether this is because children do not 

have the cognitive capacity to carry out the “mental gymnastics” required, or the inclination 

(Bussey, 2020). Future research might therefore inquire whether the reason only certain 

types of moral disengagement were present in this sample is: 1) trivially because our sample 

was too small, 2) because young children do not yet having the full set of options available, 
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Chapter 4: 

Psychological Risk Factors for Childhood 

Animal Cruelty 

  

Exploring the Roles of Attachment, Self-

Regulation, and Empathy  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This chapter is published Open Access in the Anthrozöos: 

Wauthier, L. M., Farnfield, S., Scottish SPCA, & Williams, J. M. (2022). A preliminary exploration of the 
psychological risk factors for childhood animal cruelty: The roles of attachment, self-regulation, and 
empathy. Anthrozoös, 1-23. https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2022.2125197 
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4.1 Overview and Rationale  

Following the qualitative study carried out during the pilot phase of Animal Guardians, the 

plan was to complete a larger quantitative study as the programme started being offered 

across a wider area of Scotland. Originally, the intention was for this study to include an in-

depth investigation of risk factors for animal harm by comparing referred children with 

classmate controls and an evaluation of the effectiveness of Animal Guardians, with 

measures repeated at post-test to detect changes. However, in March 2020 restrictions and 

school closures due to COVID stopped delivery of Animal Guardians and interrupted data 

collection prematurely. Because restrictions lasted so long, the evaluation of Animal 

Guardians through the procedures designed for this specific study had to be scrapped (only 

four referred children and their classmate controls had completed the post-test). 

Fortunately, just enough data had been collected at pre-test to make a study on 

psychological risk factors viable, given the richness of the data that had been collected. 

There are serious limitations associated with the small sample size (nine referred children 

and 18 classmate controls), yet researchers also have an ethical duty to make use of 

collected data even in cases where studies may be under-powered (Bacchetti et al., 2005). 

These new circumstances prompted me to carry out additional in-depth analysis on 

attachment factors (Chapter 5) and led me to re-design the evaluation procedure as a 

questionnaire once Animal Guardians resumed (Chapter 6).  

 

Appendix B has additional materials for this chapter, starting with the Supplementary 

Materials associated with the publication, followed by copies of ethical permissions, local 

authority consent forms (required due to separate recruitment of control children through 

schools), and the interview schedule.   
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Note: Please see the reference section at the end of this thesis for the references cited in 
this publication.  
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4.8 Further Discussion and Chapter Summary  

There are a few limitations to highlight which were outside the scope of the publication to 

fully discuss. Firstly, the mixed results on the role of empathy as a predictor of animal 

cruelty may suggest there were some measurement artefacts across measures rather than a 

genuine lack of relationship. Although there are mixed results across the literature, 

generally the majority of studies do tend to find that lower empathy tends to relate to 

animal cruelty (Hawkins et al., 2017). Relatedly, there may have been issues with the way 

animal emotion-recognition was measured. Using still images with stereotyped behavioural 

markers has less ethological validity than using videos of animals expressing those emotions 

in real-life settings. Furthermore, the timed component means that the scores may conflate 

accuracy and rapidity. While timings are often used in emotion recognition tasks, this 

usually takes a different form: participants are presented the image for a short amount of 

time (typically 200 ms) rather than timing the response (see e.g. Kessels et al., 2014). Using 

response times may therefore introduce confounds around children’s ability to concentrate 

on the task and reaction times. In fact, existing research confirms that accuracy and 

sensitivity, though correlated, are different constructs (Lyusin & Ovsyannikova 2016).  

 

Another limitation for this study is that there was not scope to explore the effects of social 

economic status (SES) on animal harm risk. This would be important to investigate because 

animal harm and many of its risk factors are associated with lower SES (Shih et al., 2019; 

Reese et al., 2020). Although this may be somewhat mitigated by the fact that control 

children in this study were from the same school (and therefore catchment area) as referred 

children, it is possible that unintentional selection biases may have results in control 

children being of a higher SES than referred children. For example, if teachers selected 

control children whose parents they knew would return consent forms in a timely fashion, 

or children who were well behaved (externalising behaviours correlate with SES; Lansford et 

al., 2019). Future research should therefore explore whether we can tease apart the 

independent effects of SES on animal harm, and to reflect on how this should guide 

intervention approaches.  

 

Overall, results in this chapter confirmed findings from the qualitative study in Chapter 3 

and supported the role of the risk factors proposed by Shapiro et al. (2013) in their 
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theoretical model. In fact, associations between risk factors and protective factors may be 

more complex than initially conceptualised. For example, not only did attachment security 

play a central role across a range of processes like self-regulation and empathy, but 

pathological attachment strategies were particularly strongly associated with high scores on 

risk factors and low scores on protective factors. The strong effects around attachment 

encouraged me to explore whether it would be possible to uncover some of the 

mechanisms involved, which led to the in-depth exploratory study presented in Chapter 5. 

Unfortunately, it was not possible to replicate these results because  time constraints and 

COVID restrictions prevented me from using these interview techniques and task-based 

measures again. Despite this, research in Chapter 6 goes on to demonstrate that some of 

these risk factors can be successfully shifted through intervention.   
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Chapter 5: 

The Role of Attachment in Children’s 

Relationships with Pets 

 

Studying the Spectrum from Pet Care to 

Animal Harm 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

This chapter is published Open Access in Human Animal Interactions: 

Wauthier, L. M., Farnfield, S., & Williams, J. M. (2022). The role of attachment in children’s relationships with 
pets: From pet care to animal harm. Human-Animal Interactions. https://doi.org/10.1079/hai.2022.0024   
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5.1 Overview and Rationale  

Chapter 4 provided an in-depth, quantitative look at risk factors for childhood animal 

cruelty, confirming their theorised relevance as target in interventions. Although there were 

significant differences between referred children and classmate controls on a range of 

dimensions, attachment security stood out as a particularly important factor, being both a 

direct predictor and associated with a range of other risk and protective factors. 

Furthermore, during the coding process in which I reviewed children’s story stems to classify 

their attachment, I noticed different ways of relating to pets and using parental figures to 

scaffold interactions and resolve conflicts. Combined with the results from Chapter 3, this 

suggested that children’s pet story-stems might provide a wealth of information on how 

children conceptualised animals within their broader attachment frameworks. Additionally, I 

was curious to explore whether difficulties associated with insecure attachment would 

transfer to children’s internal representation of pets, especially given poorly evidenced 

theories stating that animal attachment representations are separate from human 

attachment representations (Julius et al., 2013). This led to the study in Chapter 5, which 

used these children’s pet stories as the foundation for an exploration of how their 

relationships with pets links to their attachment strategy and the risk of animal harm they 

present.  

 

It is useful to consider in more depth than was possible in the publication how attachment 

was measured and the implications of this for the interpretation of results. As in Chapter 4, 

attachment was measured using the Child Attachment Play Assessment (CAPA; Farnfield, 

2015), which is a narrative story-stem procedure which classifies attachment using Dynamic 

Maturational Model (DMM; Crittenden, 2006). In contrast to the ABCD model (Main and 

Solomon, 1990) where Type D (disorganized) behaviours are viewed as a disruption or loss 

of strategy, the DMM interprets these patterns as more “extreme” strategies that develop 

under conditions of non-normative danger, producing the DMM classification of A+ (A3-A8; 

non-normative avoidant) and C+ (C3-C8; non-normative ambivalent). The choice of 

theoretical model, measurement technique, and coding/interpretation has theoretical and 

practical implications. The differences between the models are summarized in Figure 5.1.  
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The CAPA was chosen because it met our criteria for age-range (it has been validated for 

ages 3-11) and because it gives a particularly in-depth view of mentalizing ability (based on 

the work of Fonagy et al., 2004), the way play is altered by loss and trauma (based on Emde, 

Wolf, & Oppenheim, 2003; Winnicot 1971), the importance of affect/arousal regulation in 

attachment (Farnfield & Onions, 2021). Furthermore, the DMM, which bridges the gap 

between attachment and cognitive functioning, has been described by Peter Fonagy as “the 

most clinically sophisticated model that attachment theory has to offer at the present time” 

(Crittenden, 2017). Because the CAPA is flexible and very rich in its approach to coding 

(unlike other attachment classification systems, such as SSAB), it was possible to adapt the 

coding constructs that are usually relevant in human relationships (especially mentalizing, 

and dynamics of comfort and caregiving), and apply these same constructs to children’s 

relationships with pets. However, the richness and nuance of the CAPA and DMM, are seen 

by some as potential weaknesses. For example, some researchers criticize the DMM for 

having too many attachment classifications (van Ijzendoorn et al., 2018), while others have 

argued that the theory occasionally exceeds the available data and becomes speculative 

(see Landa & Duschinsky, 2013 for a discussion). As a result, careful judgement should be 

employed when interpreting the findings of this study, since different classification systems, 

especially those based on different theoretical models, may have yielded different results. 

  

Appendix C has the Supplementary Materials associated with the publication. Copies of 

ethical permissions, local authority consent forms (required due to separate recruitment of 

control children through schools), and the interview schedule can be found in Appendix B.   
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5.7 Further Discussion and Chapter Summary  

This study explored novel methods for investigating children’s relationships with pets and 

provided some preliminary insights into how attachment to pets relates to human 

attachment and risk for animal harm. The mechanisms involved seem somewhat 

paradoxical: attachment to pets was not associated with overall (human) attachment 

strategy, however insecurely attached children had lower scores on three of the four 

dimensions in the PICAS. On further examination, the likely explanation seems to be that 

while representations of safety and comfort do not transfer from human to animal 

relationships, the skills developed through attachment, such as mentalising and emotional 

regulation, do transfer to children’s interactions with animals. These results beg a thought-

provoking question: would the skills developed through interaction with animals (e.g., in 

animal assisted therapy) transfer back to children’s relationships with humans?  

 

One aspect we wanted to further explore, but which was outside the scope of the 

publication, was how PICAS scores might correlate to scores on the KEDS empathy measure 

(described in Chapter 4), since the development of empathy is well known to be linked to 

attachment (Stern & Cassidy, 2018). Specifically, parenting factors, internal working models, 

and emotion understanding (i.e., mentalising) are all theorised to be mechanisms mediating 

the link between attachment and empathy (see Figure 5.6) and are closely related to 

dimensions measured with the PICAS. To explore whether these measures, used across 

Chapters 4 and 5, could detect these theorised relationships, I ran a series of non-

parametric correlations (Spearman’s rho) using children for whom we had full data on both 

the KEDS and the PICAS (n= 23).  
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Figure 5.6: Theoretical model showing how attachment impacts the development of 
empathy.  

 
Note. From “Empathy from infancy to adolescence: An attachment perspective on the 
development of individual differences” by Stern and Cassidy, 2018, Developmental Review, 
47, p. 8. Copyright 2017 Elsevier Inc. Reprinted with permission.  
 

Although mentalising about pets, caregiving towards pets, and comfort from pets did not 

correlate with affective, cognitive, or behavioural empathy, parental help in resolving 

conflict correlated significantly with all three: cognitive empathy (rho= 0.49, p= 0.019), 

affective empathy (rho= 0.53, p= 0.009), and behavioural empathy (rho= 0.50, p= 0.015). 

This suggests that children whose parents modelled positive conflict resolution developed 

greater empathetic skills and is in line with the model presented above. However, because 

these dimensions average together scores of empathy towards children and animals, I also 

decided to separately analyse how PICAS dimensions related to human- and animal-directed 

empathy. Results from this analysis are presented in Table 5.4 and show that empathy 

towards animals but not empathy towards humans were related significantly to mentalising 

and caregiving towards pets as measured by the PICAS. This confirms what we might expect 

based on our existing results: since human and animal attachment representations are 

separate, it stands to reason that these differentially relate to human- and animal-directed 
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empathy. This further suggests that human and animal empathy should not be conflated: 

not only are they distinct constructs, but they are likely to develop through separate 

pathways.   

 

Table 5.4. Correlations between PICAS dimensions and human- and animal- directed empathy.  

    Mentalising 
about pet 

Caregiving 
towards pet 

Comfort 
from pet 

Parental 
help 

Empathy 
animal 

Empathy 
child 

Mentalising Spearman's rho —                 

   p-value —                 

Caregiving 
towards pet Spearman's rho 0.717 *** —              

   p-value < .001  —              

Comfort from 
pet Spearman's rho 0.067  0.214  —           

   p-value 0.755  0.315  —           

Parental help in 
resolving 
conflict 

Spearman's rho 0.461 * 0.665 *** 0.008  —        

   p-value 0.023  < .001  0.969  —        

KEDS: Empathy 
animal Spearman's rho 0.489 * 0.512 * 0.058  0.654 *** —     

   p-value 0.018  0.013  0.794  < .001  —     

KEDS: Empathy 
child Spearman's rho 0.249  0.238  -0.154  0.483 * 0.599 ** —  

   p-value 0.252   0.275   0.482  0.020   0.002  —  

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 

 

These results cemented the need to create a novel, dedicated measure of empathy for the 

evaluation of Animal Guardians, capable of validly assessing all three dimensions of 

empathy (cognitive, affective, and behavioural) simultaneously for both children and 

animals. A set of 13 images were careful developed in which design considerations 

counterbalanced a range of factors (child sex, pet type, emotions displayed both 

congruently and incongruently). This was piloted with a large sample of adults and a subset 

of the images were then used for the evaluation of Animal Guardians, described in Chapter 

6.  
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Chapter 6: 

The Animal Guardians Programme 

 

Evaluating an Intervention for Children 

Who Have Harmed Animals 
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6.1 Abstract 

Childhood animal cruelty is associated with poor psychological outcomes and may co-occur 

with delinquency and violent behaviour. Despite this, there are few established 

interventions for childhood animal harm and no research evaluating their effectiveness. This 

study is an evaluation of Animal Guardians (AG), a targeted educational intervention 

delivered by the Scottish Society for the Prevention of Cruelty against Animals (Scottish 

SPCA) for children who have harmed animals. AG is a bespoke programme for primary 

school children in Scotland which is delivered one-to-one in the child’s school over a 6–10-

week period and targets: (1) an understanding of animal sentience and emotions, (2) 

knowledge of animal welfare needs, (3) care and responsibilities towards animals, and (4) 

correct handling and behaviour around animals. Using a matched-control sample of 48 

children (24 referred to AG and 24 matched controls) we evaluated the effectiveness of the 

intervention through a pre- post-test activity pack measuring targeted constructs. Mixed 

ANOVAs showed that children receiving the AG programme improved significantly more 

than controls on welfare knowledge, behaviour towards animals, cognitive and behavioural 

empathy. Furthermore, post-hoc tests showed that referred children improved significantly 

on belief in animal minds and affective empathy. The intervention was equally effective for 

girls and boys, and independent of animal harm-severity at referral. Younger children had a 

marginally greater improvement than older children, and post-hoc tests showed this was 

because they started with lower levels of welfare knowledge. These results show that AG is 

an effective programme and suggests that educational interventions can be a positive way 

of engaging children and reducing risk of animal harm. More research is required on 

whether positive changes are maintained over long periods and whether educational 

interventions might complement psychological interventions.   

 

Key words: animal cruelty, humane education, empathy, human-animal interaction.    
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6.2 Introduction 

Between 60-80% of children in the UK live with pets (Purewal et al., 2019; Marsa-Sambola et 

al., 2016). A growing body of research shows a range of benefits associated with pet 

ownership (Purewal et al., 2017) and animal assisted interventions (see e.g., Hoagwood et 

al., 2017), including improving children’s mental wellbeing and activity levels (Wenden et al., 

2021). However, there is much less research on childhood animal cruelty, which can act as a 

warning sign for child maltreatment (McEwen et al., 2014; Bright et al., 2018), psychological 

and behavioural difficulties (Hawkins et al., 2017), and can relate to later delinquency and 

interpersonal violence (Longobardi & Badenes-Ribera, 2019). Having child-specific research 

is important to design developmentally tailored interventions; for example, children are 

more likely than adults to accidentally mistreat animals (Ascione, 2005, p. 143; Connor et 

al., 2013) and have lower knowledge of animal welfare needs and emotions (Hawkins & 

Williams, 2016; Myers et al., 2014). This is not only a risk to animal welfare but also puts the 

children at higher risk of animal bites, scratches, or other fear-aggressive behaviour 

(Aldridge et al., 2019). Despite mounting evidence for the importance of early intervention 

across a range of childhood emotional-behavioural disorders (Hester et al., 2004), there are 

currently no evidence-based interventions specifically designed to address cases where 

children have harmed animals. This study aims to provide the first evaluation of a targeted 

animal welfare education programme for children who have harmed animals.  

 

6.2.1 Childhood Animal Harm: Risk Factors, Typology, and Severity 

Throughout history, childhood animal harm has been linked with patterns of interpersonal 

issues (Gullone, 2012). Research has historically focused on animal cruelty (Ascione, 1993), 

especially as a predictor for violence or delinquency in adulthood (Longobardi & Badenes-

Ribera, 2019), and most research has been carried out with adults reporting retrospectively 

on their childhood behaviour (Wauthier & Williams, 2022). Disagreement on terminology 

and definitions has made it difficult to synthesise the literature, and lack of consistency in 

how it is operationalised has meant there is little agreement on issues like prevalence rates, 

which are commonly reported to range from 2-9% (see e.g., McEwen et al., 2014) to 50% 

(see e.g., Baldry, 2003). Muldoon and Williams (2021a) reported that even within an expert 

group of animal welfare educators, there was no consensus on the definition of animal 

cruelty in childhood, including whether it should include unintentional acts and neglect. 
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Adopting the term “childhood animal harm” (CAH) is more developmentally appropriate and 

allows harmful behaviours towards animals to be conceptualised along a spectrum of 

severity and typologies, so that more incidents can be identified and enabling support to be 

provided earlier (Chapter 2). Adopting this broader approach, childhood animal harm (CAH) 

can be defined as “Any act, of commission or omission, where a child negatively impacts an 

animal’s welfare, intentionally or unintentionally” (Wauthier & Williams, 2021, p. 199). This 

definition encompasses a range of types of harm, from minor accidental harm to serious 

intentional cruelty.  

  

6.2.1.1 Risk Factors  

Risk factors for CAH can be categorised into three interacting groups using a biopsychosocial 

model (Engel, 1981) set within an ecological systems framework (Bronfenbrenner, 1992; see 

Figure 6.1). Biological risk factors include being male (Gullone, 2012; Hawkins et al., 2017; 

McEwen et al., 2104) and certain genetic variants involved in conduct disorder which 

increase predisposition for impulsivity and aggressive behaviour (Fairchild et al., 2019). 

Environmental risk factors include trauma and adverse childhood experiences (ACEs; Bright 

et al., 2018), and exposure to violence or witnessing animal cruelty (Ladny & Meyer, 2020). 

Exposure to violence may operate by normalising violent behaviour towards animals and 

through social learning (Henry, 2018), while developmental trauma may interfere with brain 

development, especially by reducing capacity for arousal regulation (Van der Kolk, 2003). 

Biological and environmental risk factors interact to give rise to psychological risk factors, 

which include insecure attachment (Wauthier et al., 2022), low self-regulation and 

externalising disorders such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and Conduct 

Disorder (CD; Miller, 2001), and low empathy or psychopathic traits (Dadds et al., 2006; 

Hartman et al., 2019). These individual risk factors are then imbedded in the child’s social 

and cultural context, which can generate further risk factors such as: low knowledge of 

animal needs (Hawkins et al., 2020b), belief that animals are not sentient (Hawkins & 

Williams, 2016), or negative attitudes towards animals (Connor et al., 2019). These factors 

also change through development, as do rates animal harm (Ascione 2005; McEwen et al., 

2014). The reverse of many of these risk factors may act as protective factors which can 

increase caregiving behaviour (Williams & Wauthier, in press). For example, high attachment 

to pets is related to greater compassionate behaviour towards animals and lower 
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acceptance of cruelty (Hawkins et al., 2017b), while low attachment to pets is associated 

with higher acceptance of animal cruelty (Hawkins et al., 2020b). Understanding these risk 

factors can help programmes identify the intervention targets likely to show improvement.   

 

Figure 6.1: Biopsychosocial Model of Risk Factors for Childhood Animal Cruelty 

Note. This model uses a biopsychosocial framework and ecological systems theory to 
summarise the main risks factors associated with childhood animal harm. 
 

6.2.1.2 Typology and Severity 

There is little consistency in the existing literature on how to categorise cases of childhood 

animal harm. Typologies developed from an animal welfare perspective tend to 

differentiate between types of abuse (e.g., physical, neglect, organised; Whitfort et al., 

2021) or severity of abuse (Kellert & Felthouse, 1985). Psychological typologies have 

traditionally focused on motivations (Hensley & Tallichet, 2005) and age (Ascione, 2005), but 

in isolation these dimensions are not necessarily good predictors of psychopathology. 
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Recent reviews of the literature have highlighted that harm that is more severe, intentional, 

and frequent/recurring (Longobardi & Badenes-Rivera, 2019) is consistently related to 

worse outcomes, and these dimensions might be used to identify the most serious cases. 

Despite this complexity, patterns in the severity, typology, and psychological factors 

involved can help guide intervention delivery. Less severe, accidental harm is often 

associated with being younger and having low knowledge of animal needs; moderate, 

partially intentional harm might be associated with issues such as externalising disorders or 

emotional-behavioural dysregulation; while severe, fully intentional harm tends to be linked 

with more severe psychological issues such as trauma and/or low empathy and associated 

psychopathic traits (Shapiro et al., 2013; Ascione, 2005).  

 

Several organisations highlight that intervening in cases of animal abuse requires “matching 

animal cruelty offenders to treatment based on risk, need and responsivity principles” 

(Treatment Interventions, 2013). To this end, and following the broad typology outlined 

above, the Animals & Society Institute (ASI) have developed three levels of intervention for 

use with adults (Lunghofer, 2018). ‘Level 1’ is Companion Animal Responsibility and Care 

(CARE), which covers minimum standards of care and knowledge of pet’s basics needs, 

‘Level 2’ is Behaviour, Accountability, Responsibility, and Knowledge (BARK), which is for 

animal abuse offenders and focuses on accountability and factors that motivated the abuse 

or neglect, including attitudes and beliefs, and ‘Level 3’ is a one-to-one psychological 

intervention for complex cases of animal abuse using the AniCare approach, exploring 

psychological issues and co-occurring problems such as substance abuse or domestic 

violence.  

 

6.2.2 Interventions for Childhood Animal Harm 

Designing reliable and effective interventions for CAH is complex because of the spectrum of 

severity and the range of risk factors involved. Having graded intervention options, such as 

used by the ASI, can ensure the appropriate intensity and content for each case. However, 

developmental differences mean that the levels and content used with adults may not 

translate directly to use with children. For example, children are not typically pets’ ‘primary’ 

caregivers (Muldoon et al., 2015), are likely to have bigger gaps in knowledge (Muldoon et 

al., 2009), have lower capacity for emotional and self-regulation (Diamond & Aspinwall, 
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2003), and may be returning to difficult home environments over which they have little 

control. Currently, no frameworks have been proposed for the gradation or delivery of 

intervention in cases of CAH. Two broad approaches for CAH are described in the literature: 

(1) preventative animal welfare education which teaches children about animals’ emotions, 

needs, and behaviours, and (2) and therapeutic interventions for severe cases, which 

address underlying psychological or social issues giving rise to the harm. Unfortunately, 

“intermediate level” programs, for cases where harm has already occurred but where 

intensive psychological intervention is either not necessary or possible, are lacking.  

 

6.2.2.1 Animal Welfare Education Programmes 

Animal Welfare Education (AWE) and humane education are two related approaches to the 

long-term prevention of animal harm. Humane education is a broader approach defined as 

“a form of character education that uses animal-related stories, lessons, and activities to 

foster respect, kindness, and responsibility in children’s relationships with both animals and 

people” (Faver, 2010; p. 365), and has extended to include concern for the environment and 

emphasising the interconnectedness of animals, people, and the planet (Rule & Zhbanova, 

2014). AWE is the approach often adopted in the UK and is generally more focused on 

teaching about specific animal needs and the prevention of unintentional harm due to lack 

of knowledge. Both AWE and humane education programs aim to improve knowledge, 

attitudes, and behaviours towards animals. Several such programs have had their 

effectiveness evaluated, including the Scottish SPCA’s “Rabbit Rescuers” for 5–7-year-old 

children (Williams et al, 2020), and the “Prevention Through Education” programme for 7–

13-year-old children (Hawkins et al., 2017a). These short school-based interventions 

demonstrated positive changes in knowledge of animal welfare needs, belief in animal 

sentience, and a reduction in acceptance of harmful behaviour towards animals. Humane 

education programs often also aim to increase empathy towards animals and argue that this 

can also help promote empathy towards humans (Jalongo, 2014). However, there is little 

direct research to substantiate this claim, partially due to a lack of appropriate animal-

directed empathy measures for use with children. Going beyond simple prevention, the 

RSPCA provide a set of online resources for carers or professionals to work through with 

adolescents who have harmed (or might harm) animals (“Breaking the chain”; RSPCA, 2022). 
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However, the resources have not been evaluated, are not formulated as a full programme 

(this is left up to the facilitator), and are not adapted for use with younger children. 

 

6.2.2.2 Therapeutic interventions 

Psychotherapeutic interventions are often reserved for more serious cases, tend to be 

delivered one-to-one, and can be court mandated in some states in the USA (ALDF, 2021). 

Although there are a range of programmes (Gupta et al., 2017), few have been described in 

detail, and none have been empirically evaluated. The AniCare Child Approach (Shapiro et 

al., 2013) is the only manualised approach, and although it has not been evaluated as an 

intervention, the theoretical model underpinning the approach has received some support 

(Chapter 4). The model proposes that attachment dysregulations and accompanying 

interpersonal issues are the foundation for many of the problems leading to animal harm. 

Building on this, are the roles of emotional intelligence, self-management, and the influence 

of family and culture. The manual suggests that improving empathy and self-regulation are 

the two main targets for intervention, and highlights importance of adopting a trauma-

informed approach and working with parents where possible.  

 

6.2.2.3 Bringing research and practice together 

While educational approaches have received promising support for improving knowledge, 

beliefs, and attitudes, it is unclear whether improving these “top-down” protective factors is 

useful in cases were there may be deeper issues and animal harm has already occurred. On 

the other hand, while we have evidence for the importance of deeper psychological risk 

factors such as insecure attachment, low empathy, and poor self-regulation in cases where 

harm has already occurred (Wauthier et al., 2022), there is no research evidence on 

whether therapeutic interventions such as AniCare successfully address these issues. In fact, 

research shows that insecure attachment can be difficult to shift (Bakermans-Kranenburg et 

al., 2005). In contrast, while empathy and self-regulation can be challenging to improve in 

certain populations, such as children with CD and accompanying callous-unemotional (CU) 

traits (Frick et al., 2014), research on skill-based interventions in schools with normative 

populations show empathy and self-regulation can effectively be enhanced (Malit et al., 

2016; Pandey et al., 2018). Together, this body of research suggests that it should be 

possible to design an effective “intermediate level” intervention for CAH by supplementing 
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animal welfare education components with skill-based components covering self-regulation 

and empathy. Although such an intervention is unlikely to address deeper issues associated 

with more severe cases, it would be promoting protective factors and could act as a useful 

supplement to psychotherapeutic intervention where necessary. 

 

6.2.2.4 A note on the use of animals  

Currently, there is no research on whether live animals are an effective addition to animal 

harm interventions. Several authors (Ascione et al., 2010; Shapiro et al., 2013) explore the 

dilemma around using animal assisted activities (AAA) or animal assisted therapy (AAT) and 

there have been concerns raised in relation to animal welfare and child safety. An argument 

against AAA for CAH is that it would be unethical to expose an animal to a risk of harm (see 

Shapiro et al., 2013 and Melson, 2001 for case studies of animals being harmed in this 

context). Furthermore, working with live animals may be contraindicated in cases of phobias 

or strong negative attitudes towards the animal. On the other hand, AAT has been shown to 

be effective at addressing many of the risk factors associated with animal harm, including 

reducing aggression in delinquent populations (Villafaina-Dominguez et al., 2020), improving 

interpersonal skills (Pendry et al., 2014), addressing issues associated with trauma (O’Haire 

et al., 2015) or where participants struggle to trust humans (see e.g., Flynn et al., 2020). It is 

likely that animals could be useful complements to interventions, but are not strictly 

necessary, especially where alternatives can be used, such as robotic, toy, or puppet animals 

(Muldoon & Williams, 2021a). Where practitioners wish to include animals, basic 

precautions include: (1) using large, well-trained animals (e.g., dogs and horses) rather than 

vulnerable animals which can be harmed easily (e.g., rabbits, kittens, or puppies), (2) 

ensuring interactions are fully supervised, and (3) having “escape routes” for the animal to 

use if it becomes stressed and clear guidelines on terminating sessions. 

 

6.2.3 Animal Guardians: A Novel Intermediate-level Programme 

There are very few programmes for CAH between mainstream prevention and intervention 

for severe cases, and none have received evaluation. Intermediate programmes might aim 

to: (1) cover the same knowledge basics as humane education interventions (2) provide 

children with the opportunity to practice skills around positive animal handling, and (3) 
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include exercises that teach self-regulation and empathy, without attempting to address 

psychological issues (this should be reserved for psychotherapeutic interventions).  

 

Animal Guardians (AG) is a novel humane educational and skills-based programme which 

aims to fill this gap. It is a free, bespoke intervention delivered by the Scottish SPCA’s Youth 

Engagement Officers (YEO) for primary school children (4-12 years old) in Scotland who are 

at high risk of animal harm. AG was designed to take a child-friendly and non-stigmatizing 

approach to animal harm prevention (Chapter 3). It builds on the success of the Scottish 

SPCA’s existing mainstream classroom-based interventions and is imbedded within the 

Scottish SPCA’s Animal Wise ® initiative, which aims to provide animal welfare education 

across the lifespan. Since AG targets children who are high-risk for animal harm and may 

have a range of specific needs, it is primarily game-based and delivered one-on-one within 

the child’s school to allow for targeted and flexible delivery. Furthermore, YEOs receive child 

protection training and can link with social work, police, and Child and Adolescent Mental 

Health Services (CAHMS) where additional support is needed. Unlike therapeutic 

interventions such as the AniCare Child approach, AG does not attempt to address 

underlying psychological issues, but can be quickly deployed alongside formal therapy 

where the animal harm is suspected to be a symptom of deeper psychological issues.  

 

6.2.3.1 Development of the Animal Guardians Programme 

AG was developed with funding from the R S Macdonald Charitable Trust as a collaboration 

between the Scottish SPCA and University of Edinburgh. The intervention’s intake 

procedures, content, and evaluation tools were informed by best practice in child 

development and refined using an iterative design process involving research and service-

delivery. The programme was initially developed with the input of a multidisciplinary 

steering group including Police Scotland, Scottish Fire and Rescue, Barnardo’s, Woman’s Aid, 

Educational Psychology, and Social Work. The programme launched in September 2018 in 

the Edinburgh area, and in the first year the focus was on piloting the procedures alongside 

a qualitative study exploring children’s understanding of animal harm (Chapter 3). This 

process highlighted the vulnerability of many of the children referred on the programme, 

but also demonstrated that they generally engaged positively with intervention and 

interview activities. It demonstrated that animal harm incidents often occurred in a “grey 
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area” of intentionality: children typically understood that what they had done was harmful 

and typically liked animals, and the harm occurred as a by-product of emotion-behaviour 

regulation difficulties, normalisation of aggression or violence in their home environments, 

and possible issues surround self-esteem and attachment.    

 

This was used to inform delivery in the second year (September 2019 – September 2020, 

but with gaps due to COVID-19), in which AG was expanded to include the whole Scottish 

central belt (Edinburgh, Glasgow and surrounding Local Authorities). Research went on to 

compare referred children to classmate controls to quantitatively confirm that there were 

issues with empathy, self-regulation, and attachment. Results not only confirmed the 

importance of these dimensions (Chapter 4) but highlighted that pets could still act as 

sources of support to the referred children despite patterns of insecure attachment 

(Chapter 5). This highlighted the importance of having exercises covering both empathy and 

self-regulation, and intervention materials were reviewed to ensure these domains were 

covered. Changes to procedures following this included streamlined intake, particularly to 

include animal harm incidents internally from the Scottish SPCA’s animal helpline, and 

integration of evaluation procedures within programme delivery.  

 

6.2.3.2 Current AG Programme: Logic Model and Structure of the Programme 

Combined with existing research, this iterative design process helped refine intervention 

content, explore change mechanisms, and streamline outcome measurement. These factors 

can be summarised with a logic model, which is an important part of evidence-based 

practice (Wolpert et al., 2016) including for the development and evaluation of AWE 

programmes (Muldoon & Williams, 2021b). Figure 6.2 shows the logic model produced for 

the evaluation of AG (based on the template in Wolpert et al., 2016). This process helped 

clarify how mechanism of change and outcomes could be split into two categories. Primary 

outcomes for AG are the taught aspects directly targeted by the intervention, including 

knowledge of animal emotions and needs, belief in animal sentience, and behaviours 

around animals. Secondary outcomes for AG are the latent psychological risk factors which 

the intervention tackles indirectly, including human-directed and animal-directed empathy 

as well as self-regulation  and executive functioning (EF) skills, especially inhibitory control. 
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The primary outcomes are addressed by sequentially teaching children about four key 

themes: (1) understanding animal sentience and recognizing animal emotions, (2) learning 

about animal welfare needs, (3) responsible ownership and care, and (4) practicing 

appropriate handling and behaviour around animals. These themes are pedagogically 

informed to build on each other and recapitulate the processes involved in Social 

Information Processing (SIP; Lemerise & Arsenio, 2000), as shown in Figure 6.3. Along with 

emotional regulation processes (Parfitt & Alleyne, 2018), SIP has been theorised to be a 

useful tool to understand cases of animal harm (Henry, 2018), in educational psychology 

(Cooke, 2017), and a good framework for understanding the development of moral decision 

making. Activities are structured to ensure that children first cover each theme separately 

and then have an opportunity to bring all the components together at the end. 

 

Figure 6.3: Themes Covered in Animal Guardians and Social Information Processing Theory.  

Note. Diagram highlighting how themes covered in Animal Guardians are associated with 
the Social Information Processing model as conceptualised by Lemerise and Arsenio (2000). 
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Empathy and self-regulation are indirectly targeted through activities’ content, 

characteristics, and structure. The AG programme covers children’s own emotions, emotion 

recognition in humans and animals, and animal-related perspective taking, all of which are 

common elements in school-based empathy interventions (Berliner & Masterson, 2015). 

Furthermore, the YEOs adopt an empathetic stance with children and model empathetic 

behaviour, which is also an important component to promoting empathy in school-settings 

(Feschbach & Feschbach, 2009). With regards to self-regulation, most activities are designed 

Table 6.1: Overview of a typical set of sessions for the Animal Guardians Program with main 
themes and example games for each session.  
Session Objective Activities and Equipment 

1 Introduction to the 
program  

Activity Pack 

2 Emotion Recognition 
Human and animal 

Snow Globe: labelling own emotion and self-
regulation (repeated at start of each session) 
Emotion Boards: matching emotions to pictures 

3 Emotion Recognition 
Nuances   

Hexagon game: emotions are interlinked 
+handling 

4 Welfare Needs  
Basic 

Hello! five domains and Velcro onto each 
+handling 

5 Welfare Needs 
Basic 

Triangles: need to match good and bad things for 
cows, hedgehogs, and cats.  

6 Welfare Needs 
Advanced 
 

What do I need? Six animals – play an animal and 
then around you need to put everything it needs 
+handling 
+Lucky Max part 1 

7 Responsibilities 
Introduction 
 

Dominos game: responsibilities around both pets and 
wildlife   
+handling 
+Lucky Max part 2 

8 Responsibilities Bringing 
everything together 
 

Decisions game: Bringing everything together using 
pictures so that there is an emotional and situational 
recognition element which ties into the behaviour. 
Includes much trickier emotions to recognize. 
+handling 
+Lucky Max part 3 

Extra 
Games 

Brief interactive/ kinetic 
games which can be 
added throughout 

-Dice game: recap on human and animal emotions 
-Emotion pictures: Go match animal’s emotion to the 
emoji around the room- allows children to run 
around. 
- Match it! game which works on visual attention 
where children have to find two matching symbols 

9 Wrapping up Activity Pack 
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as turn-taking “board games” or kinetic activities, both of which have been shown to 

increase Executive Functions in normally developing children, especially inhibitory control 

(Gashaj et al., 2021). Children also play a visual matching game which works on attention, 

working memory, and cognitive flexibility (e.g., the OT Toolbox). Table 1 shows the structure 

for a typical AG programme; more details on the equipment and structure of each activity 

can be found in Supplementary Table 6.1. Number of sessions can vary, but children who 

complete the program will typically receive 6-10 sessions.  

 

6.2.3.3 A Note on the Impact of COVID-19 on Delivery and Evaluation 

Unfortunately, COVID-19 has a range of impacts on the way the AG was delivered and could 

be evaluated. During the height of the pandemic, programme delivery (and evaluation) had 

to be entirely stopped, since children were not going to school. Once schools had re-

opened, YEOs were quickly allowed back into most schools to deliver the school-based 

portion of the AG programme. In the intervention’s original design, there was also an option 

for the child to visit one of the Scottish SPCA’s rescue-and-rehoming centres at the end of 

the school-based sessions. Unfortunately, this part of the programme had to be suspended 

and did not occur in the iteration of AG under evaluation but is planned to resume from 

September 2022. Evaluation procedures also had to be adapted, as researchers were not 

allowed back into schools, which meant that there could be no one-to-one task-based 

components in the evaluation. The activity pack was designed to be completed with pencil 

and paper, as easily as possible with minimal assistance from an adult. Although most 

constructs of interest could still be evaluated in this way, it was not possible to measure EFs.  

 

6.2.4 The Current Study 

The main aim of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of the AG programme by 

determining whether it improved primary targets of the intervention, including children’s 

belief in animal sentience, knowledge of welfare needs, and responsible behaviour. Given 

the link between animal harm and lower empathy, a second aim of the study was to 

evaluate whether the program increased children’s empathy towards other children and 

animals. Finally, we sought to understand whether the programme would be equally 

effective for all referred children, or if certain factors might impact effectiveness. To explore 

these aims, we used pre- and post- questionnaires with a set of referred children who 



 

  169 

participated in the AG program, and group of matched control children who did not receive 

any intervention. We had three main hypotheses:  

1. The AG programme will have a significant positive effect on referred children’s 

attachment to pets, belief in animal minds, welfare knowledge, and behaviour 

towards animals, compared to control children. 

2. The AG programme will have a significant positive effect on referred children’s 

empathy towards other children and animals, compared to control children. 

3. The effectiveness of the programme will not be different when comparing referred 

children based on gender, age, and severity of harm. 

 

6.3 Methods 

Ethical approval for this research was granted by the Clinical and Health Psychology Ethics 

Committee, University of Edinburgh [CLPS009]. The study also gained ethical approval from 

the City of Edinburgh council for research with schools. Research was carried out following 

the British Psychological Society (BPS) Code of Human Research Ethics (Oates et al., 2021).  

 

6.3.1 Participants 

Participants were 24 children referred to the Animal Guardians (AG) programme (11 girls 

and 13 boys, mean age = 7.9 , SD = 2.1) who were on the programme between November 

2020 and June 2022, and 24 matched controls (11 girls and 13 boys, mean age = 7.9, SD = 

1.8). Referrals to the programme came from various sources, including teachers, parents, 

social work, and Scottish SPCA inspectors, either where animal harm had already occurred 

or where a referring adult was concerned it might. Control children did not receive an 

intervention but completed the activity pack twice, 8 weeks apart. They were recruited from 

a school in the Edinburgh City area, with one class from each year group from P3-P7 

completing the pre- and post- test questionnaire for a total of 108 complete responses. Each 

referred child was then matched to one control child on sex and pet ownership, and as 

closely as possible on age and school class (three five-year-old children were matched to six-

year-old children, and one 13-year-old child was matched to an eleven-year-old).  The 

majority of referred children lived with pets (n= 21), with the same number in the matched 

control group. We also matched children as closely as possible on type of pet owned. 

Although this was not always perfect (especially in cases where children lived with several 
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pets) Fisher’s exact tests showed there were no significant differences between referred 

and control groups for frequency of ownership on any of the pet types. In the referred 

group, most children lived with dogs (n= 16),  followed by cats (n= 12), small mammals (n= 

4), and birds or reptiles (n= 4). In the control group children lived with dogs (n= 11), cats (n= 

10), small mammals (n= 5), and reptiles or birds (n= 4). Figure 6.4 presents a flow diagram 

showing where referred and matched-control children came from, and which children were 

included in the research.  

 

Figure 6.4: Participant Flow Diagram 

 
 

6.3.2 Measures 

The full Activity Pack shows all the measures described here and is provided in Appendix X. 

Measures are described below in the order in which they appear in the pack.   
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6.3.2.1 Family Composition and Hierarchical Mapping Drawing Task 

The first task asked children to draw themselves in the middle and “anyone important like 

family, friends, or pets” around them, on a sheet with concentric circles. This “bull’s eye” 

hierarchical mapping task was used in Chapters 3 and 5. Children could draw as many or as 

few people as they chose for their picture and were asked to label each person with their 

relationship (e.g., sister, friend) rather than their name. Control children completed this 

independently, while referred children completed this with help from the Scottish SPCA 

Youth Engagement Officer, who could label and/or draw if needed. Family composition was 

assessed after this measure (so as not to prompt children to include certain people/pets for 

the drawing), and asked children “Who do you live with at home?”, and “Do you have any 

pets at home?” (yes/no) and then “What types of pets do you have at home?”.  

 

For analysis, the distance between the centre of the child and the centre of each figure was 

measured in centimetres to produce a “closeness” score. Children’s relationships were 

divided into categories and where more than one character appeared, the closest figure was 

used. The categories were: mother, father, pet(s), sibling(s), extended family, and other. 

Children’s “score” for each category was calculated using the reciprocal of the distance (i.e., 

1 / [distance measured in cm]) so that low scores corresponded to a larger distance to the 

self. For mother and father categories, if no corresponding figure was drawn, a score of zero 

was given (since all children have two parents). For siblings and pets, if the child indicated 

that they did not live with siblings or pets and did not draw them, this was left as missing 

data. If they had indicated they lived with sibling(s) and/or a pet(s) and did not draw at least 

one corresponding figure, they were given a score of zero. A few children who did not live 

with pets included a pet in their drawing (e.g., their grandmother’s pet); in this case, the 

child received a closeness score using that pet. 

 

6.3.2.2 Short Attachment to Pets Scale 

The Short Attachment to Pets Scale (SAPS; Marsa-Sambola et al., 2016) is a brief nine item 

self-report measure of attachment to pets designed for use with children. It uses a five-

point Likert scale for each item, from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree” and has one 

item which needs to be reverse-coded. An overall average across the nine items was taken 

for each child, so that a higher score corresponded to higher attachment to pets. The scale 
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has excellent internal reliability with a sample of children aged 7-12 (α = 0.85; Hawkins & 

Williams, 2017). As in previous versions, items also had the text “or would if I had one”, so 

that children who did not have pets could also answer the questions (α = 0.79).  

 

6.3.2.3 Child Belief in Animal Minds  

Children’s understanding of animal sentience was measured using the Child’s Belief in 

Animal Minds (Child-BAM; Hawkins & Williams, 2016), which asks children whether they 

think a range of animals are: (1) clever, and can feel (2) pain, (3) happiness, (4) sadness, and 

(5) fear. The original measure was developed for children 6-13 years and had good reliability 

using a set of seven animals (a= 0.92). For this study, we adapted the measure to make it 

shorter, given the number of questions already in the activity pack. The scale started with 

children’s views on human sentience followed by dogs and cats. Scores for the human and 

animal items were kept separate, and the dog and cat items retained good internal 

reliability (a= 0.79). Each item was scored on a five-point Likert scale, and the child’s overall 

BAM score was calculated by averaging scores for cats and dogs, with a higher score 

corresponding to higher belief in animal sentience.  

 

6.3.2.4 Welfare Knowledge 

Welfare knowledge was measured using a free-response task very similar to the one used in 

Chapter 4. Children had to fill in welfare needs for dogs and cats by listing “everything good 

for a [dog/cat]” on one side, and “everything bad for a [dog/cat]” on the other. Children 

were provided with six spaces on each side but told they could fill in as much or as little as 

they wanted. If needed, children were provided help with reading and writing but were not 

given feedback. Answers were scored by giving one point for each of the Five Provisions 

(environment, diet, physical health, expression of natural behaviour, and companionship; 

see Mellor, 2016) correctly identified on the positive side, and each of the Five Freedoms 

correctly identified on the negative side (freedom from hunger/thirst, discomfort, pain, 

distress, and to express natural behaviour). There was an additional point available for 

stating that absence of companionship could be negative, and a total of 11 points were 

available for each animal. Four coders coded 20% of a larger sample (all referred and control 

children, n= 136) at pre- and post- test and reliability was calculated for each dimension 

using Cohen’s Kappa. Overall reliability for was moderate (κ= 0.69; McHugh, 2012).  
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6.3.2.5 Positive and Negative Behaviour Toward Animals 

Children’s behaviour towards animals was measured using a novel 27-item scale which 

mixed positive and negative behaviours. This was done to reduce response style bias and 

ensure that children did not feel stigmatised while completing items on harmful behaviour. 

Since there is not an existing measure of both positive and negative behaviour, this scale 

was created by combining items from existing scales exploring each separately, as well as 

adding items based on previous research, to ensure we were capturing a complete 

spectrum of behaviours. Items for this scale came from two main sources: 11 items from the 

Children’s Treatment of Animal Questionnaire (CTAQ; Thompson & Gullone, 2003) and 10 

items from the Childhood Animal Harm Behaviour (CAHB; Connor et al., 2018). The CAHB is 

an 11-item scale which had good reliability with an adolescent sample (a= 0.79; Connor et 

al., 2018), and a version measuring attitudes towards the same harmful behaviours has 

been used with primary school children (a= 0.70; Hawkins et al., 2020a). We used all items 

from the CAHB but collapsed “Forgot to give food” and “Forgot to give water” into a single 

item. The CTAQ was developed using a sample of 8–10-year-old children to explore both 

positive and negative behaviours towards animals. The original scale had 19-items, but the 

authors shortened this to a 13-item version retaining only positive behaviours. We selected 

a mixture of 10 positive and negative items from the original 19-item scale to complement 

the items in the CAHB; we excluded items which were animal-specific and could not apply to 

all pet types (e.g., “take for a walk” would only usually apply to dogs) or which were positive 

for the child but not necessarily the animal (e.g., “play dress-up with”, “tell my secrets to”).  

 

The 21 items from these two scales were supplemented with six novel items: four novel 

positive items and two novel negative items, arising from discussions with the Scottish SPCA 

and existing research (Wauthier et al., 2020). Children were asked “How often have you 

done these things in the last month?” and had three options for each item: “Never”, “1-2 

times”, and “More than 2 times”. Scales were scored so that higher scores were positive. 

Thus, for negative behaviours, “Never” received three points, “1-2 times” received two 

points, and “More than 2 times” received one points, with the reverse for the positive 

items, and average scores were calculated separately for positive (a= 0.81) and negative (a= 

0.87) behaviours. Supplementary Table 2 gives the full list of items, their origin, and the 

means and standard deviations for the referred and control children.   
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6.3.2.6 Empathy Towards Humans and Animals 

Empathy towards humans and animals was measured using the Child Animal Emotion-

Recognition and Empathy Scale (CARES) a novel picture-based measure using drawings of 

children interacting with animals. The CARES takes inspiration from the Kids Empathy 

Development Scale (KEDS; Reid et al., 2013), a picture-based measure which uses line 

drawings to probe cognitive, affective, and behaviour empathy. In previous research, we 

used an adapted version of the KEDS with primary school children adding four pictures of 

interactions with animals (Wauthier et al., 2022). However, there were a variety of issues 

which we wished to address in the creation of the CARES: (1) the images in the KEDS are 

simplified and not realistic (e.g., faces are not drawn for focal figures), (2) questions do not 

target the theoretically intended dimension of empathy very well (e.g. affective empathy 

was probed using the question “How do you think the child is feeling?”), and (3) there are 

currently no measures of empathy towards animals available for young children.  

 

Thus, the CARES is a set of 10 images designed to be realistic depictions of interactions 

between children and animals, showing the expression of five basic affective states (happy, 

sad, scared, angry, neutral) while balancing the number of girls, boys, cats, and dogs, and 

using a mixture of images where emotions are congruent (child and animal are feeling the 

same emotion) and incongruent (child is feeling one emotion, animal another). Definitions 

provided by Overgaauw et al. (2017) form the theoretical basis for the questions in the 

CARES, although theoretically expanded to include both children and animals, and both 

positive and negative emotions. Overgaauw et al. (2017) define: (1) cognitive empathy as 

“the extent to which a child understands why another person is in distress”, (2) affective 

empathy as “the extent to which a child feels for the emotional state of the suffering 

person”, and (3) behavioural empathy (which they call intention to comfort) as “the extent 

to which a child is inclined to actually help or support the suffering person”. Thus, in the 

CARES, each image has a set of six questions: two multiple-choice questions probing 

emotion recognition, and three free response questions, one for each of the three empathy 

dimensions. To keep the measure short, a subset of four images was selected for the 

current study with two images each for congruent and incongruent emotion between child 

and animal, girls and boys, and finally cats and dogs (see Figure 6.5).  
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Figure 6.5: The Four CARES Images Used in the Current Study 

 
Note. Images showing human emotions (clockwise from top left: sad, scared, happy, and 
happy), and animal emotions (clockwise from top left: scared, scared, relaxed, angry). 
 

Cognitive empathy was measured by taking an average of the emotion recognition multiple 

choice question and the cognitive free response question. The multiple-choice question 

asked, “How do you think the [BOY/GIRL] is feeling?” with five options (Happy, Sad, Angry, 

Scared, Relaxed/Neutral, I don’t know) repeated once for the child and once for the animal. 

The free-response question asked, “What do you think is happening in this scene?” and 

answers were scored on two three-point scales (0 to 2), once for an understanding of the 

situation from the child’s perspective and once for an understanding of the situation from 

the animal’s perspective. Affective empathy was measured using the question “How does 

seeing this make YOU feel?” and answers were scored twice on a four-point scale (0 to 3), 

once for how much the answer reflected the child’s emotion in the scene, and once for how 

much the answer reflected the animal’s emotion. Finally, behavioural empathy was 
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measured using the question “What would YOU do if you saw this happening?”, which was 

scored twice on a five-point scales (-1 to 3) once for the compassion and helpfulness 

towards the child in the image, and once for the compassion and helpfulness towards the 

animal in the image (negative scores were rare and corresponded to aggressive behaviours 

such as “punch the child”). Four coders coded 20% of a larger sample (all referred and 

control children, n= 130) at pre- and post- test, and reliability for the free-response 

questions was calculated using Cohen’s weighted Kappa. Overall, inter-rater reliability was 

moderate (κ= 0.71; McHugh, 2012), with κ= 0.59 for cognitive empathy, κ= 0.72 for affective 

empathy, and κ= 0.82 for behavioural empathy. Supplementary Table 3 gives the coding 

scheme used for the first image as an example.  

 

6.3.3 Procedure 

Data collection for this study occurred at two time points (pre-test and post-test) and there 

were distinct procedures for referred and control children. Parental consent for children 

referred to AG was obtained through an opt-in consent form within the referral process, and 

parents could refuse for their child to participate in the research without affecting their 

child’s eligibility for the program. For control children, parental consent was obtained 

through an opt-out consent form handed out in class one week before the pre-test. On the 

day of the pre-test, both referred and control children provided informed assent, by going 

through an information sheet which clearly stated they could withdraw at any time, and a 

separate tick-box consent form. Children were then provided with an “Activity Pack”, which 

had all the measures together with brief instructions. Referred children completed the 

Activity Pack one-to-one with a YEO on the first day of their AG programme. The YEO helped 

them with reading and writing but had clear instructions to not provide any feedback on 

answers. Control children completed the pack individually within a class setting, with the 

class teacher helping children as needed with reading and writing but again without 

providing any feedback. Class teachers also provided consent to participate in the research 

and were provided with a range of resources giving detailed instructions on how to 

complete each measure, which they could refer to as needed. Referred children then went 

through the AG programme, which lasted 8.5 sessions on average, and on the day of their 

last session, completed the Activity Pack once again. Control children did not receive any 

intervention but were given the activity pack to complete a second time, eight weeks after 
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the completion of the first pack. After completing each pack, children could choose a piece 

of Scottish SPCA stationary (pencil, ruler, eraser, keychain, etc.) as a “thank you” for their 

help. Activity packs were collected from the Scottish SPCA and from the primary school once 

all packs were completed, and children’s packs were numbered to anonymise data entry.   

 

6.3.4 Data Handling and Analyses 

Data from activity packs were entered into Excel for preliminary handling, including data 

cleaning, reverse coding items, and calculating scores across scales. All variables were 

calculated so that a higher score was positive (for the negative behaviour measure, a higher 

score correspondence to an absence of harmful behaviours). The finalised dataset was 

imported into RStudio for analyses. Each variable was inspected for significant violations of 

parametric assumptions, including skew, kurtosis, normality, and inspection of histograms 

and q-q plots. Several variables violated assumptions, so analyses were carried out using 

robust tests (Field & Wilcox, 2017). To test the first and second hypotheses on the 

effectiveness of the intervention, a series of robust mixed (2x2) Analysis of Variance 

(ANOVA) were carried out using 10% trimmed means with bwtrim() function of the WRS2 

package in R (Mair & Wilcox, 2020). Explanatory measures of effect size (ξ) for the main 

effects were obtained through the yuen() function for the difference in scores between the 

referred and control group, and the yuend() function for changes between the pre- and 

post- test (Mair & Wilcox, 2020). The WRS2 package does not provide a calculation of the 

interaction term’s effect size, so data were subset for referred and control groups and effect 

sizes across time are provided separately for each group. Results were plotted with the 

ggplot2 package in R, displaying boxplots, mean, and bootstrapped confidence intervals. To 

test the third hypothesis on whether the intervention was equally effective across age, sex, 

and severity of harm, we analysed only the referred children. Because our sample size was 

too small to perform a MANOVA, we calculated a change in score from pre-test to post-test 

for each variable, transformed these into z-scores, and then calculated an overall average. 

Using this overall change score, we performed three robust one-way between-subject 

ANOVAs using the t1way() function, comparing sex (males and females), age binned into 

three groups (5-7, 8-9, and 10-11), and harm severity binned into three groups (low-risk, 

n=10; medium risk, n=8; high-risk, n=6). We followed up any significant results by carrying 

out robust one-way ANOVAs for each variable.  
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6.4 Results 

6.4.1 Description of Animal Harm Incidents  

To understand the nature of the animal harm incidents leading to children’s referral to 

Animal Guardians, we carried out some descriptive analysis using details collected by the 

Scottish SPCA. Animal harm incidents were primarily towards dogs (n= 11), followed by cats 

(n= 3), hedgehogs (n= 3), birds or reptiles (n= 2), and fish (n= 1); some children had been 

referred for harmful behaviour towards multiple animal species (n= 4). Type and severity of 

animal harm could be binned into three risk categories. Low risk referrals (n=10) included 

witnessed animal cruelty (n= 2), identified as at-risk but no harm had occurred (n=4), and 

minor physical harm such as rough handling (n= 4). Medium risk was comprised entirely of 

moderate physical harm (n= 8) since there were no cases of emotional tormenting. High-risk 

was reserved for cases which resulted in the death of the animal (n=6). None of the animal 

death incidents involved dogs; one involved a kitten, one involved a reptile, one a domestic 

bird, one a fish, and two involved hedgehogs. We explored whether there were differences 

in severity of harm by age or sex. Although mosaic plots (Figure 6.6) suggested males may 

have been involved in more serious harm cases than females, harm severity did not vary 

significantly by either age (p = 0.405) or sex (p= 0.148) when using Fisher’s exact test.  

 

Figure 6.6: Mosaic plots showing harm severity by age and gender within the sample of 
referred children 
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6.4.2 Family composition, child relationships, and risk of animal harm  

To replicate results in Chapter 4 and 5, we also wanted to determine whether family 

composition and apparent “attachment” assessed through the hierarchical drawing task was 

related to children’s risk of animal harm. This also seemed important to explore, since it was 

not something we could control for. Using children’s self-report of family composition, 

Fisher’s exact test showed that referred children were as likely as control children to live 

with their mother and sibling(s) but were much less likely to live with their fathers (see 

Table 6.2). We also wanted to use the drawing task to explore whether there were 

differences between referred and control children’s closeness to different family members. 

Using Mann-Whitney U tests, there were no difference in closeness for mother, sibling(s), 

and pet(s), but there was a significant difference for fathers (p= 0.002). However, there may 

have been a serious confounding factor here: referred children completed the drawing task-

one-on-one with the Youth Engagement Officers, who could offer to draw for them, while 

control children completed the drawing independently. This may make the distances 

difficult to compare, since having to draw attachment figures oneself is much more 

activating of attachment representations than having someone else draw them and simply 

indicating where to place them. To address this, we also explored whether children included 

certain figures in their drawings (binary outcome). Doing this, referred children were less 

likely to include their mothers and their father than control children, but there was no 

difference in the inclusion of siblings (for those who had siblings) or pets (for those who had 

pets; see Table 6.2).  

 

Table 6.2: Frequencies and p-values for Fisher’s exact test of different family members  
in children’s family composition and drawings. 
  Referred  Control p- value 
  Present Absent  Present Absent  
Mum Family composition 19 5  22 2   0.416 

Drawing 14 10  21 2   0.017* 
Dad Family composition 6 18  20 4 <0.001*** 

Drawing 8 16  20 3 <0.001*** 
Sibling Family composition 16 8  18 6   0.752 

Drawing 10 4  13 4   0.999 
Pet Family composition 21 3  21 3 -  

Drawing 16 6  19 2   0.135 
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6.4.3 Effectiveness of Animal Guardians on Primary Outcome Measures 

To investigate the effect of the AG programme on five primary outcome measures 

(attachment to pets, belief in animal minds, welfare knowledge, positive and negative 

behaviour towards animals) we carried out robust mixed ANOVAs. Descriptive statistics of 

means and standard deviations at pre- and post- test for each of the primary outcome 

variables are given in Table 3. Although robust statistics with 10% trimmed means are used 

for the main analyses, this table gives the raw (non-trimmed) means and standard 

deviations for each variable. Variables which show a significant change between pre- and 

post- test (as shown in Table 6.3) are bolded here.  

 

 

Robust mixed ANOVAs and follow-up tests (Table 6.4) showed that the AG intervention had 

a significant positive impact by increasing referred children’s belief in animal sentience, 

increasing welfare knowledge, and reducing negative behaviour. There was no effect of the 

intervention on children’s attachment to pets or on their self-reported positive behaviour 

towards pets. Although the interaction term for belief in animal minds was not significant, 

we can see in the robust t-tests by group that only referred children had a significant 

increase in child-BAM score. In fact, control children did not have a significant increase in 

score for any of the primary outcome variables. Figure 6.7 displays boxplots for the change 

in each of these variables, along with means and bootstrapped confidence intervals. 

  

 

 

 

Table 6.3: Means and standard deviations at pre- and post- test for both referred 
and control children across primary outcome variables.  
 Referred  Control 
 Pre-test Post-test  Pre-test Post-test 
Attachment to Pets 4.14 (0.76) 4.45 (0.44)  4.33 (0.45) 4.43 (0.37) 
Belief in Animal Minds 4.34 (0.77) 4.92 (0.16)  4.53 (0.51) 4.66 (0.48) 
Welfare Knowledge 0.37 (0.21) 0.75 (0.14)  0.32 (0.17) 0.32 (0.18) 
Positive Behaviour 2.46 (0.41) 2.32 (0.54)  2.53 (0.27) 2.41 (0.49) 
Negative Behaviour 2.44 (0.40) 2.78 (0.22)  2.77 (0.21) 2.77 (0.18) 
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Table 6.4: Results of robust mixed ANOVAs across primary outcome variables with follow 
up robust t-tests showing change by sub-group (referred or control) across time.  

 Effect  F or t df p-value  ξ-hat 
Attachment 
to pets 

Group   0.015 1, 29.58 0.903  0.02 
Time   2.577 1, 31.91 0.118  0.19 
Time*Group   0.310 1, 31.91 0.581   
By sub-group 
 

Ref.  -1.475 15 0.161  0.18 
Con. -1.026 13 0.324  0.17 

Belief in 
Animal 
minds 

Group   0.004 1, 33.78 0.948  0.10 
Time  11.363 1, 34.17 0.002 ** 0.47 
Time*Group   3.308 1, 34.17 0.078   
By sub-group 
 

Ref. -2.496 15 0.024  * 0.86 
Con.  1.253 15 0.229  0.24 

Welfare 
knowledge 

Group  28.183 1, 36.94 <0.001 *** 0.67 
Time  55.866 1, 28.25 <0.001 *** 0.53 
Time*Group  53.499 1, 28.25 <0.001  ***  
By sub-group 
 

Ref. -8.437 15 <0.001 *** 0.92 
Con. -0.252 15 0.804  0.02 

Positive 
Behaviour 

Group  0.283 1, 31.75 0.598  0.11 
Time  1.723 1, 31.39 0.199  0.16 
Time*Group  0.026 1, 31.39 0.873   
By sub-group 
 

Ref. 1.122 14 0.281  0.14 
Con. 0.664 13 0.518  0.14 

Negative 
Behaviour 

Group  3.868 1, 31.04 0.058  0.32 
Time  12.187 1, 22.48 0.002 ** 0.39 
Time*Group  13.736 1, 22.48 0.001 **  
By sub-group Ref. -3.758 14 0.002 ** 0.66 

Con. 0.255 13 0.803  0.03 
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Table 6.5: Means and standard deviations at pre- and post- test for both referred and 
control children across human- and animal-directed empathy. 

  Referred  Control 
  Pre-test Post-test  Pre-test Post-test 
Animal  Cognitive 1.09 (0.34) 1.52 (0.35)  1.03 (0.41) 1.09 (0.25) 

Affective 0.89 (0.44) 1.23 (0.42)  0.91 (0.46) 1.15 (0.55) 
Behavioural 0.78 (0.58) 1.11 (0.45)  0.75 (0.54) 0.82 (0.51) 

Human Cognitive 1.18 (0.30) 1.43 (0.30)  1.18 (0.37) 1.19 (0.36) 
Affective 1.00 (0.43) 1.05 (0.36)  1.00 (0.45) 1.14 (0.57) 
Behavioural 0.45 (0.80) 0.81 (0.64)  0.53 (0.50) 0.79 (0.63) 

 

Robust mixed ANOVAs (Table 6.6) showed that referred children significantly improved 

across all dimensions of animal-directed empathy. This was strongest for cognitive empathy 

and was accompanied by a significant interaction effect. For affective and behavioural 

empathy, while there was a significant improvement for referred children, the interaction 

terms were not significant. For affective empathy, this may have been because control 

children had a lesser but still significant increase in score, which would reduce the power of 

the test to detect a significant interaction term. One possible explanation for control 

children’s improvement may be that there was a moderate practice effect associated with 

completing the empathy measure twice. For behavioural empathy, only referred children 

had a significant improvement, with control children showing no change. We can see that 

referred children’s change and associated effect size (ξ= 0.47) was smaller than for the other 

dimensions (e.g., ξ= 0.74 for cognitive empathy), suggesting the study may be under-

powered to detect a significant interaction effect for this dimension.  

 

For human-directed empathy, there was a different pattern, and the effects of the 

intervention are less marked. Referred children had a significant improvement only for 

cognitive empathy, while control children did not show a significant increase for any of the 

dimensions of empathy. Behavioural empathy did significantly increase over time, but 

neither referred nor control children showed a significant improvement when analysed 

separately; this may again suggest a small effect the study was underpowered to detect. 

Based on an a priori power analysis conducted using G*Power3 (Faul et al., 2007), a sample 

of 34 participants is required to detect a medium effect size (d= .50) in a paired sample t-

test with an alpha of .05 and a power of 0.8. The sample sizes for each group were 
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significantly below this (especially using robust methods which remove 20% of the sample), 

so we complemented these parametric tests with non-parametric test (Wilcoxon sign-rank) 

for each sub-group to check how robust the results were.  

 

 

Results are presented in Supplementary Table 4. These tests showed that referred children 

showed significant improvements in most dimensions, including  human-directed 

behavioural empathy (the only measures without significant improvement were SAPS score, 

positive behaviour towards animals, and human affective empathy). There were also some 

Table 6.6: Results of robust mixed ANOVAs across measures of human- and animal- directed 
empathy with robust t-tests showing change by sub-group (referred or control) across time.  

  Effect  F or t df p-value  ξ-hat 
Animal Cognitive Group  7.381 1, 35.60 0.010 * 0.43 

Time  17.053 1, 35.96 <0.001 *** 0.40 
Time*Group  10.127 1, 35.96 0.003 **  
By sub-group 
 

Ref.  -4.498 15 <0.001 *** 0.74 
Con. -0.454 14 0.656  0.10 

Affective Group  0.503 1, 35.95 0.482  0.13 
Time  19.733 1, 35.85 <0.001 *** 0.50 
Time*Group  0.493 1, 35.85 0.486   
By sub-group 
 

Ref. -3.614 15 0.003 ** 0.57 
Con. -2.151 14 0.049 * 0.53 

Behavioural Group  0.843 1, 34.59 0.364  0.17 
Time  5.110 1, 31.94 0.030 * 0.29 
Time*Group  1.903 1, 31.94 0.177   
By sub-group 
 

Ref. -2.192 15 0.044 * 0.47 
Con. -0.742 14 0.470  0.14 

Human Cognitive Group  1.731 1, 31.83 0.197  0.21 
Time  7.949 1, 33.75 0.008 ** 0.28 
Time*Group  6.907 1, 33.75 0.012 *  
By sub-group 
 

Ref. -3.793 15 0.002 ** 0.57 
Con. -0.358 14 0.725  0.05 

Affective Group  0.068 1, 35.99 0.795  0.04 
Time  1.992 1, 35.98 0.166  0.17 
Time*Group  0.777 1, 35.98 0.383   
By sub-group Ref. -0.138 15 0.891  0.02 

Con. -1.667 14 0.117  0.27 
Behavioural Group  0.003 1, 35.36 0.955  0.02 
 Time  8.997 1, 35.94 0.005 ** 0.31 
 Time*Group  0.156 1, 35.94 0.694   
 By sub-group Ref. -2.098 15 0.053 ~ 0.33 
  Con. -1.957 14 0.070  0.37 
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slightly different patterns for the control children, who showed significant improvement in 

human behavioural empathy but not animal affective empathy. Figure 6.8 displays boxplots 

with means and confidence intervals for the change for the three sub-dimensions of 

empathy, with animal-directed empathy in the top row, and human-directed empathy in the 

bottom row.  

Figure 6.8: Boxplots Showing the Changes in Animal- and Human-Directed Empathy Across 
Cognitive, Affective, and Behavioural Dimensions.  

 

We also briefly explored how primary outcome variables and empathy dimensions were 

related to each other. Supplementary Figure S1 shows a correlogram for the 48 children 

with scores at pre-test, with variables grouped using hierarchical clustering. From this, a few 

general trends  emerged: human and animal empathy correlated strongly with each other 

within sub-dimensions, welfare knowledge grouped strongly with cognitive empathy, 

harmful behaviour did not group with any other variables, and positive behaviour grouped 

loosely with attachment to pets and belief in animal minds.  
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4.4.5 Effectiveness of the intervention across age, sex, and severity of harm 

Given the improvement across most of the outcome measures for children referred to the 

AG program, we sought to explore whether all children showed similar improvements 

following the intervention. Using robust one-way between-subject ANOVAs, we investigated 

the effects of age, gender, and harm severity on an average of improvement across 

variables. The effectiveness of the intervention did not vary between males and females F(1, 

15.85) = 0.157, p = 0.697 nor did it vary between low, medium, and high-risk harm 

categories, F(2, 10.82) = 0.266, p= 0.771. However, age did seem to have a marginal effect 

on the effectiveness of the intervention F(2, 9.51) = 4.217, p= 0.049, with post-hoc tests 

showing that there was a significant difference between the youngest age group (5-7 years 

old), which improved more than the oldest age group (10+ years, p = 0.046). Follow-up tests 

suggest that this was driven by differences in improvement on welfare knowledge F(2, 9.22) 

= 4.18, p =0.051, with younger children improving marginally more than the older children 

(p = 0.055). This reflected the fact that the younger children had significantly worst welfare 

knowledge at pre-test F(2, 7.3) = 5.03, p= 0.042, but by post-test all age-groups scored 

similarly F(2, 10.1) = 0.24, p= 0.789. None of the other variables had significant differences 

in improvement between age-groups.  

 

6.5 Discussion 

The aim of this research was to evaluate the effectiveness of the AG programme by 

comparing changes in key outcomes in a group of referred children and a group of matched 

controls. Our results show that AG was especially effective at improving cognitive factors 

associated with animal harm: welfare knowledge, belief in animal minds, and cognitive 

empathy towards both humans and animals. There were also moderate improvements in 

self-reported animal harm behaviour, and though behavioural empathy towards animals did 

not have a significant interaction term (possibly due to tests being underpowered for 

smaller effect sizes), there was still a significant improvement observed in the group of 

referred children. However, the intervention did not significantly shift more affective 

dimensions related to animal harm, including attachment to pets, affective empathy, or 

caregiving behaviours towards animals. Results are discussed across cognitive, affective, and 

behavioural dimension in relation to existing research in child AWE, risk and protective 

factors for CAH, and broader child development psychology.  
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Before exploring the effectiveness of the programme, we analysed whether referred and 

control children had similar family compositions and drawings. We found that referred 

children were much less likely to live with their fathers, and less likely to include fathers and 

mothers in their drawings, but the difference was not significant for the inclusion of pets or 

siblings. The absence of fathers in referred children’s lives is particularly notable: children of 

disengaged fathers are known to be more likely to develop externalising behaviours 

(Ramchandani et al., 2013).  This provides tentative confirmation for the role of attachment 

and family stability, although it is important to note that inclusion of parents in drawings 

should not be taken as a direct proxy for attachment security.  

 

6.5.1 Effectiveness of the Animal Guardians Programme 

6.5.1.1 Cognitive Factors 

Referred children had the largest improvements for welfare knowledge, belief in animal 

minds, and animal-directed cognitive empathy following AG. The large effects for these 

cognitive factors echo the results of existing AWE programs, especially those delivered over 

several sessions (Williams et al., 2022 large effect sizes), as compared to single-session 

interventions (Hawkins et al., 2017a medium effect sizes). Comparisons with control 

children at pre-test show that referred children did not start with lower levels of these 

cognitive factors, but that AG was improving these from a common baseline. This suggests 

that programmes for CAH can be effective not only by filling gaps in knowledge or cognitive 

empathy, but by improving dimensions that can act as protective factors and have can 

improve child resiliency (Masten & Barnes, 2018). As a result of the intervention being 

especially effective at shifting cognitive and knowledge-based risk factors, it achieved 

marginally greater improvements in younger children, since older children started with 

higher baselines. Interestingly, similar results were found in the Scottish SPCA’s “Rabbit 

Rescuers” programme, where younger children (5-6 years old) also had larger increases in 

belief in rabbit sentience and in attitudes to cruelty than older children (6-7 years old; 

Williams et al., 2022). This highlights the importance of taking a developmentally informed 

approach to intervention, since different dimensions will have different timing for optimal 

improvement (see Malti et al., 2016 for a discussion of developmentally tailored 

interventions for empathy). Extrapolating this pattern further, it seems likely that 
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interventions for adolescent animal harm might benefit from going beyond knowledge-

based aspects, and address age-appropriate constructs such as peer-group influences and 

discussion of broader societal consequence, and possibly adopt certain elements from adult 

interventions, such as accountability, responsibility, and legal consequences (e.g., RSPCA’s 

“Breaking the Chain” and ASI’s BARK programme). 

 

6.5.1.2 Affective Factors 

The AG programme was not as able to improve most affective dimensions related to animal 

harm, including attachment to pets, affective empathy, or caregiving behaviours towards 

animals. There are a range of reasons this might be the case. The intervention focused on 

preventing harm and emphasised the importance of children avoiding negative behaviours, 

which might explain the absence of change in caregiving behaviours. This might be further 

compounded by the fact that children do not typically have the main caregiving 

responsibilities towards pets, and this is typically viewed as parents’ responsibility (Muldoon 

et al., 2015). Furthermore, there are few activities within AG on how to build a bond with a 

pet, which might be necessary to see shifts affective dimensions like attachment (Wanser et 

al., 2020). Furthermore, interventions targeting changes in child attachment security tend to 

require parental involvement (Cornell & Hamrin, 2008) which is not a core part of AG. 

Whether targeting affective constructs and attachment would be a useful intervention 

target, capable of further reducing risk of harm while being delivered safely in terms of 

animal welfare, is a question for future research. One possible benefit may be that targeting 

affective dimensions, improving attachment to pets, and encouraging positive caretaking 

behaviours would shift harm prevention to an intrinsically motivated goal, which might 

support deeper learning and sustained improvements in the long-term (Carlton & Winsler, 

1998).  

 

6.5.1.3 Behavioural Factors 

Referred children had a large significant decrease in self-reported animal harm, moderate 

improvements in behavioural empathy towards animals, and nearly significant 

improvements in human-directed behavioural empathy. These results are promising, as this 

is one of the first studies to directly measure reduction in harmful behaviour following AWE 

or human education, since most studies measure changes in attitudes to harm (Hawkins et 
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al., 2017a; Lakestani et al., 2015) or changes in positive behaviours (Tardif-Williams & 

Bosacki, 2015). Self-reported animal harm behaviour was the only dimensions where 

referred children started significantly lower than control children, and the intervention 

brought them back to normative levels. Although we were not able to perform analyses that 

could tease apart the mechanisms of change, this suggests that improvement in targeted 

areas can act as protective factors against further acts of animal harm. More research needs 

to be done to tease apart the effects of AG on accidental compared to intentional harm 

behaviours. Self-reported behaviour and behavioural empathy did not correlate at pre-test, 

which suggests that these are measuring separate constructs, and highlights the importance 

of having other sources of information on the child’s behaviour to validate results. Parent 

report may be a valuable and feasible addition, although existing studies show that parent 

and child report on animal harm behaviours can have quite low levels of correlation 

(Walters, 2018). Aside from issues with validity, one reason that self-reported behaviour and 

behavioural empathy may not have correlated is because they target slightly different 

behaviours: while the self-report assessed the child’s own behaviours towards pets, 

behavioural empathy assessed children’s ability to react appropriately to situations in which 

another child and/or animal was in distress. There are very few studies which directly relate 

empathy to observed behaviour, and self-reported empathy correlates notoriously poorly 

with empathetic behaviour as rated by an external observer (see e.g., Ogle et al., 2013).   

 

6.5.1.4 Animal Welfare Education and Empathy 

This study also provides an opportunity to consider how well humane education 

programmes improve human-directed empathy as is often claimed (Jalongo, 2014; Faver, 

2010) but has only been demonstrated in a few under-powered pilot studies (Arbour et al., 

2009; Ascione, 1992). Our results showed that while referred children had greater 

improvements for animal-directed empathy than for humans (as evidenced by greater effect 

sizes), there were still significant improvements in human-directed empathy dimensions. 

Because the AG programme covers human emotions alongside animal emotions, it is 

difficult to say if the improvements in human-directed empathy were entrained by 

improvements in animal-directed empathy or are a direct result of the human intervention 

exercises. Where AWE programmes cover emotion recognition and empathy in both human 
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and animals and draw parallels between these, they may be able to increase both animal 

and human directed empathy.  

 

This study also allows a deeper investigation into how empathy dimensions relate to each 

other and change through intervention. Firstly, correlations at pre-test showed stronger 

associations within dimensions of empathy (cognitive vs. affective vs. behavioural) rather 

than within species (human vs. animal). This ties into research with adults, which found a 

correlation between human- and animal-directed empathy (Paul, 2000), and a similar 

pattern was found with children in Wauthier et al. (2022). This suggests that the 

psychological mechanisms for one type of empathy carry over across species (at least within 

mammals, see Miralles et al., 2019 for a discussion of empathy across phylogeny). One 

implication is that increasing empathy towards a target (e.g., animals) is likely to be more 

straightforward if it can build on existing empathy. This also highlights the importance of 

taking a dimensional approach to empathy both for intervention and for measurement.  

 

It is interesting to reflect on these finding in light of current research on the development of 

empathy. Research has started to show that affective empathy changes little with age, while 

cognitive empathy shows fairly big improvements during childhood (Bensalah et al., 2016). 

Affective empathy seems to be more of a stable trait which develops in very early childhood 

in relations to temperament and attachment security, while cognitive empathy is much 

more influenced by conscious learning (Decety & Holvoet, 2021). A pathological lack of 

affective empathy is closely linked to CU traits, which have received a lot of attention in the 

animal cruelty literature, appear early and seem quite stable (Frick & Kemp, 2021). While, 

we know less about the development of behavioural empathy, there is some research on 

the development of prosocial behaviour, a closely linked concept. Prosocial behaviour 

seems to rely on many abilities coming together, including cognitive and affective empathy, 

but also self-regulation, mimicry of parental behaviour, and concepts of fairness and 

morality (Decety & Holvoet, 2021). Thus, in terms of educational interventions like AG, we 

might therefore expect large increases in cognitive empathy due to the emphasis on 

learning, mixed or uncertain results on behavioural empathy which also relies on constructs 

not addressed by the intervention, and no change in affective empathy, which is a broadly 

established character trait by childhood.  
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6.5.2.The ABCs of Animal Harm Prevention 

These results have a range of implications for our understanding and treatment of childhood 

animal harm. Firstly, the effectiveness of the AG programme across harm severity at referral 

acts as a proof of concept for the ability of “intermediate” level interventions to fill the gap 

across a spectrum of harm between mainstream education and psychotherapeutic 

intervention. Furthermore, the greater improvement in younger children, which has been 

found in several other AWE approaches (Tardif-Williams & Bosacki, 2015; Williams et al., 

2022), and in interventions for conduct disorder (Frick & Kemp, 2021), underlines the 

importance of early intervention from both prevention and effectiveness perspectives. 

Finally, the fact AG had consistently large effectiveness across cognitive dimensions, 

moderate effectiveness across behavioural dimensions, and low effectiveness for affective 

dimensions suggests that considering these three dimensions as separate targets might be a 

useful approach to intervention design (see Figure 6.9).  

 

Figure 6.9: Possible Topics in an Affective, Behavioural, Cognitive (ABC) Model for the 
Treatment of Childhood Animal Harm.  

 
This would also have the benefit providing tie-ins with psychotherapeutic techniques such 

as cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), which also uses this three-dimensional approach 

(thoughts, feelings, and behaviours; Beck & Beck, 2011) although there is often an added a 
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dimension for physical sensations (referred to as the “hot cross bun” model; Greenberger & 

Padesky, 1995), which could be an interesting avenue for further research form a harm-

prevention perspective.  

 

However, there are unanswered questions. Firstly, are there different “aetiologies” of 

children who harm animals and who would benefit from different intervention approaches? 

Although the sample in the current study was too small to tease apart typologies, referred 

children had much greater variability in their scores at pre-test than their matched control 

counterparts. This suggests that there may be subgroups within the referred population, 

either who are at-risk on a subset of factors, or who represent a higher risk across the 

board. Existing research on externalising disorders and conduct disorder suggests there may 

be children with low self-regulation, low empathy, or both (roughly corresponding to 

externalising disorder only, CU traits only, or both; Fairchild et al., 2019). This may tie in to 

reactive and proactive subtypes of aggression, which are often discussed in relation to 

animal cruelty in adulthood (Henry, 2018). One advantage of adopting an “affective, 

behavioural, cognitive” (ABC) approach is that this might allow for comprehensive but 

flexible intervention delivery, which could be tailored to the child’s needs. This leads to a 

deeper psychological question: how much do improvements in one dimension help with 

improvement in other dimensions? Since the focus of AG is primarily improving cognitive 

risk factors, it is unclear the degree to which changes in the cognitive dimension entrained 

changes in behavioural factors, or if the moderate changes in behavioural empathy were a 

result of the aspects of the intervention directly targeting behaviour. Research suggests that 

even within more restricted abilities, such as EFs, improvements do not tend to generalise 

across sub-dimensions (Diamond & Lee, 2011). If mechanisms of change do not carry well 

across dimensions, interventions should consider how they are targeting all three 

dimensions to get maximal long-term effects.  

 

6.5.3 Limitations and Future Research 

This research had several sampling limitations which might impact generalisability. The 

small sample meant that certain analyses were underpowered, especially when using robust 

tests. As a result, lack of significance may not mean complete absence of an effect, 

especially where results approached significance, as was the case for certain interaction 
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effects or human-directed behavioural empathy. The small sample also meant that analyses 

to detect typologies across children (such as low vs. high empathy) or to tease apart 

mechanisms of action (mediation) or interactions between variables (moderation) were not 

possible. However, the rigorous case-control matching meant we did not need to control for 

certain variables (age, gender, or pet ownership), which would otherwise have further 

reduced power. Another possible source of bias to be cautious of is the number of children 

who did not participate in the research. For example, if non-participation due to lack of 

parental consent was non-random and associated with reduced engagement, this would 

make AG appear more effective. Finally, we do not have data on the sample’s diversity (e.g., 

nationality, ethnicity, SES status), so it is difficult to know how generalisable results would 

be to other populations. All children were in Scottish primary education, so the AG 

programme may need to be adapted if it were delivered in countries and cultural settings.  

 

There were a range of limitations with regards to measurement. Firstly, many of the 

measures used in this study were new or adapted in some way, to accommodate survey 

length (e.g., child-BAM), completeness (positive and negative behaviours), and lack of 

existing tools (empathy). While these measures all have good face-validity and are based in 

existing research, we must be careful in the interpretation of results in case the adaptations 

or novelty introduces sources of bias or artifacts that would otherwise be avoided by only 

using highly established and refined measures. One of the particularly complex limitations 

was around the assessment of behaviour. Changes in behaviour towards animals could not 

be measured observationally, so was assessed via self-report and through the behavioural 

element of the empathy measure. Unfortunately, there can be quite low correspondence 

between self-reported behaviour, task-based measures, and actual behaviours (Dang et al., 

2020; Murphy and Lilienfeld, 2019); in fact, in the current sample self-reported behaviour 

towards animals did not correlate to behavioural empathy. Although observations of animal 

harm in naturalistic settings are likely never going to be possible for ethical reasons, there 

are several options future research could explore. One option would be to develop a 

behavioural assessment using a toy or robotic animal and instructing the child to interact 

with it either in free play or through series of prompts designed to elicit a range of 

responses. The child’s behaviour could be video-recorded and coded for the frequency of 

different types of positive and negative behaviours. Although interactions with a toy or 
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robotic animal may not translate directly to interactions with live animals, previous research 

has demonstrated that a majority of children conceptualise and interact with a robot dog 

like a real dog (Melson et al., 2009) and spend a similar amount of time in social touch with 

a robotic and real dog (Barber et al., 2020). Other options include integrating additional 

sources of information such as parent or teacher report or adding measures of EF to detect 

changes in inhibitory control. Measuring EFs would also be important given that low self-

regulation has been repeatedly implicated in cases of CAH.  

 

There are a range of questions for further research on intervention delivery. Firstly, it will be 

important to do follow-up research on children who have completed the AG programme, to 

verify that improvements are maintained over time, and whether there are long-term 

positive impacts on the child’s relationships to animals. Furthermore, as visits to Animal 

Rescue and Rehoming Centres (ARRCs) are re-introduced, it would be interesting to tease 

apart the effect of the school-based intervention from the session at the ARRC, to see if 

hands-on experiences with animals brings about further improvements. Over longer-term 

periods, it will also be important to consider how programmes like AG integrate with 

psychotherapeutic interventions. Once the programme is fully available throughout 

Scotland, it might be interesting to set up epidemiological studies comparing changing rates 

of animal harm: we might be able to explore whether there is an overall decrease in rates of 

animal cruelty once children have transitioned into adulthood, and this would be a 

convincing way of demonstrating the long-term societal effects of interventions like AG.  

 

6.6 Conclusions 

This study demonstrates the effectiveness of the Animal Guardians programme at reducing 

cognitive and behavioural risk factors for childhood animal harm. Results suggest that there 

was no difference in the intervention’s effectiveness based on child sex or levels of harm 

severity at referral, while early intervention is likely to be especially effective with young 

children making marginally greater gains in knowledge than older children. Further research 

is required to determine whether improvements are retained over time and whether self-

regulation and behaviours as reported by parents or teachers are also improved. Future 

developments may wish to consider adding exercises targeting affective dimensions and the 

impacts of adding interactions with animals.    
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7.1  Chapter Overview 

This thesis forms the research basis for the development of the Scottish SPCA’s Animal 

Guardians programme and had three main aims: 1) adopting a child-centred approach to 

understanding childhood animal harm (Chapter 2 and 3), 2) investigating risk and protective 

factors for children referred to Animal Guardians (Chapters 4 and 5), and 3) evaluating the 

effectiveness of the Animal Guardians programme (Chapter 6). In Chapter 2, the systematic 

review explored how the lack of studies carried out with children and issues with 

measurement reliability had resulted in definitions and theories of childhood animal harm 

which were not developmentally informed. In Chapter 3, interviews with children referred 

to Animal Guardians highlighted the high incidence of exposure to human violence and 

animal aggression, the importance of attachment, self-regulation, and mentalising 

processes, and the wide variety of motivations for animal harm ranging from accidents to 

acts of intentional aggression. Chapter 4 used self-report and task-based measures to 

quantitatively compare children referred to Animal Guardians with classmate controls on 

psychological risk factors, finding differences in attachment and executive function and 

mixed results for the role of empathy. Chapter 5 then dove deeper into how a child’s overall 

attachment strategy impacts their attachment to pets, their ability to mentalise about pets, 

and the role of pets as sources of comfort, even in cases of animal harm. Chapter 6 

described the design of the Animal Guardians programme and found it effectively improved 

children’s welfare knowledge, animal-directed empathy, and belief in animal minds, while 

reducing self-reported harm behaviour. The intervention was found to be equally effective 

across sex and harm severity at referral and was slightly more effective for younger children.  

 

This chapter discusses the implications of these findings for the treatment of childhood 

animal harm within the broader context of child development. First, theoretical implications 

are discussed around key risk factors which are brought together to create an overarching 

model. Second, implications and recommendations for expanding practice are discussed. 

Third, future development of the novel measurement approaches designed in this thesis are 

considered. The chapter concludes with a discussion of limitations and suggestions for 

future research.  
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7.2  Theoretical Implications 

Factors such as attachment, self-regulation, empathy, and welfare knowledge were 

repeatedly implicated as risk factors for childhood animal harm. Three samples of children 

were used across studies: a sample of 10 children referred to Animal Guardians who were 

qualitatively interviewed (Chapter 3), a sample of 9 referred children and 18 classmate 

controls who carried out a range of psychological measures before referred children started 

Animal Guardians (Chapters 4 and 5), and a sample of 24 referred children and 24 closely 

matched controls who completed and pre- and post- test activity pack (Chapter 6). Because 

the effects of these factors were replicated across multiple research methodologies and 

samples of children, this helps increase confidence that effects are genuine. This section 

summarises these results, discusses how they fit within the existing literature, and where 

gaps remain, or further replication may be required.  

 

7.2.1 Attachment  

Attachment processes underpin socio-emotional development and are relevant for many of 

aspects of human-animal interaction. Despite this, the role of attachment in childhood 

animal harm has been persistently under-researched (see Chapters 1 and 2). This thesis 

used a wide range of methods to explore the relevance of attachment processes; findings 

consistently suggest direct and indirect roles both for the effects of overall attachment 

strategy and the effect of attachment to pets. 

 

7.2.1.1 Attachment strategy 

Secure attachment is a protective factor through development and is associated with a 

positive view of self and other (Clark & Symons, 2009), while insecure attachment strategies 

are associated with negative views of self and/or others, and in severe cases can be a risk 

factor in the development of various psychopathologies (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2012). 

Although different typologies of attachment have been proposed, such as the ABCD model 

(Main & Solomon, 1990) and the Dynamic Maturational Model (DMM; Crittenden, 2006), 

both models agree that there are secure, insecure, and pathological (or disorganised) 

strategies (see Figure 5.1). Chapter 3 provided an initial glimpse into the internal working 
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models (IWMs) of children referred to Animal Guardians and suggested that negative views 

of self and other link directly to animal harm. Children used very negative terminology to  

describe themselves especially around cases of animal harm, and the theme signs of 

poor/insecure attachment brought together instances where children used conflicting or 

avoidant language around caregivers. In some cases, this was directly linked to animal harm 

when it involved “retaliating” against family members. Content analysis on the “animals at 

risk” Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) further demonstrates negative view of others since 

children interpreted the human intentions and outcomes in the scenes predominately 

negatively. This is the first research to explicitly explore the effects of IWMs on instances of 

animal harm and links to work which uses Social Information Processing (SIP) theory to 

explore animal harm behaviour (Henry, 2018).   

 

Following on from these results, Chapter 4 rigorously investigated the role of children’s 

attachment strategies using a validated story-stem measure of attachment, the Child 

Attachment Play Assessment (CAPA; Farnfield, 2016). We found that insecure attachment 

strategies were much more common in children referred to Animal Guardians, and that this 

effect was even stronger when comparing non-pathological to pathological attachment 

patterns (A+ or C+ in the DMM; see Crittenden, 2006). Although the sample was too small 

for mediation analyses, we also found evidence for an indirect role, since insecure 

attachment patterns were associated with worse scores on a range of risk factors including 

empathy and executive functioning (discussed more below). This is the first study to confirm 

that insecure attachment patterns are both direct and indirect risk factors for animal harm 

in childhood. It supports theoretical accounts such as those in AniCare child (Shapiro et al., 

2013) and is in line with findings from Thompson and Gullone (2008) which found that 

empathy partially mediated the association between less secure attachment and animal 

cruelty in a sample of adolescents (12-18 years old).  

 

7.2.1.2 Attachment to pets 

This thesis also explored the role of attachment to pets on risk of animal harm, although 

results here are complex. Hawkins et al. (2020) found that higher attachment to pets was 

associated with lower acceptance of animal harm and more positive attitudes to animals. 

However, children referred to the Animal Guardians programme were quite strongly 
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attached to their pets (Chapter 3), and no differences were found between referred and 

control children on self-reported pet attachment (Chapters 5 and 6). How do we reconcile 

these findings? There as several possible explanations: 1) different samples (normative vs. 

high-risk) may have different patterns of relationships between pet attachment and animal 

harm, 2) the current research may be under-powered (Hawkins et al.’s large sample was 

able to detect small effects), 3) links between attitudes to cruelty and actual harm 

behaviours might be weak, and/or 4) there may be sub-types of childhood animal harm, 

some with low-attachment to pets with high-acceptance of harm and others with high 

attachment to pets and low-acceptance of harm. In fact, sub-groups groups might have 

been present in the current sample: referred children had greater variance on attachment 

to pets than control children, which might suggest a heterogenous population. Using 

Levene’s test, referred children had significantly greater variance on attachment to pets in 

Chapter 4 (p= 0.045), with a similar pattern for the referred children in Chapter 6, although 

it did not reach significance (p=0.12). Hawkins et al. 2020 found that low attachment to pets 

only predicted higher acceptance of intentional animal cruelty and animal neglect but did 

not relate to acceptance of unintentional (accidental) acts of animal harm, which might hint 

at how typologies of harm link differentially to pet attachment.  

 

Perhaps even more intriguingly, many of the referred children seemed to be more securely 

attached to their pets than other family members and perceived animals as less threatening 

than humans. Results from Chapter 5 provide preliminary confirmation that attachment to 

pets is separate from child’s overall attachment strategy and found that insecurely attached 

children could still use pets as sources of comfort. This had been theorised (Julius et al., 

2012) but only sparsely tested with children: one study found that insecurely attached 

children used an unfamiliar dog as a source of comfort over a human assistant (Beetz et al., 

2012) and an unpublished study found that generalised attachment to humans and the 

quality of attachment to pets were independent from each other (Julius et al., 2010). An 

extension of this is that attachment to pets may be indirectly protective against animal 

harm, by mitigating the effects of other risk factors such as trauma or insecure attachment. 

The protective value of attachment to pets has started to receive support from studies of 

children in violent households (Murphy et al., 2022) and in the context of fostered or looked 

after children (Carr & Rocket, 2017). Results from this thesis are therefore encouraging, 
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since they suggest that interactions with animals still have the potential to have positive 

effects for the child even in cases of animal harm.  

 

7.2.2 Self-Regulation 

A group of closely linked concepts relate to a child’s ability to control their behaviour, 

including arousal regulation, self-regulation, inhibitory control, and executive function (see 

Chapters 1 and 4). The development of these regulation skills is closely tied to a child’s 

attachment (Pallini et al., 2018), hindered by stressful and traumatic events (Gruhn et al., 

2020), and issues with these processes have been implicated in externalising behaviours and 

aggression (Dvir et al., 2014). Despite the known link between regulation issues and Conduct 

Disorder (CD), and several theoretical accounts suggesting that these processes are likely to 

be important in cases of animal harm (Parfitt & Alleyne, 2018), this topic has not received 

any direct research in childhood. Results in this thesis confirm the importance of these 

mechanisms using a range of methods in two samples. In Chapter 3, the theme Issues with 

behavioural control highlighted atypical behaviours of four children during the interviews, 

including difficulty concentrating and hitting some of the toys. Building on this, Chapter 4 

provides quantitative evidence of these issues: referred children scored significantly worse 

on a task of executive functioning and were scored significantly higher on Strengths and 

Difficulties Questionnaire as rated by teachers (which measures behavioural difficulties 

across a range of dimensions; Goodman, 2007). Chapter 4 found that these deficits were 

also linked to insecure attachment, which is in line with existing research. Attachment is 

closely linked with the development of regulation systems: in secure attachment 

relationships, caregivers help infants co-regulate arousal, which gives way to increasingly 

independent strategies for self-regulation through childhood (Brumariu, 2015). Capacity for 

arousal regulation then lays the foundation for greater executive functioning skills, and 

studies have found that attachment security predicts both EF task performance and teacher-

reported capacities at school entry (Bernier et al., 2015). Unfortunately, it was not possible 

to measure self-regulation constructs again in the final study (Chapter 6), so future research 

may wish to replicate these results further. Carrying out further research on the links 

between childhood animal harm and executive function might be especially useful: not only 

is there an extensive literature on interventions to improve executive function in school 

settings (Blair et al., 2018), but interactions with animals may improve executive functions 
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(Ling et al., 2016), which has been tentatively demonstrated in 6–8-year-old children 

interacting with dogs in school-based interventions (Tepper et al., 2021). 

 

7.2.3 Empathy 

Empathy is a broad umbrella term, which can rely on all or some of the following processes 

(Overgaauw et al., 2017): 1) emotion recognition, 2) the ability to understand why someone 

feels a certain way, or cognitive empathy (also sometimes referred to as mentalising or 

theory of mind), 3) the degree to which one is affected by another’s emotions or distress, or 

affective empathy (also referred to as emotional contagion), and 4) the desire to act to help 

people in distress, or behavioural empathy (also referred to as compassion). Research has 

established low empathy as a risk factor for animal harm including through associations with 

Callous Unemotional (CU) traits (Hartman et al., 2019), and low compassion (Hawkins et al., 

2020). However, few studies directly with children have related animal harm to empathy 

(e.g., Hartman et al., 2019 uses parent report, and Connor et al., 2021 uses an adolescent 

sample) or related empathy to actual animal harm behaviour (e.g., Hawkins et al., 2020, look 

at links with attitudes to harm). There is no research on empathy to animals in childhood 

and only a handful of studies in adolescents/adults, which find they are only weakly 

correlated (Paul, 2000; Gaspair & Esteves, 2022). In any case, the associations between 

empathy and childhood animal harm are not always consistent; depending on how it is 

measured and what is accounted for, certain studies find animal harm is associated with 

lower affective empathy (Plant et al., 2019) while others find it is associated with lower 

cognitive empathy (Hartman et al., 2019). This all points to the complexity of empathy as a 

construct and the difficulty of accurately measuring it, especially in children.    

 

7.2.3.1 Discrepancies in Empathy’s Role as a Risk Factor 

Results across the chapters in this thesis paint a similarly complicated picture. Chapter 3 

provided initial insights into relevant processes and indicated that human- and animal-

directed empathy were likely not interchangeable. In the “animals at risk” TAT some 

children interpretated human intentions and emotions in an unrealistically negative way7, a 

 
7 This might translate to lower cognitive empathy, were it to be measured quantitatively. This bias is likely to 
come, at least in part, from negative life-experiences and home environments.   
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bias which did not seem present for the animals. Furthermore, children seemed remorseful 

for any harm they had done, had a positive view of animals, and knew that animals would 

feel distress in instances of harm, suggesting that the animal harm had not come from 

callous disregard or sadistic intent. Building on this, Chapter 4 used four measures related to 

empathy: a human and animal emotion recognition task, a self-report measure (Bryant’s 

empathy index, BEI; Bryant, 1982), a teacher-reported measure (the Inventory of CU Traits; 

Frick, 2004), and an adaptation of a picture-base measure (Kid’s Empathy Development 

Scale, KEDS; Reid et al., 2013) with added images of child-animal interaction. No differences 

were found between referred and control children on the BEI or on the emotion recognition 

task, referred children scored lower on cognitive empathy but not affective or behavioural 

empathy on the KEDS, and there was a large difference in CU traits as reported by teachers. 

Using a novel measure, Chapter 6 brought a more systematic approach to the measurement 

of cognitive, affective, and behavioural empathy towards both humans and animals using a 

novel picture-based task (Child Animal emotion Recognition and Empathy Scale, CARES). 

Although empathy improved following Animal Guardians, there were no significant 

differences between referred and control children at pre-test on any of the dimensions.  

 

What might explain these seemingly inconsistent findings? The literature shows that 

measurement modality has a big impact on results, so differences between the self-report, 

teacher-report, and task-based measures may not be entirely surprising, since these are 

likely measuring different constructs (Murphy & Lilienfeld, 2019). However, the discrepancy 

across the picture-based measures is intriguing: measures used in Chapters 3 and 4 suggest 

issues in referred children’s interpretations of intentions and behaviour, but this was not 

replicated with the measure in Chapter 6. Looking across a sample of the images used 

(Figure 7.1) we can see that the measures have different characteristics, especially with 

regards to the ambiguity of emotions displayed. Specifically, the TAT and the KEDS are 

designed so that the child must interpret emotions based on clues from the scene, while the 

CARES is designed to have realistic emotions clearly depicted. What we might (speculatively) 

infer from this is that children referred to Animal Guardians for animal harm especially 

struggle with empathy in ambiguous situations. In fact, interpretation of ambiguous facial 

expressions as aggressive is an established bias in antisocial violent offenders (Schonenberg 
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two top images in the middle column: © Project KIDS, see also Reid et al., 2013, reproduced 
under Fair Use. All other images are copyright of the author.  
 

by Giller et al. (2022) used an emotional Stroop task with 8–12-year-old children classified 

either as typically developing or as having affect dysregulation. They found that children 

with affect dysregulation could not efficiently “modulate controlled response selection 

given emotionally ambiguous information” (p. 66). One of their findings was that the 

children with affect dysregulation were unable to recruit additional cognitive resources to 

deal with incongruent emotional information, which they suggest partially underlies their 

issues in behaving in a situation-appropriate way. Intriguingly, the area of the brain most 

recruited by the typically developing children (and not the children with affect 

dysregulation) was the orbitofrontal cortex, which is a region also implicated with the 

modulation of attachment behaviour (Schore, 2000).   

 

7.2.3.2 Links Between Attachment and Empathy 

Chapters 4 and 5 also investigated the links between attachment, empathy, and childhood 

animal harm. Chapter 4 found that insecurely attached children scored significantly worse 

on all the measures related to empathy except for emotion recognition. When splitting 

KEDS into child and animal dimensions (rather than affective, cognitive, and behavioural) 

there was no significant differences between secure and insecure children on empathy 

towards animals, but there was on empathy towards children. In Chapter 5, a new measure 

was developed, the “Pets in Children’s Attachment Stories” (PICAS), to explore how 

attachment impacted children’s internal representations of their relationships with their 

pets, as elicited by story-stems. Although insecure children could use pets as sources of 

comfort just as frequently as secure children, they scored lower on mentalising about pets 

(related to cognitive empathy; Quesque & Rossetti, 2020), on caregiving towards pets 

(related to behavioural empathy), and on how they used parent characters to help resolve 

conflicts with the pet.  However, there were no significant differences in any of these 

variables when splitting children based on whether they were referred or controls, nor did 

any of the dimensions correlate with attitudes to animal harm or self-reported harm 

behaviour. Parental help in resolving conflict significantly correlated with cognitive, 

affective, and behavioural empathy as measured through the KEDS, suggesting that children 
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whose parents modelled positive resolution to conflict developed greater empathetic skills. 

Furthermore, empathy towards animals but not empathy towards humans significantly 

related to mentalising and caregiving towards pets as measured by the PICAS. Taken 

together, these results suggest: 1) attachment security is important for the development of 

empathetic processes, 2) internal working models of pets may not directly relate to risk of 

animal harm, 3) human and pet internal working models are distinct, as are these models’ 

relationships with human and animal-directed empathy.  

 

7.2.4 Declarative factors: Knowledge, Attitudes, Beliefs 

So far, results have shown that implicit processes such as attachment, self-regulation, and 

empathy are involved in risk of animal harm, but these can be hard to shift through 

educational interventions. Declarative processes, such as knowledge of animal welfare 

needs, attitudes to animals, and beliefs about animals, are prime targets for such 

interventions, and so are important to understand as risk factors. Existing research suggests 

that low belief in animal minds and higher acceptance of animal cruelty are linked with 

intentional and unintentional animal harm (Hawkins et al., 2020). Less is known about 

whether low knowledge about animal welfare needs also predicts animal harm behaviour, 

but children tend to have low knowledge of animal needs (Muldoon et al., 2016), and this 

seems likely to be implicated in accidental cases of animal harm. Animal welfare education 

interventions have been shown to significantly increase belief in animal minds and 

knowledge of welfare needs, although attitudes towards animal cruelty may be harder to 

shift (Hawkins et al., 2017), and may require interventions over several sessions (Williams et 

al., 2022). Results across chapters in this thesis did not find that these declarative factors 

acted as large risk factors for children referred to Animal Guardians. Children’s responses in 

the qualitative study in Chapter 3 suggested children saw animals as sentient, scores in 

Chapter 4 on Child Belief in Animal Minds (Child-BAM), welfare knowledge, and Child 

Acceptance of Animal Cruelty (CAAC) were not significantly different between referred 

children and classmate controls, and in Chapter 6 Child-BAM and animal welfare knowledge 

was not different between referred children and matched controls at pre-test, although 

both significantly improved after the Animal Guardian’s intervention, while self-reported 

animal harm behaviour decreased.  
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7.2.5 Multiple Routes Into Animal Harm 

One reason for some of the discrepancies between previous research on risk factors and 

these findings might be that there are distinct routes into animal harm, including a low 

BAM, low attachment to pets, high acceptance of cruelty route linked to intentional cruelty 

and detected through self-report (e.g. Hawkins et al., 2020), and a route through other 

processes, such as low self-regulation associated with more unintentional acts, and 

corresponding with the majority of children referred to the Animal Guardians programme. 

One reason this dual route explanation is plausible is that the tendency to “fake good” on 

questionnaires is lower in people with psychopathic traits (Verschuere et al., 2014), and so 

children with these characteristics are more likely to admit to negative attitudes or 

instances of harm since they are less influenced by a “social desirability bias” (Camerini & 

Schulz, 2018). The consequence is that questionnaire-based self-report research will be 

good at detecting risk factors for animal harm linked with psychopathy, such as low-

empathy, low-BAM, high acceptance of cruelty. In fact, self-reported animal cruelty in a 

sample of 6–13-year-old children was more related to CU traits than parent-reported animal 

cruelty, most likely because self-reported animal cruelty included secretive acts hidden from 

parents (Dadds et al. 2006). However, since referral into Animal Guardians is based on 

caregiver or health professional referral, it is poorly placed to detect secretive instances of 

animal harm compared to accidental or reactive acts which stem from other factors such as 

lack of knowledge or poor regulation. Even if Animal Guardians is receiving referrals 

associated with an emerging psychopathy route, psychopathy is quite rare (less than 1% in 

the general UK adult population; Coid et al., 2009), so this route is unlikely to make up most 

children referred to the programme, given that in comparison externalising disorders (e.g., 

ADHD and CD) have a prevalence of about 7-10% (see e.g., Samek & Hicks, 2014). This 

“averaging out” of different typologies is one of the pitfalls of quantitative research, and 

why it is important to consider variance between groups. In fact, in Chapters 6, we see 

greater spread of scores in referred children compared to control children on attachment to 

pets, belief in animal minds, positive and negative behaviour towards animals, and human 

behavioural empathy (although tests of difference in variance did not reach statistical 

significance).  
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7.2.6 Proposing a Model of Risk Factors Beyond Motivation 

Considered alongside existing research, findings across this thesis point to a complex 

interaction between a multitude of risk factors, the importance of considering measurement 

methodology, and the possibility of different “typologies” of animal harm. The model in 

Figure 7.3 brings together findings on risk expands significantly on the model proposed by 

Shapiro et al., 2013 by:  

1) More precisely portraying how psychological processes are linked to each other, 

2) Separating out appropriate human- and animal-directed constructs, such as empathy 

and attachment, and 

3) Highlighting that there are different “routes” into animal harm, where different risk 

factors can act alone or in combination. 

These different routes have important implications for practice. In the AniCare Child 

treatment approach, Shapiro et al. (2013) suggest that practitioners identify where their 

clients lie in a 2x2 matrix of low-high self-regulation and/or low-high empathy to guide the 

choice of exercises in therapy. Furthermore, research suggests that combinations of risk 

factors have a compounding effect and can lead to more serious harm: Dadds et al., (2006) 

found that children with high CU-traits (i.e., low empathy) AND higher externalising 

problems (i.e., low self-regulation) scored especially high on self-reported animal cruelty 

(see Figure 7.3). Figure 7.2 adds the roles of attitudes/beliefs and low-knowledge, and it 

seems likely that the more of these risk factors a child has, the higher their risk for more 

serious animal harm.  
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Figure 7.3: Interaction between callous unemotional traits and externalising score on cruelty 
to animal inventory for boys' self-report 

Note. From “Associations Among Cruelty to Animals, Family Conflict, and Psychopathic 
Traits in Childhood” by Dadds et al., 2006, Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 21(3), p. 421. 
Copyright 2006 Sage Publications. Reprinted with permission.  
 

This model’s multiple streams propose an alternative to existing psychological typologies of 

childhood animal cruelty, which have tended to focus on motivations (Ascione, 2001) and 

age (Ascione, 2005) to identify pathological and non-pathological animal abuse. However, 

typologies based on motivations have not been found to predictive of future interpersonal 

violence (Hensley & Tallichet), and motivations can be difficult to assess (Lee-Kelland &  

Finlay, 2018) especially in children who are still developing metacognitive abilities, and there 

can be multiple motivations involved in a single act of animal harm (Hensley & Tallichet, 

2005). Another issue with using motivation-based typologies of animal harm is that they do 

not capture the full range of unintentional harm, which can be a consequence of low 

knowledge or emotional and behavioural regulation issues. This does not mean that 

motivations are irrelevant. For example, Newberry (2018) found that different motivations 

for animal cruelty in adults (e.g., retaliation/control vs. amusement) linked to different 

facets of impulsivity (negative urgency vs. total impulsivity, respectively), which suggests 

that motivations can tell us something about underlying psychological issues. Still, having 

typologies based on underlying risk factors is more useful for interventions, which can then 

identify the combination of issues which need to be addressed.  
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Fitzpatrick et al., 2018), lack of knowledge of animal needs or appropriate behaviours 

(learning difficulties), and issues with emotional-behavioural regulation (ADHD/CD; Ryckaert 

et al., 2018). This may also point to a “bias” in the referral mechanisms, where children who 

are already identified as having additional support needs are more likely to be referred to 

the programme. Issues around diagnoses will require further research, especially to 

determine whether it has an impact on the effectiveness of the programme.  

 

Figure 7.6: Diagnoses of the 177 children starting Animal Guardians between January 2018 
and August 2022 

 

7.3.2 Generating Impact Through Collaboration 

As we can see, collaborating with the Scottish SPCA allowed this research to work with a 

very difficult-to-reach sample of children and have a much more immediate research 

impact. This route into practice and impact may be a relatively untapped way of developing 

a greater understanding of childhood animal harm, especially in a time where standard 

health services such as Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services are at capacity and not 
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a position to design and deliver new interventions. There are a range of child welfare, 

animal welfare, and support charities in the UK and beyond which might be well placed to 

deliver similar psycho-educational interventions. This type of research collaboration is also 

beneficial to the charity, which gets independent evaluation of their programmes and 

expert advice on further development. In other words, if appropriate provisions are made at 

the start, these collaborations can benefit both parties. Based on experiences from this 

research process, some of the issues to carefully address in research-charity collaboration 

include: 1) establishing who owns intellectual property and having suitable memorandums 

of understanding, 2) coordinating time-scales for research and delivery components and 

establishing how research will inform practice, 3) having well planned procedures for data-

sharing in line with General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR), and 4) balancing 

programme consistency for rigorous evaluation with flexible delivery to meet each 

individual child’s needs.    

 

7.3.3 Continuing Development of Animal Guardians 

As part of the ongoing collaboration with the Scottish SPCA, results from this research are 

being fed forward to inform the continue development of the Animal Guardians 

programme. This includes how the current programme for primary school children (ages 5-

12) can be improved, and how Animal Guardians can be expanded to include younger 

nursery and P1 children (ages 3-6) and adolescents in secondary school (ages 12-16).  

 

7.3.3.1 Continuing Development of Primary School Programme 

As discussed in Chapter 6, the Animal Guardians programme was very effective at improving 

cognitive factors (animal welfare knowledge, belief in animal minds, and cognitive empathy 

to animals and humans), moderately effective at improving behavioural factors (reducing 

self-reported animal harm behaviour and improving animal-directed behavioural empathy) 

but not as effective at improving affective factors (there was no change on attachment to 

pets, affective empathy, or caregiving towards pets), nor was there an opportunity to assess 

changes in self-regulation/executive functioning. The following recommendations were 

made for the continuing improvements of Animal Guardians: 

1. Maintain cognitive elements covering animal sentience, welfare needs, and 

responsibilities towards pets. These are working well to improve their respective 
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constructs, and the fact there are improvements in cognitive empathy suggest that this 

is successfully generalising to how children reason about situations.  

2. Increase parent involvement and add focus on improving positive behaviours. 

Increasing pet caregiving skills can help foster positive attachment to pets (Hall et al., 

2016) and may be an important way of preventing animal harm (Hawkins et al., 2017). 

There are two main ways Animal Guardians could do this: providing additional 

opportunities for hands-on practice with real or robotic animals during sessions (see 

also point 4 below), and/or working with parents to provide opportunities for children 

to practice caregiving at home (where this is feasible/appropriate). Parents often take 

on exclusive responsibility for pet care (Muldoon et al., 2015) and this may explain why 

we did not see changes in children’s caregiving behaviours. Supporting parents to 

engage children with pet care will help bring learning into the home environment, 

encourage parents to explicitly model positive behaviours, and will frame pet care as a 

positive family bonding experience8. Increasing parent involvement may also provide 

valuable opportunities for parent report at pre- and post- test to help triangulate results 

on changes in behaviour. However, there are some logistical challenges to involving 

parents, who may not always be willing or able to take part; as a result, the 

recommendation is that this element be offered, but that parents can opt-out.  

3. Increase activities improving self-regulation. Adding elements which more explicitly 

cover self-regulation and EF dimensions will allow Animal Guardians to be more 

comprehensive and may improve long-term effectiveness. EFs can be improved through 

exercises in school settings, and through activities which promote mindfulness, physical 

activity, and reduce stress (Diamond & Lee, 2011). Authors have also theorised that 

interaction with animals and taking care of animals (as in point 2 above) can improve 

EFs (Ling et al., 2016). Finally, EFs have been shown to improve through game-based 

turn-taking approaches (Gashaj et al., 2021) which is already used in Animal Guardians, 

and by structured pretend play (e.g., Tools of the Mind; Blair et al., 2018). For younger 

children, one recommendation is to add a pretend-play element around animal care, as 

in Rabbit Rescuers (Williams et al., 2022). For older children, we recommend discussing 

 
8 There is already a minor provision for parental involvement, using a sheet the child can bring home detailing 
behaviours to encourage and behaviours to avoid; the recommendation here is to have a more in-depth and 
structured approach to encouraging positive behaviours through an in-person session with the parent(s).  
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self-regulation and adding games specifically targeting EFs, such as adapted versions of 

“red light green light”, Head-Shoulders-Knees-and-Toes, and a “stop and think” exercise 

to practice problem solving. Evaluating changes in EFs could be built in to the pre- and 

post- test procedures using a task such as the Dimensional Change Card Sort (DCCS)9 

and overall self-regulation could be assessed with teacher report using the Strengths 

and Difficulties Questionnaire.  

4. Hands-on experiences with animals and ARRC visits. Visits to Scottish SPCA Animal 

Rescue and Rehoming Centres (ARRCs) were unfortunately suspended due to COVID for 

the evaluation in Chapter 6, but (where feasible) Animal Guardians is designed to finish 

with a visit to the nearest ARRC. This provides an opportunity for the child to have some 

hands-on experiences with animals, learn more about how the Scottish SPCA operates, 

and see the realities of animal rehoming when welfare needs are not met. The hope is 

that this not only provides some direct benefits, but ties into opportunities for building 

self-regulation and improving affective dimensions of attachment and empathy to 

animals. If parents are involved, this also provides a positive opportunity to wrap up the 

programme with them. This part of Animal Guardians went live again in September 

2022, and there will be opportunities to trial different types of activities and evaluate 

whether this increases benefits compared to the school-only programme.   

It is hoped these additions will allow Animal Guardians to address the full range of risk 

factors, increasing the programme’s effectiveness and allowing it to fulfil its role as a 

universal secondary prevention approach to childhood animal harm in Scotland. However, 

Animal Guardians is not necessarily sufficient for all cases of childhood animal harm; for 

example, it should not address risk factors such as trauma or attachment issues and it is 

important that it sticks to its remit as an educational intervention. The Activity Pack will 

continue to be integrated long-term evaluation of the programme, although some minor 

modifications have been made (see Appendix X for current version). Ideally, there would 

also be follow-up evaluations 3-6 months after the programme ends, possibly using a 

shortened version of the Activity Pack supplemented with parent- and teacher- reports.   

 

 
9 It is not possible to include a measure of EFs as part of the paper-and-pencil activity pack, but EFs can easily 
be measured using electronic (tablet) versions of activities such as the DCCS and a go-no-go tasks.  
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7.3.3.2 Expanding Animal Guardians to Reach Younger and Older Children 

The Scottish SPCA want to provide preventative intervention for all children in Scotland and 

have received referrals for children as young as 3 and as old as 16. Given the different 

developmental capacities across these ages, adapted versions of Animal Guardians are 

being developed and trialled for nursery children (3-6) and secondary school children (12-

16). Activities in the nursery programme will focus less on learning detailed information on 

welfare needs (although basics will still be covered) and more on emotional and behavioural 

regulation and practice (e.g., see the mindfulness-based “Kindness Curriculum”; Flook et al., 

2015). Planned activities include 1) basic emotion recognition games, 2) reading simple 

stories together, 3) pretend play with soft toy animals (a simplified version of Rabbit 

Rescuers), and a 4) consistent and repeated opportunity to practice correct handling and 

“soft hands” with toys. Another possible use for some of these activities would be as an 

alternative for primary children with more serious additional support needs who struggle to 

engage with the main primary programme. More research will be required to understand 

whether children with additional support needs benefit from the programme as much as 

peers, or whether a tailored set of activities is required.  

 

For the adolescents, more work is needed to determine whether similar risk factors are at 

play, or if there needs to be a different focus. For example, risk factors are less likely to 

include low welfare knowledge, and even in the current sample there were signs of 

diminishing effectiveness of the current programme for the older children. Instead, risk 

factors for adolescents may include peer group pressure, emerging patterns of delinquency, 

and/or effects of social media “trends” (Arluke 2012; RSPCA, 2018). A recent meta-analysis 

found that interventions that included “behavioural practice”, “problem solving”, and 

“information about social and emotional consequences” were effective at reducing 

adolescent aggression (Castillo-Eito et al., 2020). The adolescent programme might 

therefore include: developing pro-social problem solving skills, discussions on personal 

responsibility and the legal aspects of animal harm, and a chance to practice positive 

behaviours with dogs, as seen in interventions like Paws for Progress (Leonardi, 2016). There 

may also be scope to draw inspiration from elements covered in adult programmes for 

animal cruelty or adolescent programmes for delinquency.   
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7.3.4 Coordinated Approach to Animal Harm Prevention 

As we have seen, childhood animal harm can be an early sign of a variety of serious 

developmental issues, including trauma, attachment insecurity, difficulty understanding 

emotions, and self-regulation issues. Despite this, mainstream developmental and 

developmental psychopathology research  has not taken much interest in children’s 

interactions with animals (Chapter 1). This research shows that a relatively low-intensity 

educational intervention is effective at engaging children, preventing animal harm, and 

improving associated risk factors. However, it is neither possible nor appropriate for animal 

welfare charities to intervene for all cases. Child charities and mainstream psychological 

practice should be able to identify high-risk cases and provide support, especially to 

complement educational interventions (e.g., addressing issues such as trauma, attachment 

issues, or problems with family dynamics). There especially seems to be untapped potential 

for child welfare charities (such as Barnardo’s and the NSPCC) to explore child-animal 

interaction not only to prevent harm but also to promote healthy development through 

positive interactions with animals. This leads to the question: how should prevention and 

intervention approaches be coordinated across organisations?  

 

7.3.4.1 Primary, Secondary, and Tertiary Prevention for Childhood Animal Harm 

The public health model of primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention can be used to 

coordinated approaches to reduce cases of animal cruelty (see Chapter 1). Animal Guardians 

is a “proof of concept” that targeted secondary prevention can be effective, fitting between 

general welfare education as primary prevention, and therapeutic approaches such as 

AniCare Child as tertiary prevention. One requirement for coordinated approaches to 

prevention and intervention of animal harm is to have accepted thresholds and definitions 

for when children require different types of intervention. I present a short measure to 

quickly determine the risk and associated level of intervention recommended for a child. 

Each of the questions corresponds to a dimension important in determining the significance 

of the animal harm and the required intensity of intervention: 1) presence of underlying risk 

factors, 2) types of harm, 3) frequency of the harm behaviour, 4) intentionality of the harm 

behaviour, and 5) severity of the harm.  
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While adopting a coordinated, universal approach to animal harm prevention would enable 

a range of childhood issues to be identified and tackled early, there are several points of 

caution to bear in mind. Firstly, terminology around the issue must be carefully chosen; we 

have already explored issues of stigma around using terms like “childhood animal cruelty” 

(see Chapters 1 and 2), but there are additional nuances here. For example, labelling theory, 

which was formulated within a criminological framework but can be applied to educational 

settings (Rist, 2017), states that negative labels increase rather than decrease deviant 

behaviour (Bernburg, 2019). This is because identification with the label and negative 

reactions from others to the label feed a negative “self-fulfilling” cycle of behaviour. Given 

the stigma associated with animal harm, health professionals must be careful not to unduly 

label children in ways which might impact them negatively (e.g., a record of animal cruelty 

can have very negative consequences in a fostering context), and programmes should adopt 

positive language where possible. For example, rather than a programme “addressing 

childhood animal harm”, an alternative could be, “helping children nurture empathy and 

compassionate behaviour towards animals”. Careful use of terminology will also help 

parents and other caregivers have more positive attitudes towards their child completing 

the programme.  

 

Another point of caution is that approaches to prevention and intervention need to be 

tailored to local areas, countries, and cultures. For example, research shows that 

adolescents in cultures more accepting of animal harm self-report engaging in more animal 

harm behaviours (Plant et al., 2016). Thus, while this research identifies relevant risk factors 

for Scottish children and shows the Animal Guardians is effective, this may not extend to 

cultures with very different attitudes, where animal harm may stem less from psychological 

issues and more from cultural factors. Even within Scotland, animal harm in communities 

which take part in activities such as dogfighting, badger-baiting, or other organised animal 

cruelty may need a different approach to prevention (see e.g., Scottish SPCA, n.d.).  
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Assessing Risk of Animal Harm in Children and Adolescents  
 

Risk factors for animal harm: Please answer the following question about difficulties the child or young 
person is experiencing that might increase their risk of harming an animal.  

1. Which of the following statements apply to the child or younger person?                      [1 point each] 
a. Has witnessed animal harm/abuse 
b. Has been exposed to human violence/abuse 
c. Shows signs of trauma and/or has three or more ACEs 
d. Has difficulty regulating their emotions/behaviours 
e. Struggles to understand other people’s (or animal’s) emotions and behaviours 
f. Struggles to respect boundaries or follow directions 

 
Behaviour towards animals: Please answer the following questions about any harm or distress the child 
or young person has caused animals. Answer only for vertebrates (e.g., fish, reptiles, birds, mammals) do 
not include behaviour towards invertebrates (e.g., insects, worms, molluscs).  

2. What type(s) of harm or distress has the child/young person caused animal(s)?  
(Circle all that apply) 

a. Child/young person has never caused an animal distress (skip remaining 
questions) 

b. Child/young person has caused an animal physical distress (e.g., rough 
handling, hitting) 

c. Child/young person has caused an animal emotional distress (e.g., teasing, 
yelling at) 

d. Child/young person has neglected an animal (e.g., forgetting food or water, 
tying up for very long periods) 

 
3. How many times has the child/young person caused an animal harm or distress in the 

last six months? 
a. Not in the last six months 
b. 1-2 times 
c. 3-5 times 
d. 6 or more times  

If there is more than one instance you can think of, answer the remaining questions for 
what you consider to be the most serious case 

 
4. Do you think the child/young person caused the animal’s harm or distress on purpose? 

a. No, it was an accident 
b. Not really, the young person didn’t realise what they were doing in the 

moment (e.g., they reacted impulsively) 
c. Yes, but the young person’s primary goal was not to cause the animal distress 

(e.g., they wanted to “correct” bad behaviour) 
d. Yes, the young person did it specifically because they wanted to cause the 

animal harm or distress 
 

5. How much harm or distress did the child/young person cause the animal?  
a. Mild: e.g., animal was uncomfortable, but it did not last long 
b. Moderate: e.g., animal had lasting pain and/or fear 
c. Severe: the animal needed to go to the vet and/or died 

 
 
[0 points] 

 
[1 point] 
 
[1 point] 
 
[1 point] 
 
 
 
 
[0 points] 
[1 point] 
[2 points] 
[3 points] 
 
 
 
 
[0 points] 
[1 point] 
 
[2 points] 
 
[3 points] 
 
 
 
[1 point] 
[2 points] 
[3 points] 
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Score Associated 
Risk 

Prevention 
level 

Main Intervention Example 

0-2 Very low risk Primary General prevention  Scottish SPCA’s “Animal 
Wise” 

3-5 Low risk Secondary Targeted animal 
welfare education 

Animal Guardians 

6-8 Moderate risk Secondary/ 
Tertiary 

Targeted animal welfare 
education + assess for 
further intervention 

Animal Guardians [+ 
AniCare] 

9+ High risk Tertiary Psychotherapy  AniCare Child 
  

7.3.4.2 The Psychology of Child-Animal Interaction 

Exploring child-animal interactions remains an untapped resource child clinical psychology 

both in assessment and intervention. As we have seen, exploring child-animal relationships 

can help identify psychological issues early (when things go wrong) and recognise protective 

factors or the child’s strength (when thing go right). Furthermore, interventions with 

animals or around animal themes are engaging and can help to nurture the healthy 

development of many psychological processes. Tapping into these benefits would be 

relatively straightforward. For example, psychologists could simply ask children and parents 

“what is [your]/[your child’s] relationship with pets and animals like?” to screen for any 

potential positive or negative aspects. Unfortunately, child clinical psychology as a discipline 

seems far away from adopting this approach. As an example, Chapters 4 and 5 were both 

originally submitted to child/human psychology journals and were rejected as “outwith the 

scope of the journal”.  

7.4  Future Research on Measurement 

Lack of suitable measurement approaches has constrained research on childhood animal 

harm. As we have already explored, over-reliance on self-report is likely to have introduced 

certain biases, and task-based approaches are rarely used. Having good measures is a key 

step to better understanding animal harm behaviours and evaluating interventions. 

However, designing measures is difficult to do for childhood research: measures need to be 

developmentally tailored across ages and it is very difficult to eliminate influences of 

confounding factors. This section reflects briefly on the strengths and limitations of the 
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novel measures designed for this research, how they might be further developed, and some 

of the measurement issues for research and practice going forward. 

    

7.4.1 Reflections on novel measures’ strengths and limitations 

Following the qualitative interviews carried out in Chapter 3, it quickly became apparent 

that existing self-report methodologies would not adequately capture the complexity of 

factors involved in children’s animal harm. A range of novel measures were designed to 

assess a range of constructs; design considerations included minimising effects of 

confounding factors, using non-stigmatising language, demonstrating conceptual and cross-

measure validity, and ensuring measures could be used across ages, which meant young 

children could still perform the task, but that older children would not be at ceiling.  

 

7.4.1.1 Hierarchical Drawing Task 

The use of drawings to measure and classify children’s attachment has a long history (see 

e.g., the Family Drawing Task, Kaplan & Main, 1986) and several approaches have been 

validated against story-stem classifications of attachment (Pace et al., 2021). The 

‘hierarchical’ drawing task used in this thesis used a very simplified approach, and simply 

looked at the inclusion of different people and pets on a piece of A4 paper with a “bull’s 

eye” of concentric circles, and children’s distance from each figure was measured. Kidd and 

Kidd (1995) also used a drawing task to explore children’s attachment to pets relative to 

other family members and found that children drew pets closer to themselves than other 

family members, a finding which was replicated with this measure. Although closeness 

between the child and figures in the drawings related to attachment style (Chapter 5), 

closeness did not differentiate between referred and control children in Chapter 6. 

However, whether the child included their mother and/or their father did differentiate 

between referred and control children. As mentioned in Chapter 5, one of the issues with 

using closeness to family members is that insecure children may have a bimodal pattern: 1) 

omitting caregivers/drawing them very far away or 2) drawing them extremely close to 

themselves. This means that closeness alone is not useful as a measure of attachment 

security, and (in its current form) this measure is unlikely to be able to assess attachment 

strategy. However, it has a variety of other strengths: it is quick and easy to use in interview 
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and self-report settings, it can help build rapport with the child while getting to understand 

their family dynamic10, and can be used for both quantitative and qualitative research.  

 

The measure’s properties suggest it could be useful to gain deeper insights into pet 

attachments. Closeness to pets did not correlate to closeness to other family members 

(mum, dad, and sibling, which did correlate to each other), in line with other findings 

showing that attachment to pets operates mostly independently from human attachments 

(Julius et al., 2013). Furthermore, closeness to pets was positively correlated to Short 

Attachment to Pets Scale (SAPS) score and negatively correlated to animal harm behaviour 

(Chapter 6). As such, this may be a promising measure to use as a supplement to the SAPS, 

especially to remove confounds around verbal reasoning (Chambers & Johnston, 2002). 

There is a lot of scope for future research to continue developing and validating this 

measure. For example, could it help gain deeper insights into the role of pet relationships 

within broader attachment strategies (A/B/C/D)? What other elements would need to be 

included to achieve this (e.g., perhaps bringing it more in line with the Family Drawing 

Task)? 

 

7.4.1.2 Pets in Children’s Attachment Stories (PICAS) 

Story-stems provide a wealth of information about children’s internal representation of 

relationships. A variety of coding systems have been developed to go beyond attachment 

classification and provide insights on dimensions such as children’s positive and negative 

representations of themselves and parents (Hawkins & Hasket, 2014). Story stems have also 

been tweaked to investigate attachment security in different relationships, such as Vu's 

(2015) study finding that children’s representations of mothers and teachers were quite 

strongly related, but that children’s representations of friends followed a different pattern.  

The PICAS is the first attempt to investigate children’s internal working models of pets, using 

newly created stories of tension in relationship with pets and applying a novel coding 

scheme. Although the measure showed certain expected patterns of association (e.g., 

parental help correlated to closeness to parents in the drawing task; links with child- and 

 
10 The Scottish SPCA Youth Engagement Officers reported enjoying the measure to get to know the child in the 
context of delivering the intervention, and this procedure might therefore have uses in practice setting as well.   
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animal- empathy measure) it would benefit from further validation, possibly using an 

observation of child-pet interaction. There may also be opportunities to develop more 

coding categories to look at other dimensions; for example, Schermerhorn et al. (2008) used 

story stems to code family dynamics and children’s responses to marital conflicts. Another 

avenue for development would be to use a tweaked coding systems for other relationships, 

such as parents, siblings, and friends, to gain a deeper understanding of how attachment 

patterns generalise, and how pets fit within this. However, one of the main issues with this 

measure (and broader story-stem techniques) is that it is logistically difficult to carry out: it 

is time-consuming, requires one-to-one interviews, specialised training, and video 

recording. This may therefore not be a viable method for larger scale studies.  

 

7.4.1.3 Child Animal emotion Recognition and Empathy Scale (CARES) 

There are currently no validated measures of children’s empathy towards animals, and 

existing measures of general empathy suffer from validity issues due to self-report and 

confounds around verbal reasoning (see e.g., Chambers & Johnston, 2002). The single 

existing measure of animal-directed empathy, the Animal Empathy Scale (AES; Paul, 2000), 

has only been used in adolescents and adults (Gaspair and Esteves, 2022) and does not 

differentiate between dimensions of empathy (e.g., cognitive, affective, behavioural), which 

are increasingly being recognised as important to distinguish (Sesso et al., 2021). As a 

results, we developed the CARES to assess empathy using specially designed images of child-

animal interactions. This measure built on the picture-based approach of the Kids Empathy 

Development Scale (KEDS; Reid et al., 2013) and on a study using vignettes to compare 

human and animal empathy in adults (Agantyr et al., 2011). The measure worked well with 

the children, was sensitive to improvements through intervention, and shed some tentative 

insights on how dimensions of empathy across humans and animals correlated (Chapter 6). 

However, much more work is needed to fully validate this measure. The plan is to carry out 

a developmental study using the whole sample of control children (n=120) and a separate 

sample of adults (n= 800) who completed the measure using 10-point Likert scale format. In 

the future, there may be free-response and scale versions of the measure available: while 

scale response allows online questionnaire approaches with large samples, free response is 

closer to a task-based approach and allows more fine-grained insights depending on coding. 

A larger number of images was developed (13 images) than was possible to use with the 
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children in this study, so future work may also determine which images are best at eliciting 

different emotional responses and differentiating those with high- and low- empathy. 

 

7.4.1.4 Child Animal Harm Behaviour 

The final measurement issue we had to address was developing a comprehensive child-

report measure of behaviour towards animals. Although several measures have been 

validated with children, notably the Children and Animals Inventory (CAI; Dadds et al., 

2004), the Children’s Treatment of Animals Questionnaire (CTAQ; Thompson & Gullone, 

2003), and the Children’s Attitudes to Animal Cruelty (CAAC; Hawkins, 2016), they each have 

specific limitations. When used in interviews, it quickly became apparent that the CAI used 

stigmatising and confusing language, the CTAQ has only been validated with regards to 

positive behaviours, and the CAAC measures attitudes rather than behaviours. For this 

study, we designed a novel measure combining items from existing measures mixing 

positive and negative behaviour towards animals (this helps children feel more comfortable 

answering the measure and avoids response biases). The measure was designed: 1) using 

prompts for specific behaviours and their frequency, 2) to use non-stigmatising, easy to 

understand language, and 3) address common issues for referral to the Animal Guardians 

programme. Although the measure seemed to work relatively well and could differentiate 

referred from non-referred children, feedback from the Youth Engagement Officers and the 

class teachers was that it was too long for the younger children (it had 27 items).  As a 

result, a revised and shortened version of the measure (18 items) is being developed and 

will be trialled with the updated activity, collapsing together items which indicate 

“accidental” and “on purpose” behaviour, which is instead indicated in the responses.  

 

7.4.2 Challenges and future directions for measurement 

Researching and designing new measures to assess child-animal interaction highlighted 

some of the challenges being faced by this area. One of the most evident tensions is 

between quality and quantity of data collected. In depth measures using coding schemes 

based on children’s free responses (e.g., PICAS, CARES) provide idiographic, detailed, and 

flexible data, but it is difficult to generalise or achieve large enough sample sizes for more 

nuanced statistical analyses. On the other hand, while questionnaire-based measures allow 

for large samples, they are prone to a range of biases and are difficult for younger children 
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to complete, especially those which rely on self-reflection. A related difficulty is how young 

animal harm behaviour can start, with children as young as three referred to Animal 

Guardians. Adopting a truly developmental lens requires having measures which are 

sufficiently flexible to accommodate a very wide range of ages. This is challenging for 

questionnaire approaches due to more limited verbal reasoning/ reading ability in young 

children affecting validity (Woolley et al., 2004) and for task-based approaches because the 

youngest children must not be at floor (i.e., not scoring any points) while the older children 

need to not be at ceiling (i.e., scoring the maximum number of possible points). Another 

challenge for task-based approaches (e.g., CAPA, DCCS) is that they are resource intensive, 

require training for videorecording and coding11, and require direct access to children for 

interview. This was not possible for the final study due to COVID and would also be difficult 

in large-scale settings. However, alternatives using computer or tablet-based approaches 

(e.g., Minnesota Executive Functioning Scale, see White & Carlson, 2016) are increasingly 

becoming available and may provide useful complements to paper-pencil approaches, 

which have their own advantages (especially for drawing tasks).  

 

Based on these experiences, there are a few recommendations for research and the 

continuing development of new measures:  

1. Use multiple informants, where possible: child-report, parent-report, and teach-

report give different insights into the child’s behaviour and any issues. Parent and 

teacher report are especially important for certain constructs (such as CU traits) for 

which there are no child-report measures.  

2. Use multiple methods: as we have seen, self-report and task-based measures provide 

insights into different processes. While self-report is valuable (e.g., a child’s own 

perception of their abilities is important), it cannot be assumed to stand in for more 

objective measurement approaches. One area for research which may be 

particularly beneficial is exploring how task-based approaches can be adapted for 

tablets (as is already the case for the Dimensional Change Card Sort; see e.g., White 

 
11 Data is only as good as the coding scheme is reliable and accurately taps into the intended constructs. While 
detailed coding schemes with finely graded categories can be tempting, this makes it very difficult to achieve 
sufficient levels of inter-rater reliability. For this thesis, three- or four-point scales were generally found to 
strike a good compromise between detail and reliability.   
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& Carlson, 2015) to allow for studies using larger sample sizes than is possible 

through one-to-one interview.  

3. Simplify measures: it is important to limit the number of items and simplify the 

number of options in childhood research, but even young children (4-5 years old) are 

able to complete appropriately designed measures as long as they receive 

appropriate support for reading and/or writing. 

4. Develop measures which can be used for research and practice: given the small 

amount of research on interventions, it is important to develop measures which can 

detect changes to evaluate practice. With enough validation and standardisation, 

certain measures might even be developed to help screen which children might need 

additional support before harm occurs.  

7.5  Limitations and Future Directions 

Across studies, this thesis has limitations around measurement, sample selection, and 

research design which impact generalisability and suggest avenues for future research. With 

regards to measurement, there are two main areas which might be sources of concern. As 

discussed above, all the novel and adapted methods would benefit from further cross-

validation to confirm their accuracy, reliability, and construct validity. Secondly, lack of 

parent or other third-party report limits confidence in data collected on children’s 

behaviours around animals, especially since younger children’s self-reports are known to 

have lower validity (Conjin et al., 2020). Continuing research will hopefully be in a position 

to address these issues.   

 

With regards to sampling, there are two factors which consistently limit generalisability. 

Firstly, small samples have a range of impacts on statistical results: results are more easily 

affected by outliers, estimates of effect size are likely to be inflated or inaccurate, and it was 

not possible to explore results by sub-group or to test more complex interactions such as 

mediation and moderation, which could impact the apparent effect variables have on each 

other. Second, referral and screening processes may have introduced multiple sources of 

bias. Children were primarily referred by professionals (rather than parents) and had high 

rates of behavioural and mental health diagnosis. This suggests that children who were 

already “flagged” as having issues might have been more likely to be referred to the 
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programme, rather than children who might hide the behaviour or otherwise appear 

“normal” to staff and where the behaviour is only occurring at home. This selection 

procedure may mean there is a “blind spot” in results for risk factors and intervention 

effectiveness in cases of more intentional harm. Another limitation was the screening 

processes for referrals. Due to the rapid expansion of staff on the Animal Guardians 

programme, almost all referrals to the programme were accepted, because it would not 

have been financially appropriate to turn down legitimate referrals if youth engagement 

officers still had capacity. This meant children with only very minor or “at-risk” behaviour 

(which was at the discretion of the referring adult) were included in studies. This creates 

wide variation in the level of concern of the behaviour and can “muddy the waters” when 

we consider risk factors. If youth engagement officers were at capacity, a more stringent 

screening processes to include only confirmed cases would ensure risk factors identified 

were directly associated with animal harm behaviour.  

 

These sampling issues also had an impact on design. This research originally intended to use 

a randomised control trial design, comparing a group of referrals with a group of wait-list-

control referrals and a group of matched-controls (see Figure 7.7). However, there were 

insufficient referrals to justify a waitlist control group, and this design had to be dropped. 

This waiting list approach would also have incorporated a follow-up time point to determine 

whether the intervention had lasting effects, which we did not have the time or capacity to 

include in the current research. Although this design was possibly too ambitious for Animal 

Guardians as a novel programme in the process of being piloted and launched, it may now 

be feasible since the programme is more well-established.  

 

Thus, several unanswered questions remain for future research, including: 1) Are there 

different psychological typologies of animal harm and do these require different types of 

intervention? 2) Can children’s improvements from intervention be maintained into the 

medium- to long-term?, and 3) Can educational interventions be effectively generalised to 

other populations and countries?  
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Figure 7.7: Originally proposed design for the evaluation of Animal Guardians. 

 

7.6  Conclusions  

This thesis has provided insights into the risk factors of childhood animal harm and showed 

that Animal Guardians, a targeted education intervention, worked to improve several key 

risk-factors. One of the unique strengths of this research is the in-depth data-collection 

using a range of measures and carried out with multiple samples of referred children, 

replicating several key findings across studies. This has helped demonstrate that childhood 

animal harm is part of a broad spectrum of child-animal interaction and can act as a marker 

for the development of a variety of psychological issues. Findings have a range of 

implications for practice. Results might inform the continuing development of targeted 

educational interventions, the way organisations create coordinated responses to animal 

harm, or the weight given to child-animal interaction in psychological practice. This thesis 

was also an opportunity to design and explore new measurement approaches beyond self-

report. These measures have highlighted the importance of differentiating human- and 

animal-related constructs and may have continuing applications in research and practice, 

although they will require further validation. In summary, this thesis has proposed a 

theoretical framework of childhood animal harm, created a set of measures needed to 

further this under-research topic, and shown that educational interventions for childhood 

animal harm can be effective.  
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Supplementary Materials (SM) 

Due to space constraints, it was not possible to display child specific answers throughout the 
paper, so tables tracking children’s individual answers to certain sections of the interview 
are summarized here. Given that IPA is an ideographic approach which underlines the 
processes specific to the individual, we thought it was important to provide this deeper level 
of detail to do justice to the children’s complex backgrounds. Three tables are presented 
here, summarizing: (1) the basic characteristics of each child, (2) each child’s answer to the 
Hierarchical mapping task, and (3) each child’s answer to the ‘Animals at risk’ TAT. Note: 
participant names have been changed, and match names in paper. 
 

SM Table 1: List of participants with basic demographics, cruelty incident, and notes on main 
interview themes 
 
 Age Gender Cruelty Severity/Risk Notes on Interview themes 
Alex 5 Male Severe  

(Animals killed) 
Struggled admitting to cruelty. Signs of 
trauma around cruelty incident. 
Witnessed rough handling from siblings. 

Ben 7 Male Severe  
(Animal killed) 

Struggled admitting cruelty, expressing 
fear around being told-off. Struggled to 
concentrate, some violent play. 

Frank 11 Male Moderate  
(Rough handling, 
violence at school) 

Refused to be recorded. Residential 
school- signs of trauma around father. 
Admitted cruelty but said he had changed.   

George 11 Male Moderate 
(Minor rough handling, 
expelled from school) 

Had witnessed several incidents of animal 
cruelty. Was very attached to his dog.  

Harry 8 Male Moderate  
(Regular hitting of pets) 

Trauma around mother nearly dying. Used 
pets to interact and carry out frustration 
against her. Attached to his cat. 

Ian 8 Male Moderate  
(Unsuitable behaviour 
in animal activity) 

Tense relationship with siblings, especially 
sister. Denied any cruelty.  

Katie 11 Female At-risk  
(Aggression to other 
children) 

Was very attached to her pets, discussing 
them more than her family.  

Charlie 10 Male At-risk  
(Violent outbursts at 
school, possible ASD) 

Struggled to interpret TAT pictures. Didn’t 
want to associate with cruelty. Described 
police incident. 

Daniel 10 Male At-risk  
(Witnessed cruelty) 

Quiet during interview. Discussed 
incidents of cruelty in his household which 
made him angry. 

Eddie 7 Male At-risk  
(Witnessed animal 
death, violent home) 

Refused to be recorded. Did not include 
any attachment figures. Discussed 
incident of cruelty from his brother.  
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  Mum Dad Siblings Pets 

Grand- 

parent 
  

Child C.A.A. 
live 

with 
C.A.A. 

live 

with 
C.A.A. 

live 

with 
C.A.A. 

live 

with 
C.A.A. 

live 

with 

Total 

C.A.A. 

Total 

live 

with 

Alex P 1   1 P 5 P 1   0 3 4 

Ben P 1 P 0   0   1 P 0 3 2 

Frank P 0   0 P 0 P 0 P 0 4 0 

George   1   0   0 P 1   0 1 2 

Harry P 1   0   0 P 4   0 2 2 

Ian P 1 P 1   2   2   0 2 4 

Katie   1   0   0 P 5   0 1 2 

Charlie P 1   0 P 3   0   0 2 4 

Daniel P 1   0   7   9   0 1 3 

Eddie   1   0   3   1   0 0 3 

Total 7 9 2 2 3 5 5 8 2 0 𝑿":1.9 𝑿":2.6 

 

 

  

SM Table 2: Hierarchical mapping Creative Arts Attachment (CAA) task, showing which 
categories of people (mum, dad, sibling...) children included in the attachment circles 
compared to who they reported living with. Note that the ‘living with’ column reports 
numbers (e.g. 5 siblings) but the totals are calculated only based on whether or not 
someone in that category was included.   
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Ethical Approval and Amendment Approval 
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Research for Animal Guardians: 
Exploring children’s relationship with animals 

and their understanding of animal cruelty 
 

Parent Information Sheet 
 
Dear Parent/Guardian, 
Thank you in your interest in our research. Please read the following information about the 
study carefully:  
 
About the Study 
The University of Edinburgh are running a research project in collaboration with the Scottish 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA) to understand how primary school 
aged children (between 5-13 years old) interact with animals. This research is part of an MSc 
by Research project, and part of broader research investigating the effectiveness of 
education programs run by the Scottish SPCA. 
 
Specifically, this research investigates how children referred to the Animal Guardians 
program talk about animals and describe the animal cruelty incident/ at-risk behaviour 
which led to their referral. This study aims to understand how children who have engaged in 
animal cruelty or at-risk behaviour understand the event and how they experienced it. This 
research will focus on the child’s perspective of the event, what may have led to it, whether 
they intended to cause harm, and if they understand why they are taking part in the Animal 
Guardian’s intervention. This information will help fine-tune the intervention as well as 
provide some insight into why such behaviours have occurred.   
 
What will be involved? 
This research will be based in your child’s school. The research session will occur over one 
session of about 30-45 minutes. The main researcher (Laura Wauthier) will carry out a series 
of activities and a semi-structured interview with your child in a quiet one-on-one setting in 
the child’s school on an appropriate day. Your child will be asked a short series of open-
ended child-friendly questions which will allow them to express what they feel is important 
within the context of the broader research questions. 
 
The interview carried out with the child will be recorded on audio tape so that it can be 
transcribed. The transcriptions will then be analysed to see if there are common factors or 
themes in children’s description of animal cruelty. Once the transcriptions have been made, 
the audio recordings will be safely disposed of. The interview will also be recorded on video 
tape, in case the child finds it difficult to talk about the subject. Similarly, the video 
recordings will be transcribed into relevant behaviours and then safely disposed of.  
This procedure will be explained to children before they begin the study and they will be 
asked if they consent. Children will be free to withdraw from the study at any time they 
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wish, and will be provided with support if they should become distressed at any time during 
the research process. 
Will the information you collect be confidential? 
Yes. All information collected will be anonymous and kept in a safe location and treated 
confidentially. It will not be possible to identify the responses from any child at any stage in 
the project (including the writing of reports/articles). 
 
Contact Information 
Please don’t hesitate to contact Ms. Laura Wauthier at the University of Edinburgh for more 
information.  

Ms Laura Wauthier 

Email:   

Telephone: 07867213460 

Clinical and Health Psychology Doorway 6, Teviot Place, Medical School, The University of 
Edinburgh 

 

Alternatively, contact Dr Joanne Williams (Senior Lecturer) who is supervising the project: 

Email:  

Telephone: 0131 650 9962 

Clinical and Health Psychology Doorway 6, Teviot Place, Medical School, The University of 
Edinburgh 

 

If you have complaints at any point in this research, please fill out the form at the link 
(http://www.ed.ac.uk/files/imports/fileManager/WEB%20Complaint%20Form.pdf) and 
send it to the head of the School: 

Professor Charlotte Clarke (Head of School of Health in Social Science)  

Email:           Telephone: 0131 650 4327 

  

Thank you for your support! 
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Parent Consent Form 
 

Please tick each of the statements below to show that you agree with them, and then sign 

the form at the bottom of the page to give consent for your child to participate.  

1. You have read and understood the information provided 
2. You are happy for your child to participate and take part in this research study 

voluntarily 
3. You understand that you or your child can stop and withdraw from the study at any 

time without consequence  
4. Understand that all data will be anonymised 
5. Understand that your child will be recorded (audio and video) during the interview 

and that these recordings will be transcribed and then disposed of   
6. Understand that fully anonymised data may be shared in public research repositories 

as well as being used in research papers and conferences.   

 

 

_____________________________           ______________________________ 

Caregiver’s Name (Printed)                                Child’s Name (Printed) 

 

 

_____________________________           _______________________________ 

Caregiver’s Signature                                            Today’s Date  
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Child Consent Form 
 
About me and my relationship with animals  
 
This form is to tell us that you would like to take part in this project 
and understand what the project is about 
 
 
Please read the 6 points below and tick the box if you agree 
 
• I am happy to take part in this project 
 
• I understand what the project is about 
 
• I understand that the answers I give will be kept private 

 
• I understand that I can stop or leave this project any time 
 
• I understand that a report will be written on how children interact with 

animals and understand animal cruelty  
 

• I am happy to be recorded, and understand that these recordings will be 
private and only used for the project  

 
 
 

     If you have any questions, please ask! 
 
 
 
 
NAME:  ……………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
SCHOOL: ……………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
CLASS:  ……………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
DATE:  …………………………………………………………………………………………….  
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Interview Resources and Structure 

Image of the resources used for the qualitative interviews, and snapshot of the overall 
interview structure. The following pages provide the full interview schedule.    
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I. Rapport Building  

 
Introductions 

 
What is your name? __________________________________________________________ 
 
 
How old are you?    ___________________________________________________________ 
 
 
What year are you in school?  P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 
 
 
Are you a boy or a girl?   Boy  Girl 
 
 
Who do you live with at home? _________________________________________________ 
 
 
Do you have brothers and sisters? _______________________________________________ 
 
 If yes, how many? ______________________________________________________ 
 
 
Do you have any pets at home? _________________________________________________ 
  
 If yes, what pets do you have? ____________________________________________ 
 
 

How do you feel about coming to school?                                  
 
 
What is your favourite subject? _________________________________________________ 
 
 
Do you have any favourite activities? ____________________________________________ 
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Rapport building (continued) 

Creative arts task (choice of materials before starting the task): 

 
 
 
 
 
II. ‘Animals-at-Risk’ TAT 
 

Tell me what you think is happening in the Picture  

1. Who are these people? 

 

2. What is going on? / What has happened? 

 

3. What will happen next? 

 

4. How do you think each person and animal is feeling? 

 

[Repeat 5 times, once for each image]  
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III. Open Questions 
1. What does it mean for a person to be hurt? 

2. What does it mean for an animal to be hurt? 

3. Can you tell me about a time an animal was hurt by someone?  

(Can use toy or image props) 

4. How did you feel when this happened? 

5. What do you think makes people want to hurt animals? 

6. What do you think about animals? 

7. How would you be kind to an animal? 

(Can use toy or image props) 

 

 

IV. Animal Harm Vignette 
 
A boy is playing by himself one afternoon. A cat is lying down asleep nearby, 
and the boy walks up to the cat. The boy starts stroking the cat, and sometimes 
strokes it roughly and hits it. The cat starts to walk away and the boy pulls it 
back by its tail. The animal cries out in pain.  
 

a. What do you think about what happened? 
 

b. Have you ever found yourself in a similar situation? If yes, can you tell 
me about what happened? 

 
c. How do you think the boy felt when it happened? After? 

 
d. Why do you think the boy did this? 

 
e. Can you tell me about what the animal was doing? 

 
f. How do you think the animal felt? 
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V. Cruelty to Animals Interview (Dadds et al., 2004) 
1. Have you ever hurt an animal on purpose? (tick):  

a. Never  
b. Hardly ever 
c. A few times  
d. Several times  
e. Frequently  

2. How many times have you hurt an animal on purpose? (tick):  
a. Never  
b. Once or twice  
c. Three to six times  
d. More than six times 

3. What types of animals have you hurt in the past (tick as many boxes as needed):  
a. None  
b. Wild animals    How many?  
c. Stray animals    How many?  
d. Farm animals    How many?  
e. Pet animals    How many?  

4. Which of these animals have you been cruel to? (tick):  
a. None 
b. Worms or insects  
c. Fish, lizards, frogs etc.  
d. Birds or mammals  

5. How long did you do this for (on and off)? (tick):  
a. Never  
b. For about 1 month  
c. For about 6 months  
d. Longer than 6 months 

6. When was the last time you hurt an animal on purpose? (tick):  
a. I have never hurt an animal 
b.  More than a year ago  
c. Less than 1 year ago but more than 6 months ago  
d. In the last 6 months (half a year)  

7. 6. Do you treat animals cruelly in front of others or by yourself? (tick):  
a. I have never hurt an animal  
b. In front of others  
c. Alone  

8. If you hurt an animal with others, are they adults or friends? (tick):  
a. I have never hurt an animal  
b. Adults who were also hurting the animal  
c. Friends who join in  
d. With friends who don’t join in  

9. If you hurt an animal by yourself, do you try to hide what you have done?  
a. I have never hurt an animal  
b. No, I don’t try to hide it  
c. Sometimes I try to hide it, not always  
d. Yes, I do try to hide it  
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10. If you purposely hurt an animal, do you feel very sorry for it and feel sad that you 
hurt it?  

a. I have never been cruel to an animal  
b. Yes, I feel very sad for the animal  
c. Sometimes I feel bad, not always  
d. No, I do not feel bad for the animal  

11. How do you feel about people hurting animals?  
a. Very sad and upset  
b. Don’t know  
c. They deserve it  
d. It is fun  

ANSWER THIS LAST QUESTION IF YOU HAVE HURT AN ANIMAL ON PURPOSE. 

12. Can you tell us what happened when you hurt an animal on purpose or what you usually 

do if you hurt animals often?  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
VI. Thank you and Debrief: Children got a star on the image below for each activity 
completed (they could choose to keep this if they wanted), got to pick a small reward (e.g., 
animal figurine), and were fully debriefed.   
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Appendix B:  

Supplementary Materials for Chapter 4 

 

Psychological Risk Factors for Childhood 

Animal Cruelty 
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Supplementary Tables and Figures 
 

 
Supplementary Table 1 
Demographic details for each child showing sex, age, pet ownership, and CAPA 
classifications. 

Child # Referred/ 
Control Sex Age Pet owner?1 Pet type(s) CAPA class. 

1 R M 9 Family pet Cat A+ 
2 R F 11 Own pet Dog A+ (Tr) 
3 R M 4 Own pet Small mammal C1 

4 R M 10 Family pet Dog, cat, small 
mammal A+ 

5 R F 9 Own pet Cat B 
6 R F 7 Own pet Dog A+ Dp 
7 R M 10 Own pet Dog C+ 
8 R M 10 Own pet Dog, cat C+ 
9 R M 9 No  C+ 
10 C M 7 Own pet Dog Missing 
11 C F 11 No  B 
12 C M 9 No  B 
13 C F 10 Family pet  Missing 
14 C F 7 No  B 
15 C F 9 Own pet Small mammal A1 
16 C M 10 Own pet Cat B 
17 C M 10 No  A2 
18 C F 11 No  B 
19 C M 9 Family pet Small mammal B 
20 C F 8 Family pet Dog B 
21 C F 4 Family pet Cat, fish/reptile Missing 
22 C F 11 No  B 
23 C M 10 Family pet Rabbit A+ (Tr) 
24 C F 4 Own pet Dog B 
25 C F 4 Own pet Cat C2 

26 C F 11 Own pet Dog, cat, small 
mammal A1 

27 C M 10 No  B 
1 Pet ownership was measured on a three-point scale: 1= child has a pet and considers it 
their own pet, 2= pet in the family but child does not consider it their own, 3= no pet in the 
family.  

  



 

  273 

 

  

Supplementary Table 2 
Results of Mann-Whitney U test comparing male and female children across 
psychological risk and protective factors.  

 
 

Males 
(mean rank) 

Females 
(mean rank) Test statistic p-value 

H
ig

he
r s

co
re

 is
 p

ro
te

ct
iv

e 

KEDS – A 11.46 14.42 U(25)= 59.5 .320 

KEDS – C 10.67 15.15 U(25)= 50.0 .137 

KEDS – B 8.96 16.73 U(25)= 29.5 .007** 

Emotion rec.- human 12.17 14.64 U(26)= 68.0 .432 

Emotion rec.- animal 12.08 14.71 U(26)= 67.0 .403 

BEI 13.19 14.71 U(26)= 80.5 .840 

Welfare Knowledge 14.00 14.00 U(27)= 91.0 1.00 

Executive Function 13.62 13.38 U(26)= 83.0 .960 

 Child-BAM 13.79 13.25 U(26)= 80.5 .860 

  Referred  
(mean rank) 

Control 
(mean rank) 

Test statistic  

H
ig

he
r s

co
re

 is
 a

 ri
sk

  CU traits 14.04 12.04 U(25)= 65.5 .503 

SDQ score 12.64 12.38 U(24)= 70.0 .955 

CAAC (intentional) 13.29 13.68 U(26)= 81.5 .899 

CAAC 
(accidental/neglect) 

15.21 12.04 U(26)= 63.5 .297 

CAHB (intentional) 14.54 12.46 U(26)= 71.0 .511 

CAHB 
(accidental/neglect) 

14.62 12.38 U(26)= 70.0 .479 

Note: Where there is a difference in mean rank great than 2, the higher value is bolded. 
*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 
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Supplementary Figure 1: Correlogram showing associations between risk and protective 
factors which had at least one significant correlation. Stars show significance levels (*p<0.05, 
**p<0.01, ***p<0.001) 
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Supplementary Figure 2: Boxplots showing children’s scores across the three attachment 
categorizations (Secure, Insecure ‘normal’, and ‘Pathological insecure’) for measures where 
there was a significant difference between securely and insecurely attached children. 
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Exploring children’s relationship with animals  
Parent Information Sheet 

Dear Parent/Guardian, 

The University of Edinburgh is working in collaboration with the Scottish 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA) to investigate how 
children interact with animals. We would be grateful if you could read the 
information below detailing the nature of the research, then if you 
consent for your child to participate, signing the form on page 3.  

Thank you for your time and for supporting our research!  

About the Study 
This research is part of the evaluation for a new programme run by the Scottish SPCA called 
Animal Guardians. Animal Guardians is a targeted educational intervention to help children 
nurture empathy for animals and understand their needs. It is aimed at primary school aged 
children (between 4-12 years old). As part of this research, we need non-referred children 
to take part in the study so we can have a comparison group. Your child would be part of 
this comparison control group, and would not receive the intervention, but would still have 
the same questions asked before and after. This research is part of a PhD project, and part 
of broader research investigating the effectiveness of education programs run by the 
Scottish SPCA. 

What will be involved? 
This research will be based in your child’s school. The research consists of two interview 
blocks, about eight weeks apart. Each interview block will be broken up into 20 minute 
sections to be carried out over two or three days. The main researcher (Laura Wauthier) will 
carry out a series of activities with your child in a quiet one-on-one setting at school. 
Questions will cover various topics, including understanding of animal welfare, relationship 
to animals, emotion recognition, and pets in the context of the family.   

This procedure will be explained to children before they begin the study and they will be 
asked if they consent. Children will be free to withdraw from the study at any time they 
wish, and will be provided with support throughout. 

Parts of the interviews will be audio and video recorded so they can be transcribed, 
anonymised and analysed. Once the transcriptions have been made, the recordings will be 
safely disposed of. We will also ask your child’s classroom teacher to fill out a brief 
questionnaire about your child’s behaviour in the classroom. Below is a detailed list of all 
the activities that your child will complete as part of the research with example questions/ 
explanations: 

1. Animal ownership questionnaire (e.g. What type of pets do you own?) 
2. Attachment to pet scale (e.g. Do you feel like your pet is your friend?) 
3. Cruelty acceptance scale (e.g. Do you think it is OK to annoy an animal on purpose?) 
4. Animal welfare knowledge (e.g. Can you list some good and bad things for dogs?) 
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5. Human and animal emotion recognition (using pictures) 
6. Child Attachment and Play Assessment (child tells stories using figurines as a way to 

get an idea of how they relate to people and pets) 
7. Card sorting task (child sorts cards according to shape or colour, as a measure of how 

well they can remember and switch rules) 
8. Kids Empathy Development Scale (pictures with scenarios where child explains how 

they think people are feeling and what they would do in that situation)  
9. Bryant empathy measure (standardised empathy questionnaire for chidren)  

Will the information you collect be confidential? 
Yes. All information collected will be anonymised, kept in a safe location, and treated 
confidentially. All GDPR regulation will be strictly adhered to, along with the University’s 
Information Security policy. The main researcher (Laura Wauthier) has received child 
protection training and is fully PVG checked. This research has gone through a rigorous 
ethical review process at the University of Edinburgh, and consent has been received from 
your Local Authority.  

Contact Information 
Please don’t hesitate to contact the research team at the University of Edinburgh for more 
information: 

Main researcher: Ms Laura Wauthier 
Email:   

Telephone: 07867 213 460 

Supervisor: Prof. Joanne Williams  

Email:  

Telephone: 0131 650 9962 

Clinical and Health Psychology Doorway 6, Old Medical School, The University of Edinburgh 

If you would like more information about Animal Guardians, or any other programme run by 
the Scottish SPCA, please visit their website at: https://www.scottishspca.org/education/ 

If you have complaints at any point regarding this research, please fill out the form at the 
link http://www.ed.ac.uk/files/imports/fileManager/WEB%20Complaint%20Form.pdf 
and send it to the head of the School: 

Professor Matthias Schwannauer (Head of School of Health in Social Science)  
Email:  Telephone: +44 (0)131 651 3954 

  

Thank you for your support! 
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Parent Consent Form 
 

Please tick each of the statements below to show that you agree with them, and then sign 

the form at the bottom of the page to give consent for your child to participate.  

7. You have read and understood the information provided 
8. You are happy for your child to participate and take part in this research study 

voluntarily 
9. You understand that you or your child can stop and withdraw from the study at any 

time without consequence  
10. Understand that all data will be anonymised 
11. Understand that your child will be recorded (audio and video) during the interview 

and that these recordings will be transcribed and then disposed of   
12. Understand that fully anonymised data may be shared in public research repositories 

as well as being used in research papers and conferences.   

 

 

_____________________________           ______________________________ 

Caregiver’s Name (Printed)                                Child’s Name (Printed) 

 

 

_____________________________           _______________________________ 

Caregiver’s Signature                                            Today’s Date  

 

 
 
 
Note on completing this form: 
There are several ways you can complete and return this form: 

• Physically print and sign the form. You can then either scan and send back to your school’s admin 
email or main researcher ), or bring the physical copy into the school. 

• Sign the form electronically: You can sign this form electronically using standard programs provided 
on Mac (Preview) or PC (Adobe Reader). These programs allow you to easily create an e-signature.  

o On Mac: open this PDF in Preview, and click on ‘Markup’ which should appear in the tool bar. 
This will allow you to tick the boxes, enter text, and add an e-signature. Then simply save the 
file and send back.  

o On a PC: open this PDF in Adobe Reader (free to download if you don’t have it) and click on 
‘Fill and Sign’ which appears on the right-hand column. This will allow you to tick, enter text, 
and insert an e-signature.  
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Child Consent Form  
 

 

This form is to tell me that you would like to take part in this project 
and understand what the project is about 
 
 
Please read the 6 points below and tick the box if you agree 
 
• I am happy to take part in this project 
 
• I understand what the project is about 
 
• I understand that the answers I give will be kept private 

 
• I understand that I can stop or leave this project any time 
 
• I understand that a report will be written on relationships between 

children and animals  
 

• I am happy to be recorded, and understand that these recordings will 
be private and only used for the project  

 
 

If you have any questions please ask! 
 
 
 
NAME:  ……………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
SCHOOL: ……………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
CLASS:  ……………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
DATE:  ……………………………………………………………………………………………. 
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Interview Schedule 

Day 1: Relationship to Animals 
Attachment circles: 
Children are asked to ‘draw anyone who is 
important to them, like family, friends or pets’. 
I take a record of (1) the ORDER they draw 
these people in, and (2) the DISTANCE they 
draw the people from themselves. I offer the 
child the choice of whether they want to draw 
or want me to draw for them. The image 
below is what the paper looks like when we 
start the task (with concentric circles). The 
point of this activity is to see whether children 
are including pets in their circles, and how 
they are doing so, and also whether more 
general information about their attachment 
style might be gleaned from who they are including.   
 
 
Animal Ownership questionnaire: 
Short set of 5 questions asking children whether they own pets now, what pets they own, 
and also if they have owned pets in the past, and what these pets were.  
 
 
 
Short Attachment to 
Pets Scale: 
Short set of 11 items 
asking children how 
attached they are to 
their pets:  
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Belief in Animal Minds: 
Set of questions regarding belief that animals can have feelings and feel pain. The animals 
covered are dogs, cats, birds, and rabbits.  

 
 
Animal Welfare needs  
Children’s self-generated answers on the welfare needs of animals using the sheet shown 
below. Children are asked what each kind of animal needs/likes and things that are bad for 
them in a free-response format. Animal covered are dogs, cats, rabbits, and hedgehogs (we 
don’t always have time to do the hedgehogs). Their answers will be coded to see if they are 
capturing all the welfare needs, and whether their knowledge of different kinds of harm also 
increases.  
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Animal Cruelty Acceptance Scale: 
Short set of 11 questions asking whether the child thinks certain behaviours towards 
animals are acceptable (not whether they have done these things) 

 
 
Emotion Recognition: 
Human and animal emotion recognition images, where children have to say whether they 
are happy, sad, angry, afraid, or neutral. Animals covered are cats, dogs, and rabbits.  
 
  





 

  287 

Story 6: Burnt hand. The children are waiting for their dinner on Sunday (child’s favorite 
food). Child is hungry and goes to the kitchen asking if it’s ready yet. The food is not yet 
ready, and the parent says to wait. The child wants to peek at the food while parent’s back 
is turned, but spills all the hot food on their hand. 
 
Story 7: Mum’s headache. Child is at home with mum watching TV. Mum says she has a 
headache and wants to lie down, could the child do something else quietly. The child does, 
but then a friend knocks on the door and says that there’s a really good programme on TV 
that they can watch and asks if they can come in to watch it together.  
 
Story 8: Lost keys. Mum and dad are going on a trip, and are looking for their keys. Mum 
blames dad for losing them, and the parents get into a fight over who lost the keys.  
 
Animal Story 1: Cuddling a pet. Child comes home from school and has had a hard day and 
was teased. Child wants to play with favorite pet (child choses this), but pet is tired and does 
not want to interact. 
 
Animal Story 2: punishing a pet. Child and pet are playing together with child’s new favorite 
doll. They start to play too roughly and pet rips the toy while they play.  
 
Animal Story 3: lashing out against pet. Child goes up to a pet, and starts to play or cuddle it, 
then the animal bites/scratches them.  
 
Depending on how much detail the child gives for each story, this takes between 20 minutes 
and 30 minutes. Occasionally stories are cut short if time is tight, but I will always try to do 
at least 5 core stories and 2 animal stories.  
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Bryant Empathy measure 
A set of about 20 items which explores empathy in children. Below are 5 example items 
from the scale: 
 

 
 
Animal cruelty and compassion questionnaire 
Set of 18 questions investigating children’s behaviour towards animals. Compassionate 
behaviour and acts of harm are mixed into each other (it’s two sets of questions combined). 
Below are some example items: 
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Appendix C:  

Supplementary Materials for Chapter 5 

 

The Role of Attachment in Children’s 

Relationships with Pets 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please see Appendix B for ethical approvals, consent forms, and interview schedule (the 

sample of children for Chapters 4 and 5 was the same)  
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Supplementary Table 1: Intra- and Inter- rater reliability scores across the 
PICAS items  
 
 Intra-rater reliability  

(Weighted Kappa) 
Inter-rater reliability 

(Weighted Kappa) 
Pet thoughts 0.71 0.59 
Pet feelings 0.78 0.60 
Caregiving 0.78 0.70 
Comfort 0.81 0.63 
Parental help 0.81 0.78 
Average 0.78 0.66 

Supplementary Table 2: Demographic details for each child showing sex, age, pet ownership, and 
CAPA classifications for human and pet stems.  

Child # Sex Age Pet 
owner?1 

Referred/ 
Control 

CAPA class. 
(Human stems) 

CAPA class. 
(Pet stems)2 

1 M 7 1 C Missing Missing 
2 M 9 2 R A+ A+ 
3 F 11 1 R A+ (Tr) A+ 
4 M 4 1 R C1 C1 
5 F 11 3 C B B 
6 M 9 3 C B B 
7 M 10 2 R A+ A+ (Tr) 
8 F 9 1 R B B 
9 F 10 2 C Missing Missing 
10 F 7 3 C B CC (A/C) 
11 F 9 1 C A1 A1 
12 M 10 1 C B B 
13 M 10 3 C A2 A2 
14 F 7 1 R A+ Dp A+ 
15 F 11 3 C B B 
16 M 9 2 C B B 
17 F 8 2 C B B 
18 F 4 2 C Missing Missing 
19 M 10 1 R C+ C+ 
20 F 11 3 C B B 
21 M 10 1 R C+ C+ 
22 M 10 2 C A+ (Tr) C+ 
23 M 9 2 R C+ C+ 
24 F 4 1 C B B 
25 F 4 1 C C2 C2 
26 F 11 1 C A1 A1 
27 M 10 3 C B B 
1 Pet ownership is on a three-point scale: 1= child has a pet and considers it their own pet, 2= pet in 
the family but child does not consider it their own, 3= no pet in the family.  
2 CAPA classification based on the pet stems was carried out to confirm that children broadly 
displayed the same attachment patterns when carrying out the pet stories- pet stem classification 
matched the main (human stem) classification in all instances but two, child 10 and child 22.  
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Appendix D:  

Supplementary Materials for Chapter 6 

 

The Animal Guardians Programme  
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Supplementary Table 3: Coding scheme used for the first image of the empathy measure.  

 

1. How do you think the BOY is feeling? 
a. Happy – 0 points 
b. Sad – 2 points  
c. Angry – 0 points  
d. Scared – 1 point 
e. Relaxed/Neutral – 0 points 
f. I don’t know – 0 points 

 

2. How do you think the CAT is feeling? 
a. Happy – 0 points 
b. Sad – 0 points  
c. Angry – 1 point  
d. Scared – 2 points 
e. Relaxed/Neutral – 0 points 
f. I don’t know – 0 points 

3. What do YOU think is happening in this scene? 
Human Cognitive  
0- No answer/incorrect/ simply repeat emotion 
e.g. Boy is choking 
1- simple correct/partial correct 
Cat scratched the boy 
2- Full correct and matching above emotion 
+boy is hurt/upset 

Animal cognitive  
0- No answer/incorrect/repeat emotion 
e.g. cat scratched boy  
1- simple correct/partial correct 
Cat is scared of the boy 
2- Full correct and matching above emotion 
e.g. Boy [annoyed] the cat and now cat is scared 
and scratched him 

4. How does seeing this make YOU feel? (in a few words) 

Human Affective  
0- Don’t know/no answer 

 
1- Sad/ It is sad (situation) 

 
2- Sad + matching/ [scared] for boy 

 
3- Very sad/additional explanation 

 

Animal Affective 
0- Don’t know/ no answer 
 
1- Sad/Angry/annoyed 
 
2- Scared + matching/ [sad] for cat  
 
3- Very scared/additional explanation 

 
5.  What would YOU do if you saw this happening? (in a few words) 

Human behavioural/compassion 
-1- Aggressive response 

e.g. Yell at the boy 
0- Don’t know/no response 
 
1- Get help (vague)/ Get adult (vague) 
 
2- Help the boy / more specific help 

e.g. “Try to find the boy’s mum” 
3- comfort the boy/specific help for boy  

e.g. “Make sure the boy is alright and calm him 
down” 

Animal behavioural/compassion 
-1- Aggressive response 

e.g. Hit the cat 
0- Don’t know/no response 
 
1- Get help (vague)/Get adult 
 
2- Help the cat / more specific help 
“e.g. make sure cat is OK” 

4- comfort the cat/ specific help for cat 
e.g. “Make sure the cat is alright and comfort it” 
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Supplementary Table 4: Results of non-parametric Wilcoxon signed rank tests comparing 
pre- and post- test scores for referred and control children across main outcome measures 
and empathy measures.  
 

Referred Children  N Z p-value  
SAPS  24 -1.794 0.073  
Child-BAM  24 -3.312 0.001 ** 
Welfare knowledge  24 -4.129 <0.001 *** 
Negative behaviour  23 -3.393 0.001 ** 
Positive behaviour  23 -1.028 0.304  
Animal Empathy Cognitive 24 -3.827 <0.001 *** 

Affective 24 -2.577 0.010 * 
Behavioural 24 -2.669 0.008 ** 

Human Empathy Cognitive 24 -2.957 0.003 ** 
Affective 24 -0.268 0.788  
Behavioural 24 -2.534 0.011 * 

Control Children      
SAPS  22 -0.104 0.917  
Child-BAM  24 -1.209 0.227  
Welfare knowledge  24 -0.104 0.917  
Negative behaviour  22 -0.262 0.793  
Positive behaviour  22 -0.836 0.403  
Animal Empathy Cognitive 23 -1.648 0.517  

Affective 23 -1.741 0.082  
Behavioural 23 -0.630 0.529  

Human Empathy Cognitive 23 -0.105 0.916  
Affective 23 -1.036 0.300  
Behavioural 23 -2.283 0.022 * 
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Supplementary Figure S1: Correlogram showing spearman’s correlation coefficient between 
variables as measured at pre-test. Variables with correlation p-values greater than 0.1 are 
suppressed from the correlogram.  

 
Abbreviations: Welf= Welfare knowledge; ACE= Animal Cognitive empathy; HCE= Human 
cognitive empathy; AB= Animal behavioural empathy; HB= Human behavioural empathy; 
AA= Animal affective empathy; HA= Human affective empathy; NBEH= Negative behaviour 
towards animals; PBEH= Positive behaviour towards animals; SAPS= Short attachment to 
pets scale; ABAM= Belief in animal minds.  
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For Control Children’s Parents 

Exploring children’s relationship with animals  
Parent Information Sheet 

 
Dear Parent/Guardian, 
 
The University of Edinburgh is working in collaboration with the Scottish 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA) to investigate how 
children interact with animals. We would be grateful if you could read the 
information below detailing the nature of the research and then signing and 
returning the form on page 3 if you do NOT consent for your child to 
participate.  
 
Thank you for your time and for supporting our research!  
 
About the Study 
This research is part of the evaluation for Animal Guardians, a programme run by the 
Scottish SPCA. Animal Guardians is an educational intervention to help primary-school aged 
children nurture empathy for animals and understand their needs. As part of this research, 
we need non-referred children to take part in the study so we can have a comparison group. 
Your child would be part of this comparison control group, and would not receive the 
intervention, but would still have the same questions asked. This research is part of a PhD 
project, and part of broader research investigating the effectiveness of education programs 
run by the Scottish SPCA. 
 
What will be involved? 
This research will be based in your child’s school. The research consists of a printed 
questionnaire (‘Activity Pack’) which should take 30-40 minutes to complete and will be 
carried out as a class activity. Children will complete the same set of questions twice, eight 
weeks apart. Due to COVID regulations, it will not be possible for the main researcher to 
come into class, so your child’s class teacher will help your child complete the pack. 
Activities in the questionnaire include drawing, multiple choice questions, and image 
interpretation, and cover various topics, including understanding of animal welfare, 
relationship to animals, emotion recognition, and pets in the context of the family.   
The purpose of the research will be explained to children before they begin the study, and 
they will be asked if they consent. Children will be free to withdraw from the study at any 
time they wish and will be provided with support throughout.  
 
Will the information you collect be confidential? 
Yes. All information collected will be anonymised, kept in a safe location, and treated 
confidentially. Any research data generated will by fully anonymized before being shared in 
any public research repositories or any publications. All GDPR regulation will be strictly 
adhered to, along with the University’s Information Security policy. The main researcher 
(Laura Wauthier) has received child protection training and is fully PVG checked. This 
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research has gone through a rigorous ethical review process at the University of Edinburgh, 
and consent has been received from the City of Edinburgh Council.  
 
What will happen if I want to withdraw from the study?  
You or your child can withdraw from the study at any point, without having to give a reason 
and without consequence. If you decide to withdraw, any non-anonymised data (activity 
packs) will be removed from the study and safely destroyed, but any data which is already 
anonymised cannot be removed. 
 
COVID guidelines and risks 
In order to minimise risks due to COVID, the researcher will not be able to complete the 
questionnaires with the children in-person. Instead, the printed packs will be dropped off at 
the school by the researcher and quarantined for at least 72 hrs, both before and after 
completion. In all cases, to minimise the risk of exposure to COVID-19, the researcher will be 
adhering to the most up to date Scottish Government guidance. These measures include: 
maintaining 2 metres social distancing; using face coverings; avoiding crowded places; 
cleaning hands and surfaces regularly. Furthermore, the research will only come into 
schools to drop off the packs if they have experienced no COVID-19 symptoms nor had any 
known contact with COVID-19 positive individuals for the 14 days prior.  
Contact Information 
Please don’t hesitate to contact the research team at the University of Edinburgh for more 
information: 

Main researcher: Ms Laura Wauthier 
Email:   
Telephone: 07867 213 460 

Supervisor: Prof. Joanne Williams  
Email:  
Telephone: 0131 650 9962 

 

Advice: If you would like independent advice about your participation in this research, 
including for your rights as a participant, please contact the following independent member of 
staff: 
Dr. Emily Newman    |    Email:      |    Telephone:  0131 651 3945 

 

Complaints: If you have complaints at any point regarding this research, please fill out the 
form below and send it to the head of school: 
http://www.ed.ac.uk/files/imports/fileManager/WEB%20Complaint%20Form.pdf: 
Prof. Matthias Schwannauer | Email: headofschool.health@ed.ac.uk| Telephone: 0131 651 
3954 

 
Please keep this form for your records 

Thank you for your support! 
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Opt-out Parent Consent Form 

 

Please tick the box, sign, and return this form to the school if you do NOT want your child 

to participate in the research. If you are happy for your child to participate, then you do 

not need to do anything. 

 

I am NOT happy for my child to participate in this research study  

 

 

_____________________________           ______________________________ 

Caregiver’s Name (Printed)                                Child’s Name (Printed) 

 

 

_____________________________           _______________________________ 

Caregiver’s Signature                                            Today’s Date  

 
 
 

Please return this form to the school 
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Animal Guardians Referral pack  
Including parental information sheet and consent forms for research and intervention (for 
referred children), and child consent forms for participating in the intervention.   
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Instructions for Teachers:  
Completing the Animal Guardians Questionnaire 

 
Dear Teacher,  
Thank you very much for your help with our research, especially in the difficult 
circumstances surrounding the COVID pandemic. This pre- and post- test questionnaire 
should take around 30-40 minutes and has a series of questions for children to complete 
regarding their relationship with animals. The purpose of this research is to compare the 
responses of control children (such as the children in your class) to the responses of children 
referred to the Animal Guardians programme.  
 
Animal Guardians is a novel educational intervention run by the Scottish SPCA for primary 
school children who are at-risk of harming animals. The children referred to Animal 
Guardians complete the Activity Pack with a Youth Engagement Officer (YEO) before and 
after the intervention programme (approximately 8 weeks apart). Control children, like 
those in your class, will also complete the activity pack twice about 8 weeks apart, but will 
not receive an intervention.   
 
Please note: Before handing out the Activity Pack for children to complete, it is important 
that parental consent for research has been given. We cannot accept activity packs for any 
children whose parents have opted out.  
 
Step-by-Step Instructions 
The pack has 7 activities for children to complete and requires children have sufficient levels 
of reading and writing comprehension that they can write out a few words in response to 
simple questions. You can provide as much help as necessary (or as you are able) for 
anything regarding reading comprehension or writing, but it is very important to not give 
children an indication of a ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answer. The following is a proposed step-by-
step guide for the whole procedure:  
 

1. Information about the research and child consent (5 minutes) Introduce the activity 
pack to the class- You can read out the front page of the activity pack, which acts as 
a child information sheet. Ask children if they have any questions about the pack or 
the research, and then explain that children can choose to participate, and that they 
must fill out the child consent form by ticking each box and writing their name and 
date.  
 

2. Activity Pack (30-40 minutes) The activity pack has 7 activities for children to 
complete- some activities, such as those with multiple choice, should be very quick, 
but some, especially those requiring free-response, will probably take a bit longer. 
There are instructions within the pack for each activity, which can be read out to the 
whole class when moving from one activity to the next. Older children might be able 
to complete the whole pack without stopping to go over instructions for each 
activity, and consequently will probably be quicker. Ask children to complete the 
pack independently from each other. Times below are guidelines- feel free to go 
faster or slower, as necessary.  
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Excerpts from New Animal Guardians Referral Pack 

Following the research from this thesis, and as Animal Guardians continues to evolve, the 

Referral Booklet has been updated to reflect findings and the current goals of the 

programme. You can find the full Referral Booklet in its present form here: 

https://www.scottishspca.org/sites/default/files/2022-

11/Animal%20Guardians%20Booklet.pdf. The following pages are extracts from the new 

booklet’s text on the research background. There are also changes to the details collected 

about the child’s harm to the animal in the parent and referring adult forms, which now also 

have tick box options (not shown here).  
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Appendix E:  

Certifications and Conference 

Presentations  
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School of Social Work 
Office of Outreach 
38 PROSPECT STREET 
HARTFORD, CT 06103 
PHONE 959-200-3617 
www.ssw.uconn.edu 

 
An Equal Opportunty Empoyer 

 

 
 
Laura Wauthier 
9 Duncan street 
Edinburgh, Scotland EH9 1SZ 
lwauthie@ed.ac.uk 
 
 
 

Certificate of Completion 
 

Be it known that: 
 

Laura Wauthier 
 

successfully completed the following live, virtual program 
 

Assessment and Treatment of Animal Abuse - Pts 1 & 2 
Save! 

 
03/04/2021 

 
Earning 3 CEC 

 
 
 
 
The University of Connecticut is accredited by the New England Association of Schools and Colleges, Inc. 
through its Commission on Institutions of Higher Education.  
 
The School of Social Work is accredited by the Council on Social Work Education.
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Conference Presentations and Poster 
Please find below a list of conferences at which work in this thesis was presented, and a copy 
of the poster on the next page. 
 
Wauthier, L., Scottish SPCA, & Williams, J. M. (2019). A Qualitative Study of Childhood 

Animal Cruelty. International Society of Anthrozoology, 2nd of July, Orlando, 
Florida, USA.  

 
Wauthier, L., Mendes-Ferreira, G., & Williams, J. M. (2020). A Qualitative study of chlidren’s 

cruelty to animals: Uncovering the roles of trauma, exposure to violence, and 
attachment. OneKind: Children and Animals, Compassion and Cruelty. 2nd of July 
2020. Virtual Event. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uHjHyxA8lIM&ab channel=OneKindCharity  

 
Wauthier, L., Mendes-Ferreira, G., Farnfield, F., & Williams, J. M. (2020). Novel and Adapted 

Methodologies: Children’s Attachment to Pets. Poster presented at Human 
Animal Interactions Section of Division 17 of the American Psychological 
Association Convention. August 6-8, Virtual Conference.  

 
Wauthier, L., Mendes-Ferreira, G., Farnfield, F., , & Williams, J. M. (2021). Risk Factors for 

Childhood Animal Harm: The Roles of Attachment, Empathy, Executive Functions, 
and Callous-Unemotional Traits. International Society of Anthrozoology, 24th of 
June, Virtual Conference.  

 
Wauthier, L., Farnfield, F., , & Williams, J. M. (2021). What kind of bond? Measuring 

children’s attachment to pets and understanding its role in cases of childhood 
animal harm. One Welfare Conference. 15th of September. Virtual Conference.  

 
 
Other forms of public engagement have included presenting at workshops and events run 
by the Scottish SPCA and the Child Animals and Adolescent Research (CAAR) group.  
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Copyright Clearances for Figures in 

Chapter 1 and 7 
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children referred to a programme for animal harm and control children. Our results support the dimensions suggested in the
framework, and we have interesting results on the effects of attachment, self-regulation, and empathy. The reviewers were
asking for a bit more detail on the framework, and we felt one of the best ways to provide this was to add an adaptation of the
figure which appears in the manual. 

I have attached a copy of the manuscript- the diagram (Figure 1) appears at the end of the document after the references.
Please let us know if we would have permission to use the figure and/or if you feel we need to make changes to the diagram
or the caption. Please don't hesitate if there is anything else you need before making a decision. 

Thank you very much for your help!
All the best, 
Laura 

-- 

Kenneth Shapiro, PhD, ABPP 

President of the Board, Animals and Society Institute 

Founding Editor, Society and Animals 

Co-Founder, Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science 

Editor, Brill Human-Animal Studies Book Series 

403 McCauley St., Washington Grove MD 20880 

301 651 4396 

www.animalsandsociety.org 

The Identification, Assessment, and Treatment of Adults Who Abuse Animals:  

The AniCare Approach 

http://www.springer.com/gp/book/9783319273600 

The Assessment and Treatment of Children Who Abuse Animals 
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Dear Laura,

You are free to use the images. You can either cite the papers in which they appeared or cite as
source: Randall Lockwood, Ph.D., used with permission" or whatever format the journal prefers.
I would appreciate getting a draft of the manuscript and a preprint when the final is ready.

I am glad the material was helpful to you and wish you the best in future research endeavors.

Randall Lockwood, Ph.D.
ASPCA Consultant, Policy, Response and Engagement
2214 Tulip Drive
Falls Church, VA 22046

email: randall.lockwood@aspca.org
Phone: 347 668-4302
Cell: 571 225-3463
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Sent: Friday, June 5, 2020 8:57 AM
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