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Abstract

Relevance. Contemporary education systems in helping professions are subject to intensive technicization and
standardization, which can lead to the depersonalization of the helping relationship, a decline in clinical empathy, and an
increased risk of burnout. This article presents the original RPI-AAI (Relational-Identity Model of Professional Formation
in Animal-Assisted Interventions) model, a heuristic pedagogical framework that views animal-assisted interventions as an
experiential  relational learning environment in  medical, veterinary, and pedagogical education.
The study is theoretical and conceptual and is based on a narrative review of literature integrating findings from the
neurobiology of affect regulation, attachment theory, and creative social rehabilitation pedagogy.

Purpose. The aim of this article is to develop a theoretical model explaining the role of relational experiences in
animal-assisted intervention environments in the process of forming empathy and professional identity in helping
professions. The study is conceptual in nature and aims to integrate scattered research findings into a coherent interpretative
structure. To this end, the Relational-Identity Model of Professional Education in Animal-Assisted Intervention
Environments (RPI-AAI) is presented, which views animal-assisted interventions as a relational learning environment in
which emotional regulation, relational experience, and the formation of professional identity create an interrelated
developmental process. The main research question can be formulated as follows: How can relational experiences in the
AAl environment support the development of empathy skills and the formation of relational professional identity in helping
professions?

Methodology. The structure of the article is subordinated to the achievement of this goal. The second part presents
the author's Relational-Identity Model of Professional Formation in Animal-Assisted Interventions (RPI-AAI) (Relational—
Identity Model of Professional Formation in Animal-Assisted Interventions (RPI-AALI)), which integrates the findings of
attachment theory, the concept of affect regulation, and the pedagogy of creative rehabilitation. This proposal is heuristic
in nature and provides an interpretative framework requiring further empirical verification, organizing the process of
competence development into three interdependent dimensions: regulatory, relational, and identity. Next, the implications
of the model for medical and veterinary education are discussed, with particular emphasis on the problem of
depersonalization of clinical relationships and the risk of burnout. The next part of the article presents the methodological
assumptions of the study, while the conclusion formulates conclusions and directions for further empirical research. The
structure of the article leads from the diagnosis of the educational problem, through the construction of a theoretical model,
to an indication of its significance for professional education practice.

Results. The process of forming a professional identity is presented on three interdependent levels: regulatory ("l
in relation™), related to the stabilization of emotional arousal; relational ("The other as a subject™), in which the animal acts
as an "emotional mirror," developing sensitivity to nonverbal signals and the boundaries of subjectivity; and identity ("Me
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as a professional”), where corrective experience and relational agency support the development of an attitude of
responsibility for the well-being of another being. The research results cited in the article indicate that participation in
animal-assisted interventions (AAl) can promote the development of self-regulatory competencies and learning strategies,

especially among individuals experiencing high levels of stress.

The conclusions suggest that the RPI-AAI model can be a useful tool in professional education, supporting the
development of empathy and the building of an integrated professional identity that is resistant to burnout.

Keywords: animal-assisted interventions, clinical empathy, professional identity, affect regulation, human—

animal interaction, RPI-AAl model

Introduction. Challenges of contemporary
education in the helping professions. Contemporary
vocational education systems in the field of helping
professions such as pedagogy, medicine, veterinary
medicine, and social work are subject to intensive
processes of specialization, technologization, and
standardization of operating procedures. On the one
hand, this contributes to improving the quality of
diagnosis, treatment, and educational interventions,
but on the other hand, it leads to a gradual reduction in
the relational dimension of professional practice. In
such conditions, relationships with other people or
animals are often subordinated to the implementation
of diagnostic and therapeutic procedures and the
evaluation of measurable effects. Research on medical
education indicates that as education progresses, there
may be a gradual decline in students' empathy, which
is interpreted as an effect of procedural pressure and
cognitive load (Neumann et al., 2011).

The literature on the subject increasingly
points out that this process can lead to the
depersonalization of the helping relationship, a
weakening of empathic sensitivity, and an increased
risk of burnout early in one's career. These phenomena
are particularly evident in medical and veterinary
education, where a high level of responsibility, time
pressure, and confrontation with suffering foster the
development of defensive attitudes based on emotional
distance. In the case of veterinary professions, the
literature points to high rates of stress and burnout,
which is associated, among other things, with the
tension between clinical responsibility and the
expectations of animal owners (McArthur et al., 2017).
Although this distance can be adaptive from a
professional perspective, its excessive perpetuation
can lead to a weakening of the quality of the
therapeutic or caring relationship.

From the perspective of vocational education,
this means that the balance between teaching technical
skills and developing interpersonal skills needs to be
reconsidered. In the helping professions, it is precisely
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the ability to maintain an attentive, emotionally
regulated presence in a relationship with another
person or animal that is one of the key conditions for
the responsible performance of a professional role.
Thus, the development of empathy, self-regulation,
and ethical reflection should be treated not as a side
effect of education, but as an integral component of it.

Empathy as a core professional competency.
Empathy in the context of helping professions cannot
be understood solely as a personality trait or
spontaneous emotional sensitivity. It is increasingly
understood as a complex construct involving the
interaction of affective and cognitive processes (Davis,
1983, pp. 113-114; Decety & Jackson, 2004, pp. 71-
72), which in professional practice also takes on an
ethical dimension (Hojat et al., 2001). Empathy
understood in this way is dynamic and developmental
in nature, and its formation requires educational
environments that foster relational experience, not just
the transfer of declarative knowledge.

One of the challenges of teaching empathy is
that it does not fully lend itself to teaching procedures
based solely on instruction or simulation. Although
communication training and clinical simulations play
an important role in professional education, they do
not always lead to a lasting change in relational
attitudes. The development of empathy requires
situations in which the individual experiences
responsibility for the well-being of another being and
confronts their own emotional reactions in a safe
relational context. Such development of relational
competence occurs in the context of a secure
relationship that allows for exploration, as emphasized
by attachment theory (Bowlby, 1988, pp. 163-164).

From this point of view, forms of education
that combine emotional, cognitive, and ethical
components in a single experience are of particular
importance. The search for educational environments
capable of integrating these dimensions is one of the
key challenges of contemporary professional

pedagogy.
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Animal-assisted  interventions from a
pedagogical perspective. Animal-assisted
interventions (AAI) have so far been most often
analyzed in the context of therapy, rehabilitation, or
psychosocial development support. This article uses
the term "animal-assisted interventions™ (AAl), which
is used in international literature as an umbrella term
covering, among other things, therapy, education, and
support activities involving animals (IAHAIO, 2018).

Research indicates that human contact with
animals can promote emotion regulation by lowering
cortisol levels and increasing oxytocin, which is
associated with a sense of relational security (Beetz et
al., 2012; Pendry & Vandagriff, 2019). From a
pedagogical perspective, however, it is important to be
able to interpret such experiences as a relational
learning environment.

The relationship with an animal engages the
participant in both an emotional and ethical way,
because in AAI interventions, the animal's welfare is a
prerequisite, and its biological and psychological
needs must be taken into account in the organization
of activities (IAHAIO, 2021a, p. 2; IAHAIO, 2021b,
p. 3). It also requires recognizing nonverbal signals
and adjusting one's own behavior, which includes
responding to signs of stress and using knowledge
about animal behavior and body language in stressful
situations (IAHAIO, 20214, p. 5; IAHAIO, 2021b, p.
4). Thus, it creates conditions conducive to the
development of competencies that are important for
the practice of helping professions, but difficult to
teach using traditional teaching methods alone (Gee et
al., 2017).

Despite the growing interest in AAl,
confirmed in systematic reviews of human-animal
interactions (Purewal et al., 2017), attempts to interpret
these interventions in terms of professional identity
formation are relatively rare in the literature. Existing
approaches are mostly therapeutic or developmental in
nature, while the integration of perspectives from
pedagogy, relational psychology, and vocational
education remains limited. This points to the need for
further studies integrating existing findings and
providing them with a more coherent interpretative
framework.

Sources. The selection of literature was
purposeful and problem-oriented. Publications in the
field of pedagogy (sociotherapy, social rehabilitation,
work pedagogy), research on animal-assisted
interventions (AAl), attachment theory and emotion
regulation, as well as studies on medical and veterinary
education were taken into account. The analyzed
material included scientific monographs, review and

Professional Pedagogics/1(32)'2026

empirical articles, as well as documents and guidelines
from international organizations (e.g., IAHAIO) and
methodological and conceptual studies.

The time frame for the selection of literature
covered primarily the years 2000-2025, with the
exception of classic theoretical works (e.g., Bowlby,
Winnicott, Czapdw), which were used as a conceptual
foundation. The literature search was conducted in
databases such as Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, and
institutional repositories and digital libraries.

Purpose. After presenting the theoretical
model and its implications for professional education,
itis reasonable to present the methodology of the study
that led to its construction. This article is theoretical
and conceptual in nature and falls within the trend of
qualitative research based on the analysis and
synthesis of the literature on the subject. The aim of the
study is not to empirically verify the effectiveness of
interventions involving animals, but to construct a
theoretical model that organizes and interprets existing
research findings in a new perspective of professional
pedagogy and creative rehabilitation.

The research strategy adopted corresponds to
the approach characteristic of theoretical pedagogy
and social sciences, in which knowledge development
takes place both through empirical research and
through the construction of conceptual models and
interpretative frameworks.

Methodology. Research procedure. The study
was prepared on the basis of a narrative review of the
literature, the aim of which was to: identify key
concepts and mechanisms described in the literature
on: creative rehabilitation pedagogy, sociotherapy,
animal-assisted intervention (AAIl), and vocational
training in the helping professions; analyzing ways of
conceptualizing  empathy,  relationality, and
professional identity in various disciplines; a synthetic
overview of these findings in the form of the author's
theoretical model RPI-AAIL.  The narrative nature of
the review was justified by the complexity and
interdisciplinary nature of the problem analyzed and
the fact that the aim was not to evaluate the effects of
the intervention in a statistical sense, but to reconstruct
and integrate the meanings given to human-animal
relationships in  educational, therapeutic, and
professional contexts.

Analysis and synthesis strategy. The analysis
of the material was hermeneutic and analytical in
nature and proceeded in several stages. First, recurring
conceptual categories present in the analyzed literature
were identified, such as empathy, emotion regulation,
corrective experience, and professional identity. Next,
the ways in which they were conceptualized in various
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disciplines, including pedagogy, psychology, AAI
research, and medical education, were compared. The
next stage was the reconstruction of common
relational mechanisms described in these areas, which
enabled their integration into a coherent theoretical
structure. The analysis was model-building in nature,
consisting of the integration of conceptual categories
and mechanisms emerging from the literature into a
coherent interpretative framework. The result of this
process was the construction of a three-level RPI-AAI
model, comprising regulatory, relational, and identity
levels. This model serves as an interpretative
framework for analyzing animal-assisted interventions
as an environment for professional competence
formation, rather than solely as a therapeutic
technique.

Status of the model and its limitations. The
author is aware that the proposed model is theoretical
and heuristic in nature. Its purpose is not to replace
empirical research, but to: to organize existing
knowledge; to identify relationships between
previously scattered findings; formulate hypotheses
that can be further verified empirically. The limitation
of the study is the lack of direct empirical validation of
the model, which is also the direction for further
research. In the future, the RPI-AAIl model may be
used as a basis for designing quantitative and
qualitative research, including pilot studies in the field
of vocational training, medical and veterinary
education.

Methodological significance of the study.
From a methodological point of view, the article is part
of a trend in theoretical research in which the
construction of conceptual models is an important
stage in the development of the discipline and a
starting point for further empirical research. The
proposed RPI-AAI model can serve as a conceptual
tool to support the design of education programs, the
analysis of educational practices, and the interpretation
of the results of future empirical research. In this sense,
the study is open-ended and provides a starting point
for further research and critical reflection on the role of
relational interspecies experiences in professional
pedagogy.

Results and Discussion. Relational-identity
model of professional education in the AAI
environment.

Theoretical foundations of the RPI-AAI model.
Contemporary education in the helping professions
increasingly reveals a tension between the
development of technical competencies and the
formation of relational competencies. While study
programs in areas such as pedagogy, medicine, and
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veterinary medicine focus on imparting specialist
knowledge and improving operating procedures, the
development of empathic, self-regulatory, and ethical
abilities often remains an informal process, dependent
on the individual experiences of the student.
Meanwhile, in professions based on relationships with
other people or living beings, these competencies are a
prerequisite for the responsible performance of one's
professional role. The medical education literature
indicates that deficits in empathy and emotional
regulation may already appear at the stage of education
and become more pronounced in the course of
professionalization (Neumann et al., 2011).

The proposed Relational-ldentity Model of
Professional ~ Education in  Animal-Assisted
Intervention (RPI-AAI) assumes that lasting relational
competencies do not arise from the mere transfer of
knowledge, but are shaped through relational
experiences involving emotions, responsibility, and
agency (Bowlby, 1988, pp. 163-164). Attachment
theory points to the importance of a secure relationship
as a condition for exploration and learning (Bowlby,
1988). From a pedagogical perspective, this
mechanism can be interpreted as a condition enabling
corrective experiences described in the concept of
creative resocialization, in which identity change takes
place through action in relationships and the discovery
of an individual's potential (Konopczynski, 2010).
From this perspective, the interspecies relationship can
be interpreted as an environment in which the
regulatory processes described in attachment theory
become the starting point for experiences leading to
the formation of professional identity.In response to
the tensions described above between the technical and
relational dimensions of training in the helping
professions, the Relational-ldentity Model of
Professional ~ Training in  Animal-Assisted
Intervention (RPI-AAI) has been proposed. This
model is based on the theoretical premises presented
earlier. It is an original theoretical proposal integrating
the findings of attachment theory, research on affect
regulation, and the concept of creative social
rehabilitation. In this approach, human-animal
interaction can provide a unique context for relational
experience. Contact with an animal simultaneously
triggers processes of emotional regulation, learning
responsibility towards another being, and reflection on
one's own actions. Neurobiological research indicates
that human-animal interactions are associated with a
decrease in cortisol levels and an increase in oxytocin,
which promotes a sense of security and relational
openness (Beetz et al., 2012; Pendry & Vandagriff,
2019). These mechanisms fit into the broader
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perspective of affect regulation, which assumes that
the ability to self-regulate develops in a relational
context (Schore, 2000). Contemporary analyses of
attachment theory also indicate that the quality of
relational experiences plays an important role in
shaping the biological and psychological mechanisms
of stress regulation throughout life (Cassidy et al.,
2013). From a pedagogical perspective, however, it is
not the reduction of tension itself that is key, but the
possibility of translating this experience into the
development of professional competencies.

In the proposed approach, interventions
involving animals are treated as a relational learning
environment that supports the formation of
professional competencies in helping professions. This
means a shift in interpretation, treating AAI not only
as a therapeutic practice, but also as a context for
relational experiences that foster the development of
empathy, self-regulation, and ethical responsibility. In
this approach, the model organizes the process of
competence formation into three interdependent
dimensions: regulatory, relational, and identity.

In this article, the RPI-AAl model is defined
as a pedagogical framework describing the process of
professional competence formation through relational
experience, in which affect regulation, recognition of
the subjectivity of another being, and the formation of
professional identity create an interrelated structure of
professional competence development.

Three-level structure of the model: regulation,
relationship, and identity. In the presented concept, the
formation of professional competencies is a spiral
process in which emotional regulation, the relationship
with another subject, and the formation of identity are
mutually dependent and reinforce each other. The first
level, regulation ("I in relation"), is the
neuropsychological and emotional foundation of the
entire formation process. The key mechanism here is
the student's neuropsychological stabilization, which
occurs under the influence of contact with a non-
judgmental being. As research shows, interaction with
an animal leads to a decrease in cortisol levels and an

increase in oxytocin, which helps reduce the load on
the HPA axis in situations of stress and anxiety. From
the perspective of attachment theory, an animal can
serve as a “secure base,” enabling the student to
transition from a reactive to a reflective state. At this
stage, the future professional learns to recognize their
own arousal and inhibit impulses, which Schore (2000,
p. 23) describes as the development of the orbitofrontal
affect regulation system. This is a prerequisite for
professional responsibility, allowing for an adequate
response in difficult clinical or pedagogical situations.

In the next stage of the process, the second
level, relational (""The Other as a subject"), focuses on
recognizing the separateness and subjectivity of
another being. Thanks to its ability to quickly read
human nonverbal signals and muscle tension, an
animal can act as a kind of "emotional mirror." This
requires the participant to carefully monitor their own
body language and respect the boundaries of the other
being. In teaching practice, this process can be
supported, among other things, by the so-called
Canine Consent Test, which enables the recognition of
assent and dissent signals. This mechanism can be
interpreted in the light of the process described by
Winnicott  (1971/2011) of moving from the
instrumental treatment of an object to the recognition
of its reality and autonomy. According to Decety and
Jackson (2004, p. 74), this involves the integration of
affective empathy with cognitive understanding of the
Other's perspective, which is one of the key
mechanisms of professional empathy. For a medical or
veterinary student, this can be a moment of significant
change in perspective: the patient is no longer reduced
to a "clinical case™ or an object of procedure, but
begins to be seen as a subject of a relationship
requiring attentive and responsible care. The ability of
animals to respond to human emotional and nonverbal
cues has been widely described in studies on human-
animal interactions (cf. Beetz et al., 2012).

Table 1.

Exercise in affect regulation and relational learning with the participation of an animal

Box 1.
learning

Practical
example:

The animal as an ""emotional mirror* in the process of affect regulation and relational

Purpose of the exercise: To develop emotional self-awareness and self-regulation skills

through the experience of interactive affect regulation in relation to an animal.

Description of the procedure: At the intersection of the regulatory and relational levels of
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Box 1.
learning

The animal as an ""'emotional mirror' in the process of affect regulation and relational

the RPI-AAI model, the educator or student invites the dog to participate in a joint activity
(e.g., stepping onto a mat) using only nonverbal signals. The key element is the use of the
dog as an "emotional mirror." The animal reacts to changes in muscle tension and nonverbal
signals from the human, reflecting their emotional state.

In the case of tension or agitation: the dog sends distancing signals, such as yawning,
looking away, or licking its lips (dissent), indicating a lack of security in the relationship.

In the case of calmness and consistency of signals: the dog shows a relaxed attitude and
cooperates, which can be interpreted as the effect of interactive affect regulation — the animal
tuning in to the reduced tension and calm breathing rhythm of the human.

Educational and identity-building effect: for the social rehabilitation educator, this
exercise is training in relational empathy, enabling a transition from pressure-based control
methods to building authority based on emotional stability. The moment when the dog
voluntarily "responds" to the participant's calmness can become a corrective experience
that strengthens the sense of agency and responsibility in the relationship.

Source: own work based on literature on affect regulation, attachment theory, and human-animal
interaction (Bowlby, 1988; Schore, 2000; Beetz et al., 2012; IAHAIO, 2021a).

The relational experiences described at this
level create the conditions for the next stage of the
formative process. The highest level, identity ("Me
as a professional™), refers directly to the assumptions
of Marek Konopczynski's (2010) pedagogy of
creative rehabilitation. The key mechanism of
change here is corrective experience, understood as
the opportunity to experience relationships in a new,
safe, and effective way, which allows students to
permanently reconstruct their professional self-
image (Konopczynski, 2010). Success in building
interspecies bonds and the experience of relational
agency in the AAI environment become the
foundation of a new identity, in which an attitude
described in the literature as YAYABA (You Are

Your Animal's Best Advocate) is formed -
understood as a willingness to act as an advocate for
the good of the patient or animal, even in situations
of procedural pressure (Townsend & Gee, 2021).
Such an identity, based on integrated clinical
empathy and relational care for life, is a strong factor
protecting against professional cynicism and
premature burnout (Hernandez-Esteve et al., 2024;
McArthur et al., 2017). In this view, professional
identity ceases to be merely a learned technical role
and becomes a lasting ethical attitude in which
professional competence is inextricably linked to
attentiveness to the condition of the other.

Table 2.

Areas of professional competence formed in the RPI-AAI model

Area of competence
environment)

Regulatory competencies ("Me in Neuropsychological stabilization
resulting from contact with a non-
judgmental animal; reduction in
cortisol levels and increase in
oxytocin supporting stress

a relationship™)

AAI mechanism (learning

Educational and identity effect

Development of emotional self-
awareness and the ability to inhibit
impulses and respond appropriately
in stressful situations (Schore &
Schore, 2007).

regulation (Beetz et al., 2012;
Pendry & Vandagriff, 2019).

Relational competencies ("The
other as a subject")

The animal as an "emotional
mirror" responding to the affective empathy, sensitivity to nonverbal

Development of situational

state of the human; the need to read signals, and responsibility for the

nonverbal signals, respect

Professional Pedagogics/1(32)'2026

well-being of the other party in the
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Area of competence
environment)

AAI mechanism (learning

Educational and identity effect

boundaries, and consider the well- relationship (Davis, 1983; Decety
being of the other being (IAHAIO, & Jackson, 2004).
2021a; Townsend & Gee, 2021).

Identity competencies ("Me as a
professional”)

2010).

Corrective experience resulting
from building interspecies
relationships and experiencing
relational agency (Konopczynski,

Forming an integrated professional
identity based on empathy,
responsibility, and ethical
reflection; a factor protecting
against cynicism and burnout
(McArthur et al., 2017; Hernandez-
Esteve et al., 2024).

Source: own study based on literature on affect regulation, empathy, and creative rehabilitation
pedagogy (Beetz et al., 2012; Pendry and Vandagriff, 2019; Schore, 2000; Decety and Jackson, 2004;
Konopczynski, 2010; IAHAIO, 2021a, 2021b).

The RPI-AAI model treats animal-assisted
interventions as a relational learning environment in
which affect regulation, relational experience, and
ethical reflection jointly lead to the formation of the
professional identity of helping professionals.

Empathy as a multidimensional construct in
the RPI-AAI model. The central category of the RPI-
AAl model is empathy, understood not as a
homogeneous personality trait, but as a dynamic and
multidimensional ~ competence integrating the
affective, cognitive, and ethical spheres. This approach
is based on the classic works of Davis (1983, p. 1), who
defined empathy as an individual's response to the
observed  experiences of  another  person,
distinguishing within it such components as
perspective taking and empathic concern. In the RPI-
AAIl model, these dimensions are integrated and
embedded in the specific relational environment of
animal-assisted interventions, allowing them to
develop through action rather than theoretical
instruction alone.

The first dimension, affective, refers to the
biological ability to empathize and share emotional
states with another being. According to Decety and
Jackson (2004, p. 74), it is based on the mechanism of
shared representations and the automatic coupling of
perception with action. In the AAI environment,
physical closeness to the animal and interactive
regulation of affect allow for the activation of authentic
emotional resonance, which is a prerequisite for any
helping relationship.

The second dimension, cognitive, focuses on
the ability to intellectually understand the perspective
and internal states of another entity without losing
one's own identity. In the training of professionals, this
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is a key stage, requiring the student to consciously
monitor the nonverbal signals sent by the animal. As
Hojat (2007) points out, in a clinical context, it is the
cognitive component—defined as the ability to
understand the patient's situation and communicate
that understanding—that is most desirable, as it allows
for maintaining professionalism while building a
relationship based on trust. Research indicates that
deficits in this area may already appear at the stage of
medical education, which makes training in the AAI
environment a particularly valuable supplement to
teaching.

The third dimension, ethics, is what makes the
RPI-AAI model unique and is directly related to the
willingness to act responsibly for the good of another
being. In an environment of interspecies interaction,
students learn that empathy must lead to specific
behaviors that protect the welfare of the weaker party
in the relationship. According to the IAHAIO (20214,
p. 2), monitoring welfare is an ethical imperative of
any intervention. Properly reading a dog's stress
signals is crucial, as it has been shown that the stress
levels of animals participating in interventions can be
modulated by factors such as the novelty of the
environment, the frequency of sessions, or the
experience of the therapy dog (Glenk, 2017). Research
also indicates that a handler's subjective assessment of
a dog's stress level may correlate significantly with
physiological indicators of stress, such as the level of
cortisol in the animal's saliva (Clark et al., 2020). By
adopting the YAYABA attitude, understood as a
willingness to act as an advocate for the well-being of
the patient or animal, becomes a responsible
participant in the therapeutic relationship. Thus,
clinical empathy is understood as a competence
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embodied in action, in which relational care and a
sense of responsibility become the foundation of a new
professional identity that protects against burnout and
depersonalization. In this sense, the AAI environment
can be treated as a context conducive to the
development of empathy through relational
experience, although the scope and durability of these
changes require further empirical verification. In this
approach, the RPI-AAI model contributes three
elements of theoretical innovation to research on
animal-assisted interventions: the interpretation of
AAl as arelational learning environment, a three-level
structure of the formative process comprising
regulation, relationship, and identity; and the
integration of the affective, cognitive, and ethical
dimensions of empathy into a single model of
professional pedagogy.

Pedagogical implications of the RPI-AAI
model. The interpretation of AAI as a relational
learning environment has important consequences for
the design of professional education. First, it points to
the need to include experiential forms of education that
develop self-regulation and reflectiveness, rather than
just procedural knowledge. Second, it emphasizes the
importance of the ethical dimension of relationships
with other people and animals as a constituent element
of professional identity. Thirdly, it opens up the
possibility of using AAI as a tool to counteract
depersonalization and professional burnout by
strengthening the relational meaning of the work
performed. The problem of burnout and emotional
strain is particularly evident in medical and veterinary
professions (McArthur et al., 2017; Hern&ndez-Esteve
etal., 2024).

In this context, animal-assisted interventions
cease to be a marginal therapeutic addition and
become a potential component of professional
pedagogy aimed at forming responsible, reflective,
and empathetic representatives of the helping
professions.

Implications of the RPI-AAI model for
medical and veterinary education

The relational dimension of medical education
and the potential of AAI. This article pays particular
attention to the implications of the model for medical
and veterinary education, as these areas have a
relatively well-developed empirical literature on
human-animal relationships and their importance in
professional education.

The literature on medical education
increasingly emphasizes the tension between the
growing specialization of clinical knowledge and the
weakening of the relational dimension of professional
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practice. Studies conducted among medical students
indicate that the level of empathy, especially in its
affective dimension, may decrease during the course
of education (Neumann et al., 2011; Andersen et al.,
2020). However, recent reviews of research indicate
that high levels of affective empathy, associated with
personal distress, may correlate with a higher risk of
depression and burnout in medical students, while
cognitive empathy has a protective function against
these phenomena (Chen et al., 2024). The
intensification of diagnostic procedures, pressure for
systemic efficiency, and the technologization of
healthcare contribute to the process of patient
depersonalization, which sometimes reduces patients
to carriers of symptoms or clinical cases. This
phenomenon is also associated with an increased risk
of burnout in the early stages of a career.

From the perspective of professional
pedagogy, this problem does not only concern
communication skills, but also the deeper dimension
of professional identity formation. Clinical empathy is
not just a technique for talking to patients, but the
ability to maintain an attentive, emotionally regulated
relationship under conditions of responsibility. In this
sense, empathy is an element of professional
competence, not just a personality trait or
communication style (Hojat et al., 2001). The
development of relational competence therefore
requires educational environments that enable
experiential learning of responsibility for the well-
being of another being.

The proposed model indicates that human-
animal interaction can create an environment
conducive to the development of emotional regulation,
sensitivity to nonverbal cues, and responsibility for the
well-being of another being.

The use of animal-assisted interventions in
medical education can be interpreted as a form of
experiential empathy training. Research on animal-
assisted interventions in academic settings indicates
their potential to reduce stress and support emotional
regulation in students, which is a prerequisite for
learning empathy (Beetz et al., 2012; Pendry &
Vandagriff, 2019). Unlike clinical simulations, which
focus primarily on recreating diagnostic and
communication procedures, the relationship with an
animal engages the participant in an affective and
responsible way. An animal that reacts to a student's
tension, uncertainty, or excessive control forces the
student to regulate their own emotional state and be
attentive to subtle behavioral cues.

This process corresponds to the regulatory and
relational levels of the model described above.
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Stabilization of emotional arousal promotes a shift
from reactive to reflective modes of functioning
(Schore, 2000). In their analysis of the program's
effects, Pendry and colleagues identified three
domains of student functioning: WILL (relating to
motivation and attitudes towards learning), SELF-
REGULATION (relating to self-regulation skills in the
learning process), and SKILL (covering cognitive
strategies and information processing skills) (Pendry et
al., 2020).

In the WILL domain, students achieved
significantly higher scores after interacting with dogs,
regardless of whether the intervention included a
substantive component or was based solely on contact
with the animal.

In the SELF-REGULATION domain, which
concerns concentration and management of one's own
learning, the most effective model was one that
combined interaction with a dog with substantive
training. This suggests that the presence of an animal
has a facilitating function, enabling students to acquire
self-regulatory strategies more effectively.

Significant results were also noted in the
SKILL domain, which covers information processing

and testing strategies. In this area, the improvement in
students participating only in interactions with dogs
became apparent only a few weeks after the end of the
program, which may indicate a more long-term nature
of the changes.

These results suggest that AAI does not only
act as a short-term stress reducer, but can also support
deeper regulatory and relational processes that
promote the development of empathy. In this sense,
contact with an animal can serve as a "secure base" in
the sense of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1988),
enabling the student to gradually integrate new
relational competencies with their image of
themselves as a future professional, which corresponds
to the transition from the regulatory to the relational
level in the RPI-AAI model. This process is consistent
with descriptions of professional identity formation in
medical education, in which the development of
professionalism is understood as a transition from
emotional regulation, through relational competencies,
to the integration of these experiences into the structure
of professional identity.

Table 3.

Consent Test as a Tool for Relational Formation in Medical and Veterinary Education

Box 2

Practical
example:

The consent test as a tool for relational formation in medical and veterinary education

Purpose of the exercise: To move from treating animals instrumentally as "objects of

procedure™ to recognizing their relational subjectivity by learning to read nonverbal signals.

Description of the procedure: As part of the relational level of the RPI-AAI model, the
student performs the so-called "Canine Consent Test." They approach the animal,
maintaining a non-threatening, sideways body posture, and slowly extend their open hand at
the height of the dog's chest. The student's task is to identify the animal's decision:

Assent: The dog approaches, initiates physical contact, and displays a relaxed posture.
Dissent: The dog remains motionless, looks away, or shows micro-signs of stress, such as
licking its lips, yawning, or showing the whites of its eyes.

Educational and identity-building effect: A key formative moment is when the dog shows
dissent. The student must then withdraw, respecting the patient's autonomy. Following this

procedure teaches the future doctor the YAYABA (You Are Your Animal's Best Advocate)
attitude, i.e., being an advocate for the animal’s welfare even when pressured to perform the

procedure.

This experience is a "corrective experience” that builds an integrated professional identity
based on relational care, which in the long term protects against patient depersonalization

and professional burnout.

Source: own study based on the Canine Consent Test concept used in animal-assisted intervention
practice (IAHAIQ, 2021a; Townsend & Gee, 2021).
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In the context of medical education, it is
particularly important that this experience takes place
outside of a situation of immediate threat to human
life. This allows students to learn responsibility in
conditions of reduced fear of error, which encourages
deeper reflection on their own way of functioning in
a helping relationship.

The specificity of veterinary education and
the formation of professional identity. The
implications of the RPI-AAIl model are particularly
evident in the field of veterinary education, where the
professional relationship is dual in nature: it involves
both the animal as a patient and the human as its
caregiver. Veterinary students must therefore develop
clinical, communication, and ethical competencies
simultaneously, with the tension between animal
welfare and owner expectations being one of the key
challenges of professional practice.

Research indicates that veterinary professions
are associated with a high level of emotional stress,
and the risk of burnout in this group is particularly
high (McArthur et al., 2017). The literature
emphasizes the importance of relational competence
and emotional self-awareness as protective factors in
veterinary work (Hernandez-Esteve et al., 2024).

The AAI environment allows students to
experience this relational complexity in advance.
Working with an animal in an educational context
requires not only the correct performance of tasks, but
also the recognition of its emotional state, respect for
boundaries, and decision-making that takes welfare
into account. Thus, the student learns to perceive the
animal not as an object of a procedure, but as a subject
of a relationship requiring care and responsibility.

Interactions with animals can serve as a
corrective  experience, allowing students to
experience their own agency in caring for another
being. This experience integrates the three levels of
the formative process described in the model, leading
to the gradual development of a professional identity
based on empathy, mindfulness, and ethical
reflection. An attitude shaped in this way can serve as
a safeguard against the risk of burnout, strengthening
the sense of meaning in work and responsibility for
the patient's well-being.

Directions for implementing the RPI-AAI
model in educational programs. The inclusion of
AAl-based experiences in medical and veterinary
education requires designing them not as additional
activities, but as components of a program that
develops relational competencies. Possible directions
for implementation include: modules for training
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self-regulation and mindfulness in contact with
animals; clinical empathy workshops based on
observation and interpretation of animal behavior;
seminars on ethical reflection on welfare and
professional responsibility; elements of supervision
of relational experience in the course of practical
training.

A learning environment designed in this way
can counteract the depersonalization of the treatment
process and strengthen the integration of technical
competencies with an attitude of ethical
responsibility.

Although particularly clear examples of the
application of the RPI-AAI model can be seen in
medical and veterinary education, its principles can
also be useful in the training of social rehabilitation
educators, addiction therapists, and other
representatives of helping professions in which
relational responsibility for the well-being of another
being plays a key role. In this sense, the RPI-AAI
model opens up the prospect of developing an
interdisciplinary professional pedagogy combining
medical, veterinary, and social rehabilitation
education around the common category of relational
care for life.

Conclusions.  Synthesis of theoretical
findings. The theoretical analysis allows us to
formulate several key conclusions regarding the role
of animal-assisted interventions in professional
pedagogy. First, the relational environment created
through human-animal contact can be interpreted not
only in terms of therapeutic impact, but also as a
space for learning relational competencies that are
key to helping professions. This perspective shifts the
focus from the question of the effectiveness of
interventions to the question of their formative
significance in the process of shaping professional
identity.

Secondly, the proposed Relational-Identity
Model of Professional Education in the AAI
Environment (RPI-AAI) makes it possible to
organize scattered research findings by identifying
three interdependent levels of competence
development: regulatory, relational, and identity.
This approach emphasizes that professional empathy
is not a single personality trait, but a developmental
process that integrates emotion regulation,
understanding of another being, and ethical
responsibility for the relationship.

Thirdly, interpreting AAIl from the
perspective of creative rehabilitation pedagogy
allows us to see its potential as a corrective
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experience conducive to reconstructing one's self-
image as a subject capable of care, responsibility, and
moral reflection. In this sense, the environment of
interspecies interaction can serve as an environment
for the development of relational professional
identity, which is particularly important in
professions with high emotional stress.

Significance for the education of helping
professions. From the perspective of professional
education, it is crucial to move away from a reductive
understanding of professional competencies as
exclusively technical. In professions such as teacher,
therapist, doctor, or veterinarian, the essence of
practice remains the relationship with another human
being or living creature, and thus the ability to
maintain an attentive, emotionally regulated presence
in situations of suffering, dependence, and
responsibility.

The RPI-AAI model indicates that relational
experiences based on contact with animals can be a
complementary component of education, supporting
the development of competencies such as emotional
self-regulation in conditions of responsibility,
affective and cognitive empathy, sensitivity to
nonverbal signals, ethical reflection, and a sense of
meaning and agency in helping behavior.

Particularly important implications concern
medical and veterinary education, where there is a
risk of depersonalization of the clinical relationship
and an increase in emotional stress leading to
burnout. In this context, AAI can serve as a formative
environment that counteracts the reduction of the
patient or animal to an object of procedure,

strengthening the relational and ethical dimension of
professional practice.

Limitations of the study and directions for
further research. The limitations identified also
indicate areas for further research, which may lead to
the empirical operationalization of the model and an
assessment of its usefulness in educational practice.
A particularly interesting direction for further
analysis seems to be the study of the potential of AAI
environments in the field of social rehabilitation
pedagogy, where corrective experiences and
relational processes of identity change are one of the
key mechanisms of educational influence.

In particular, it seems reasonable to conduct:
quantitative research verifying the relationship
between participation in AAI experiences and the
level of empathy, emotion regulation, and ethical
reflection of students in helping professions;
qualitative research analyzing participants' relational
experiences and the process of professional identity
formation in an environment of interspecies
interaction; longitudinal research to assess the
durability of formative effects and their significance
for mental resilience and the prevention of
professional burnout; implementation research on
the design of AAl-based educational modules in
pedagogical, medical, and veterinary education
programs.

The development of these research directions
may contribute to the transition from a theoretical
concept to an evidence-based model that can be
applied in practice in vocational education systems.
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OCBITI: MOIEJIb RPI-AAI
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Pedepar:

Axmyanvnicms. CydacHi cucTeMu ocBiTH B ponoMixkHUX npodecisax (helping professions) miggarotbes
IHTEHCHBHIN TEXHIIi3allii Ta CTaHAAPTHU3AIli1, IO MOKE MPU3BECTH JIO IeTIEPCOHANTI3aIlii CTOCYHKIB Y MPOIEC HaJaHHS
JIOTIOMOTH, 3HW)KEHHSI KIITHIYHOI eMITaTii Ta MiIBUIIEHHS PU3HUKY MPO(deCciiiHOro BUTOpaHHs. Y CTAaTTi MPeJICTaBICHO
aBTOpchbKy Monenb RPI-AAI (PensimiiiHO-iieHTHYHICHA MOJIeNTb MPO(ECIHHOTO CTAHOBIICHHS Y BTPYUYaHHSX 33 y4acTio
TBapHH) — €BPUCTHYHY IeIaroriuHy 0a3zy, sika po3rJisiiac BTpyYaHHs 3a YYacTIO TBAPHH SIK CEPEIOBUIIE JOCBIIHOTO
pesIiitHOro HaBYaHHS B MEIMYHIN, BETEpUHAPHIH Ta Meaaroriyii ocBiti. J1ociipkeHHs Mae TEOPETUKO-
KOHLETITYyaIbHUI XapakTep 1 IPYHTY€EThCS Ha HApATHBHOMY OTJISII JIITEPaTypH, IO iIHTErpye BUCHOBKH 3
HelpooOionorii perynsmii adekTy, Teopil IpUB'A3aHOCTI Ta KPEaTUBHOI MEJaroTiKy COMiabHOI peadimiTarii.

Memoro cTaTTi € po3poOJIeHHST TEOPETHYHOT MOJIENI, IO MOSCHIOE POJIb PEISIIHOTO JOCBIY B CepelOBHIII
BTpY4YaHb 32 y4YacTIO TBapwH y Tmporeci (opMmyBaHHS emmarii Ta mpodeciiiHoi iAeHTUYHOCTI y TpPEeACTaBHUKIB
noroMikHUX mpodeciii. JlocmiKeHHS Mae KOHIENTyalbHHA XapaKTep 1 CIPSMOBAaHE Ha 1HTETPAIil0 PO3PI3HEHUX
pe3yIbTATIB JOCHTIHKEHB Y IIICHY 1HTEpIIpeTaliiHy cTpykTypy. diis nporo npeacrasieHa PensiiitHo-11eHTHYHICHA
MoJieJb ipoeciiiHol OCBiTH B cepeloBULIl BTpy4aHb 3a yuacTio TBapuH (RPI-AAI), ska posrisaae Taki BTpy4aHHS SIK
pensiliiiHe HaBUaNbHE CepeloBHIIE, J€ eMOLIHHAa Pperysiuis, pesuiiHui gocBix Ta ¢GopmyBaHHA MpodeciiHol
IZIGHTUYHOCTI CTBOPIOIOTH B3a€EMOIIOB'SI3aHUN PO3BUBAIOYMI TIporiec. ['ONIOBHE IOCTIMHUIIBKE IHTAaHHS MOXHA
cOpPMYIIIOBATH Tak: SIK PEINSIiHHUN MOCcBia y cepenoBuili AAI Moxe MiATPHMATH PO3BUTOK HABHYOK eMIATii Ta
(dbopMyBaHHA pessiuiiHOoi TpodeciiiHOT IIeHTUYHOCTI B TOMOMIXKHUX Ipodecisx?

Memooonozis. CTpyKTypa cTaTTi MiANOPSAAKOBAaHA JOCATHEHHIO Li€l METH. Y APYrii 4acTHHI NpPEACTaBICHO
aBTOpCchKy Mojenb RPI-AAI, sixka iHTerpye MOJIOKEHHS Teopii MPHB'I3aHOCTI, KOHIENIi perymsmii adexTty Ta
NeIaroriku KpeatuBHo1 peadimitamii. List mpomo3unist Mae eBpUCTHYHHMI XapaKTep i CTBOPIOE iHTepIpeTauiiiHy 6a3y,
mo noTrpedye MOAAIbIIOi EMIIIPUYHOI TMEPEeBIPKH, OPTaHi30BYIOUM IIPOLIEC PO3BUTKY KOMIIETEHTHOCTI y TpPbOX
B3a€EMO3AJICKHUX BHMipaX: PEryjsTOPHOMY, PENSALIMHOMY Ta iJeHTHYHICHOMY. Jlami OOroBOPIOIOTHCS IMILTIKALil
MOJIEl JUIsi MEAMYHOI Ta BETEPHHAPHOI OCBITH 3 OCOOJIMBHM aKIIEHTOM Ha IPOOJieMi JernepcoHatizamii KIiHIYHuX
BiTHOCHH 1 pU3UKy BUTOpaHHA. Y HACTYNHIN YaCTHHI CTATTi NpeACTaBICHI METOAOJIOTIUHI IPUITYIIEHHS JOCIIiPKEHHS,
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a y BUCHOBKY c(hopMyJIbOBaHO pe3yNIbTaTh Ta HAIIPSIMHU MOJANBLINX EMITIPUYHUX PO3BiAoK. CTPYKTypa CTaTTi Bele Bil
JTIarHOCTHKHM OCBITHBOI MPOOJIEMH Yepe3 MoOyA0BY TEOPETUYHOI MOJENTI 0 BU3HAYCHHS ii 3HAYCHHS IJIS HPaKTHKH
rpodeciitnoi OCBITH.

Pesynomamu. Tlpouec dhopmyBanHs npodeciiiHol iIeHTHYHOCTI MPEeACTaBIEHO HA TPHOX B3a€MOIIOB’3aHUX
piBHAX: perynsTopHuil («Sl y cTocyHKax») — TOB'i3aHMH 31 cTabiiizamielo eMOLiHHOrO 30y/UKEHHS; PesiiiHuA
(«lHmmit sx cy0'ekT») — y SKOMY TBapWHa BHUCTYIIAE SIK «EMOINHHE A3€pKajio», PO3BHBAIOYHM YYTJIHMBICTH 0
HeBepOaJbHUX CHTHAJIB Ta MEX Cy0'€KTUBHOCTI; i1eHTHUHICHUH («f sik mpodecioHan») — Ae KOpeKUiiHui JOCBi Ta
pensiiiiHa Cy0'€eKTHICTh MIATPUMYIOTH PO3BUTOK CTaBJICHHS BiJIOBINATBHOCTI 3a OJIAroNmoSyddsl iHIINOI iCTOTH.
HaBeneni y cTarTi pe3yapTaTd AOCHTIKEHb BKa3yIOTh Ha Te, [0 YYaCTh y BTPYUYAHHSX 3a ydacTio TBapuH (AAI) moxe
CHPUATH PO3BUTKY CaMOPETYISATOPHHX KOMIIETEHTHOCTEH Ta CTpaTerii HaBuaHHS, OCOONMBO cepex oci0, sKi
BiJJUyBarOTh BUCOKUH PiBEHb CTpECY.

Bucnosxu. Monens RPI-AAI Moxxe OyTr KOPHUCHHM iHCTpYMEHTOM Yy mpodeciiiHiii OCBITi, MiATPUMYIOUH
PO3BUTOK eMIaTii Ta (hopMyBaHHS iHTETPOBaHOI POQeCiitHOT IIeHTUIHOCTI, CTIHKOI 0O BUTOPaHHS.

KurouoBi cjioBa: BTpy4yaHHS 3a y4acTiO TBapuWH, KIiHIUHA eMmaris, npodeciiiHa iIeHTHYHICTh, PEeTYJILis
adexTy, B3aEMOIisl TIOAMHA i TBapuHH, Moens RPI-AAI
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