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Portfolio Abstract 

Background: Care farm interventions show promising benefits for people with mental health 

difficulties. Animals are frequently part of these environments; however, research about the impact 

of care farm animals specifically remains limited. This thesis aimed to better understand how and 

why these animals may impact adult mental health. 

Methods: This thesis portfolio used realist methodology to answer the question ‘How, why, for 

whom, and in what context do care farm animals impact adults with mental health difficulties?’. 

Through a realist synthesis of existing literature, an initial programme theory was created, which 

begins to answer this question. This informed a realist evaluation focused on how and why care farm 

animals may impact adults with experiences of adverse life events. Data from ten interviews was 

used to refine the initial programme theory. 

Results: The initial programme theory highlighted that care farm animals provide a calm therapeutic 

environment, individuals experience connection with the animals who present with desirable traits, 

and they make individuals feel safe. Through refinement with realist evaluation data, this expanded 

to include the farm and its people as a necessary context for the animals, which individuals perceive 

as a safe second home. A wide range of positive health, wellbeing and social changes are 

empowered by the animals, which can support individuals’ mental health recovery. 

Conclusions: The portfolio reports the first research using realist methodology in the context of care 

farm animals and adult mental health. The refined programme theory indicates that care farm 

animals may be helpful for individuals with mental health needs, including those who have 

experienced adverse life events, by having a wide-reaching transdiagnostic and psychosocial impact. 

This suggests considering care farm (animals) through lenses of personal mental health recovery, 

focused on individuals rebuilding a meaningful life. Attachment Theory is proposed as a model to 

explain this impact. 
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Chapter One: Introduction to the Thesis Portfolio 

Word count (excluding references): 3105 

This thesis portfolio aims to explore the role of care farms and, specifically, care farm 

animals as a green care intervention in supporting adult mental health. In this introduction, the 

concepts of green care, care farms, animal-assisted interventions and care farm animals are 

discussed, presenting some of the existing evidence that points towards these interventions being 

beneficial for adults’ mental health. This provides the context and sets the scene for the portfolio 

that follows. Lastly, a brief summary of each chapter of this thesis portfolio is outlined. Note that 

individuals visiting the care farms as active participants in the farm activities will henceforth be 

termed ‘farm participants’ throughout the portfolio.  

Green Care & Clinical Psychology Applicability 

Green Care is a health-promoting approach that encourages the active (e.g., engaging with 

nature) or inactive (e.g., being in nature) therapeutic use of animate (e.g., plants, animals) and 

inanimate (e.g., water, soil) nature and the outdoors. This may, amongst others, involve activities 

including gardening, nature-based exercise, woodwork or animal-related activities and is believed to 

be beneficial for participants’ wellbeing (Haubenhofer et al., 2010). 

In terms of its applicability to clinical psychological practice, green care is considered to be 

an umbrella term for natural environmentally based psychosocial interventions which, amongst 

other things, enhance social support, self-efficacy and behavioural activation (Salomon et al., 2018). 

Given the diversity of activities that fall under the header of green care, this approach may have the 

potential to target the individual needs of many different mental health service users. Currently, 

green care interventions are delivered in the third sector and are, therefore, separate from 

healthcare services. However, the growing evidence of the approach’s benefits indicates an 

important potential for clinical psychologists to promote green care interventions within their 
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practice. Green care activities and environments are often perceived as providing a sense of calm 

and safety (Sempik & Bragg, 2016). Therefore, they may be well able to complement psychotherapy, 

such as that it may allow patients to test out beliefs discussed in the clinic room in a real, safe 

environment, and engaging in green care activities after psychotherapy may allow patients to 

continue to build on what they have learnt in therapy in a safe environment. Green care activities 

are already well-established in some countries, such as the Netherlands, Belgium or Norway (Social 

Farms & Gardens & Thrive, 2021).  

Care Farms 

Care farming, also called social farming, is the therapeutic usage of agricultural practices 

using the Green Care philosophy (Elsey et al., 2016) connecting ‘multifunctional agriculture and 

social or health services at the local level’ (Jarábková et al., 2022, p. 542). The care farm 

environment may include social interactions with peers, volunteers and staff. Activities may be, 

amongst others, horticultural or crop-related, forestry or woodwork and animal husbandry (de Bruin 

et al., 2021). Activities and tasks offered differ between care farms. Whilst care farms are generally 

seen as beneficial for individuals’ mental health, they differ regarding the particular client group they 

provide support for, whether this be physical (e.g., post stroke, Mitchell, 2021), mental (e.g., trauma, 

Cacciatore et al., 2020), intellectual (e.g., learning disabilities, Rotheram et al., 2017), neurological 

(e.g., dementia, de Boer et al., 2017) or social difficulties (e.g., autism spectrum disorder, Torquati et 

al., 2019). Many care farms will offer support to a mix of these and other client groups. Furthermore, 

some care farms focus on adults only, whereas others support children and young people, and 

others again may support a range of age groups. A number of care farms have also been developed 

to function as care homes for those with dementia (e.g., Rosteius et al., 2022). The number of care 

farms across the globe is growing (de Bruin et al., 2021). In the United Kingdom alone, in 2012, there 

were 180 care farms (Bragg, 2013) which by 2021 had risen to over 400 and is estimated to continue 

to grow (Bragg et al., 2022).  
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The impact of care farms on human health is demonstrated in a study by Iancu et al. (2014) 

who compared adults’ experiences of mental health recovery between those attending care farms to 

those in work and creative projects (i.e., day services). Workers of each service reported somewhat 

differing outcomes and benefits; however, comparatively, farm participants described a greater 

range of activities compared to single-type activities in day services. This was perceived as preferable 

by those who’d previously attended day centres and were now attending care farms, as individuals 

reported being able to switch activities in line with their motivations, interests and abilities on each 

given day. Additionally, the authors reported that in their explorations, no negative accounts were 

given about care farms compared to day services. 

When considering why individuals benefit from care farms, Hassink et al. (2010) explored 

the characteristics that clients value on care farms. They identified that farm participants 

appreciated both the social qualities provided through the care farm (e.g., belonging to a safe 

community and the personal attitude of the farmer) as well as the green care environment (e.g., 

being in nature and the type of work, such as the work being real and meaningful or diverse). Elsey 

et al. (2016) reported that individuals valued the provision of safe opportunities for social 

connections and the increased physical activity care farms can offer. Furthermore, Murray et al. 

(2019) conducted a systematic review of 31 studies of individuals attending care farms. Their results 

indicate that individuals benefitted from contact with others on the farm and that they gained a 

sense of achievement, fulfilment and belonging. 

Care Farm Animals & Mental Health  

Most care farms are home to a range of animals that farm participants can engage and 

interact with in a variety of manners, which may include feeding them, cleaning out their stables or 

paddock, exercising them (e.g., walking donkeys) alongside generally being in the animals’ company 

and, as desired, engaging in physical contact with them (e.g., cuddles).  
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Animal-assisted therapy and animal-assisted interventions (AAIs) are increasingly accepted 

and used as alternative or additional therapeutic support options for individuals with a variety of 

physical (Holleman et al., 2016),  mental health (Germain et al., 2018; Iancu et al., 2015), 

neurodegenerative (Yakimicki et al., 2019) or neurodevelopmental difficulties (Juríčková et al., 2020; 

Nieforth et al., 2023) for reducing symptomology, enhancing quality of life or improving different 

wellbeing factors such as self-esteem. AAIs have also been shown to be effective in supporting 

students in classrooms or at college in reducing stress and anxiety levels (Kivlen et al., 2022) as well 

as in many other contexts or settings, such as promoting emotion comprehension in primary school 

children (Scandurra et al., 2021), helping to reduce cravings in drug users (Contalbrigo et al., 2017), 

supporting correctional plans of inmates in a psychiatric prison, alongside positively impacting their 

conduct and increasing recognition of their own emotions (Dell et al., 2019) or improving the 

wellbeing of residents in nursing homes (Orr et al., 2023). AAIs may be extended to pet ownership, 

and it is unsurprising that in 2024, 51% of adults in the United Kingdom had a pet (PDSA, 2024). The 

health and wellbeing benefits of having a pet have been documented extensively and may be noted 

through pets increasing exercise, enhancing quality of life and facilitating communication, alongside 

improving parameters of good physical health, such as heart rate or blood pressure (Wells, 2019). 

However, despite the growing field of research and acceptability of AAIs, the evidence base 

for the benefits of care farm animals specifically remains more limited, particularly from the 

perspectives of farm participants themselves. Instead, it appears that most studies investigate the 

care farm environment as a broader, holistic intervention and may mention care farm animals, but 

few studies exist that focus on the farm animals as an ‘intervention' themselves. 

Pedersen et al. (2011) researched the impact of a 12-week care farm programme on a dairy 

farm where nineteen adults with depression engaged in activities related to dairy production but 

could also engage with other companion animals such as horses or cats. Their results indicated 

reductions in both levels of anxiety and depression, alongside improvements in participants’ self-
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efficacy. Moreover, they found that participants seemed to benefit more from actively engaging in 

activities with the animals instead of passively being in contact with them.  

However, two randomised control trials (RCTs) provide less univocally positive outcomes: 

Berget et al. (2008) conducted an RCT examining the impact of a twelve-week intervention with care 

farm animals on the mental health and wellbeing of individuals with psychiatric diagnoses. 

Quantitative data collection methods were gathered before, at the end of the intervention and six 

months afterwards. Their results showed improvements in participants’ self-efficacy and coping 

ability for those in the animal intervention group, however, they did not find changes to participants’ 

quality of life. In another RCT, Berget et al. (2011) found significant reductions in anxiety levels for 

the farm AAI group at six-month follow-up compared to baseline, but not during the intervention 

phase. There was also no statistically significant impact on depression scores. 

Whilst these RCTs did not find any ‘negative’ outcomes related to care farm animals, the 

results may lead to questions around the extent to which care farm animals may be helpful for 

individuals’ mental health compared to control groups, and in regard to the durability of effects. 

Considering farm participants’ perceptions and experiences of care farm animals in 

supporting mental health, Pedersen et al. (2012) conducted interviews with eight adults living with 

depression who had engaged in a 12-week dairy-farm programme. Four key themes arose from their 

analysis, namely the participants feeling that the intervention provided the experience of an 

ordinary work life and distracted them from their mental health difficulties. They appreciated the 

flexibility and adaptability of the intervention and associated tasks, which was important in 

participants’ experience of their ability to cope. Whilst these results indicate participants’ experience 

to have been positive and the intervention helpful, the results do not seem specific to the care farm 

animals, but rather the overall care farm intervention and environment. 

Another qualitative study focusing on the impact of care farm animals on those with 

histories of traumatic grief was conducted by Gorman and Cacciatore (2023). This intervention was 
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set on a care farm that housed animals who had their own trauma histories of abuse, neglect or 

homelessness. The authors summarised that participants benefitted from the shared narratives of 

trauma through which they connected with the animals and that seeing elements of rehabilitation 

and resilience in the animals proved meaningful for study participants’ own recovery. 

Moreover, Hassink et al. (2017) conducted a literature review and focus groups with care 

farm staff exploring the role of animals on care farms. They summarised that farm animals can 

provide numerous benefits, including a sense of meaningful occupation, stimulation of healthy 

behaviours, facilitation of interactions with other people, relaxation and distraction from problems.  

Comparing the selected quantitative and qualitative results, albeit limited, two differences 

are noticeable. Firstly, whilst quantitative results were not ‘negative’, the evidence from the RCTs 

was more mixed towards care farm animals being helpful for clinical symptomology comparative to 

the control groups; in contrast, qualitative outcomes appear more univocally positive, which may be 

in line with findings from Iancu et al. (2014) who found no negative reports about care farms from 

their participants. Secondly, it appears that quantitative studies on the topic examine and describe 

the benefits of care farm animals along a spectrum of clinical symptomology and diagnosis (which 

may be the nature of the measures available and used), in contrast with qualitative research, 

whereas participants seem to describe the benefits of animals to their mental health much more 

broadly from a social and connection perspective.  

This differentiation may also be reflected in how some farmers view their farm participants, 

such as that they see them for who they are as a whole person, rather than in regard to their 

symptoms, diagnosis or background (Pettersson & Tillmar, 2022). With this attitude, farmers may be 

much less likely to exclude potential farm participants on the basis of having the ‘wrong’ diagnosis, 

thus increasing accessibility to a wider range of individuals. Moreover, unlike traditional, more 

diagnosis-driven mental health interventions (e.g., psychotherapy), activities on care farms may not 

necessarily target symptomology and language related to ‘illness’ or ‘disability’ may be used less or 
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not at all. These attitudes and perspectives may help to create an environment that fosters clients 

perceiving themselves and describing how they benefit not in relation to symptomology and 

diagnosis, but rather more transdiagnostically and in regard to their lives and wellbeing, thus 

potentially outlining the impact of care farm (animals) on individuals’ mental health much more 

broadly. 

However, these differences and perspectives are theorised from relatively few studies 

focused specifically on care farm animals, and thus, further empirical research is required that 

examines the impact of care farms and care farm animals through a more holistic lens, rather than 

through a focus on pure symptomology to better understand what impact care farm animals may 

truly be able to have on mental health and wellbeing. 

Gaps in the Care Farm Animal Literature and Why Examine Them 

At least two gaps in the literature arise from the above. Firstly, existing evidence and 

theories report largely positively as to the benefits of animals in therapeutic settings, as well as care 

farms as therapeutic entities. It would only be natural to assume that consequently, care farm 

animals, as a combination of both of these fields, would also be of therapeutic benefits, and in fact, 

initial scarce evidence described above does suggest so. However, the lack of substantial evidence 

alongside a lack of understanding the underlying how and why (i.e., the mechanisms, factors and 

theories) that may make care farm animals beneficial requires scientific addressing. Some theories 

exist aiming to explain how and why animals may be beneficial for human mental health and 

wellbeing (e.g., Attachment Theory, O'Haire et al., 2019), however, they do not appear to have been 

empirically explored in the context of care farm animals. Underlying meanings and interpretations of 

experiences and attitudes are best explored via qualitative research (Greenhalgh & Taylor, 1997). 

Synthesis of existing qualitative data will be outlined in chapter two. This is followed by qualitative 

empirical research described in chapter four, which focuses on the impact of care farm animals on 

the mental health of those with a history of adverse life events.  
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Secondly, it appears that whilst research on care farm animals is sparse, research specifically 

focused on the impact of care farm animals on individuals with a history of adverse life events, 

including trauma, is even more scarce. Many care farms offer support that is not time or session 

limited, thus providing greater and less pressured opportunities for farm participants to create 

positive experiences and durably adapt their beliefs about themselves, others and the world 

(Wenzel, 2012). This may be particularly helpful for individuals who may fall through the more 

diagnostically orientated medical system, such as individuals who have had adverse or traumatic 

experiences but do not meet the threshold for post-traumatic stress disorder (Cukor et al., 2010), 

and thus, may struggle to receive, for example, psychological treatment (Bergman et al., 2015).  

Adverse life experiences are very common and can significantly impact individuals’ lives 

across different areas of functioning and wellbeing (Carstensen et al., 2020; Smyth et al., 2008). 

Given the theorised whole-person and transdiagnostic benefits that care farms and care farm 

animals may be able to offer, individuals with experiences of adverse life events may particularly 

benefit from longer-term involvement with care farms and their animals as a way of allowing the re-

learning about and re-framing of past experiences and previously held beliefs. The empirical project 

outlined in chapter four will attempt to fill this gap. 

Care farms are somewhat unique contexts given the typically wide range of activities and 

opportunities they offer, both psychologically but also socially, and in some cases in regard to 

additional factors such as employability or education (Gorman, 2019). It would be helpful to better 

understand the impact of animals on care farms as they are often seen as an essential part of the 

care farm environment (Gorman & Cacciatore, 2023); in fact, Hassink et al. (2017) described them as 

‘the fabric of the care farm’ (p.8). Likely, given the intertwined nature of care farming activities it will 

be difficult for researchers to fully separate the impact of care farms from that of care farm animals, 

however, a better understanding of these factors will not just help tailor care farm interventions to 

individual farm participants needs but also provide stronger arguments in conversations about 
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funding and expansions of existing or new services to support the holistic mental health needs of 

adults outside of core clinical settings. This will be discussed in chapter seven, using newly gathered 

evidence from chapters two and four. 

Overall, this thesis portfolio will aim to explore and enhance our understanding of why and 

how care farm animals may be beneficial for adults’ mental health. Due to the need to understand 

"What works for whom, under what circumstances, how, and why?" in terms of care farm animals as 

an ‘intervention’ or ‘programme’ for people with mental health difficulties and adverse life histories, 

a realist approach will be used throughout this portfolio. Using this approach, the research 

presented in this portfolio will provide a better understanding of the impact of care farm animals on 

farm participants with mental health difficulties or a history of adverse life events, therefore helping 

to tailor care farm interventions towards individuals’ needs. Additionally, the portfolio may also help 

to broaden our existing understanding of what may constitute as support interventions for people 

with mental health difficulties.  

Chapter Summaries  

This portfolio will explore the contexts and mechanisms underlying adults’ interactions with 

care farm animals and the positive mental health outcomes these may lead to using realist 

methodology. The realist review is the first to synthesise relevant data from twelve published 

studies to create an initial programme theory to improve our understanding of the topic (chapter 

two). This is followed by a bridging chapter (chapter three) that links the gaps found in the realist 

review with the empirical project (chapter four). This realist evaluation qualitatively focuses on the 

impact of care farm animals from the perspectives of ten adults with a history of adverse life events 

attending care farms and refines the initial programme theory created in chapter two. Extended 

methodology (chapter five) and extended results (chapter six) precede an overall summary and 

discussion of the results amalgamated across the portfolio, including a critical evaluation of the 
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research presented and recommendations for future research, as well as theoretical and practical 

implications for the field of clinical psychology (chapter seven). 

  



21 
 

Chapter 2 - Systematic Review: 

Identifying the current evidence base for the impact of care farm animals on adult mental health – 

a realist synthesis 

 

Word count (excluding abstract, tables, figures and references): 6585 

Word count for Health & Place (excluding tables, figures and references): 6835 

 

Author guidelines for Health & Place can be found in Appendix A. Please note that Health & Place 

request references to be indicated by numbers in square brackets. This was not done for this 

portfolio, but will be amended for submission 

Further details about the realist review quality assessments can be found in Appendix B. 

Additional quotes can be found in Chapter Six (Additional Results). 

 

Details of the realist review quality assessment and the additional quotes will be submitted to Health 

& Place as supplementary materials to this review. 
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Abstract 

Background: Growing evidence demonstrates that care farms may benefit a range of individuals’ 

wellbeing and lifestyle factors. Engagement with animals is frequently one element of intervention 

on care farms, yet research into why and how individuals’ mental health can be impacted by care 

farm animals specifically is scarce.  

Methods: A realist review was conducted following a five-step process: identifying the research 

question (1), searching (2) and screening the evidence (3), extracting and appraising data (4), 

analysing and synthesising data (5). Academic Search Ultimate, AMED, APA PsycInfo, APA 

PsycArticles, CINHAL Ultimate, Medline Ultimate, Scopus and Embase were searched, focusing on 

studies reporting findings from adult clients’ perspectives attending the farm primarily due to their 

mental health. Studies were appraised using relevance, richness and rigour criteria. 

Results: Animal-related quotes from participants and related author interpretations of 12 articles 

were synthesised into an initial programme theory comprising two Context-Mechanism-Outcome 

configurations exploring the role of care farm animals on adult mental health. Common themes 

identified were feelings of connection with the animals due to them presenting with desirable traits, 

experiencing the animals as calming and therapeutic, and feeling safe with them. Positive mental 

health related outcomes were identified alongside wider psychosocial improvements.  

Conclusion: This synthesis amalgamation of evidence provides initial insights into how and why care 

farm animals can impact wide ranges of health, wellbeing and social factors. Combined, this had 

positive effects on adults’ mental health, beyond diagnostic labels and clinical symptomology, which 

may be facilitated through secure attachment relationships with the animals. 

 

Keywords: animal, care farm, green care, mental health, realist synthesis, realist review, adults 
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Care farms are green care environments that make therapeutic use of agricultural activities 

(Elsey et al., 2016). These farms can include activities related to crops, gardening, forestry, 

woodwork and animal husbandry (de Bruin et al., 2021). Additionally, social encounters with other 

care farm clients (who will henceforth be referred to as ‘farm participants’), as well as volunteers 

and staff, are fostered, and evidence suggests care farms are perceived as safe environments that 

are highly valued by farm participants (Elsey et al., 2016). 

Care farms can support populations by life stage or age (e.g., children, older adults) or 

health-related reasons for attendance (e.g., mental health difficulties, neurodevelopmental 

disorders, substance misuse, dementia). However, other farms welcome a range of farm participants 

collectively from diverse backgrounds and health conditions (Galardi et al., 2021). Given the 

perceived therapeutic nature of care farming, individuals with a variety of mental health difficulties 

are commonly seen on care farms. Additionally, some individuals seem to prefer the rather informal 

nature of the farm to more traditional medical or psychotherapeutic mental health approaches 

(Hassink et al., 2010). Murray et al. (2019) conducted a systematic review of 31 studies focusing on 

the impact of care farms on the quality of life, depression and anxiety of a range of service user 

groups (e.g., disaffected youth). Whilst there were some differences in outcomes among the groups, 

care farms seemed to generally provide a sense of achievement, fulfilment and belonging. 

Care Farm Animals and Mental Health 

One element common to most care farms is animal husbandry, which may include a variety 

of animal-related care activities and interactions, such as feeding, exercising or general caretaking. 

Positive health and wellbeing effects fostered by farm animals may be anticipated, given the growing 

evidence on the benefits of animal-assisted interventions for a variety of mental health (e.g., 

Germain et al., 2018) or other difficulties (e.g., see Orr et al., 2023 for their impact on nursing home 

residents' wellbeing), but research focusing on the role of care farm animals on individuals' (mental) 

health specifically remains limited.  
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Pedersen et al. (2011) researched the impact of a 12-week care farm intervention where 

participants were involved in dairy production but could also engage with other farm animals. Their 

results highlighted improvements in participants' levels of anxiety and depression, as well as 

improvements in their self-efficacy. Additionally, participants seemed to particularly benefit from 

active contact with the animals (e.g., engaging in tasks such as milking) instead of passive contact. 

Berget and Braastad (2011) conducted a literature review of fourteen studies and found that care 

farm animals can positively impact individuals’ levels of anxiety, depression, self-efficacy and 

perceived social support. 

In an interview study, Ellingsen-Dalskau et al. (2016) identified that farm participants 

benefited from having someone else to take care of and experienced a calmness and inner peace 

around the farm animals, as well as that the animals understood them.  

Hassink et al. (2017) also conducted a brief literature review of one database searching for 

studies that consider the benefits of care farm animals. They found six studies which presented 

qualitative data from different stakeholders (farm clients, farmers, children, etc.) and included 

participants attending the care farms for differing reasons (e.g., school drop-out, people with mental 

illness, etc.). They aggregated their results into 10 themes denoting the impact of care farm animals 

on farm participants, including that animals provided warmth and closeness, and a welcoming 

environment. In their same paper, they presented focus groups with farm staff building on the 

findings from their review. They identified various benefits such as that care farm animals distracted 

farm participants from their problems, offered relaxation and a purpose and helped farm 

participants foster relationships with others. 

Furthermore, care farmers may view their participants “as individuals beyond any 

characterisation in terms of diagnosis”, putting aside their diagnoses and background to get to know 

the person beyond these labels, so that they “get a chance to start over again” (Pettersson & Tillmar, 

2022, p. 1457). Considering this lessened focus on clinical symptomology in combination with the 
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selected qualitative and quantitative evidence above, this may indicate that care farm (animal) 

interventions may not aim to target clinical symptomology as may be typical in more traditional 

mental health treatments (e.g., psychotherapy, medication) and may instead aim to have a more 

widespread impact on individuals’ lives and wellbeing.  

Gaps in the Literature & Review Question 

However, whilst the selected evidence may indicate that care farm animal interventions may 

be able to impact a wide range of mental health and wellbeing factors, this perspective is based on 

limited empirical evidence. Additionally, our understanding as to why this may be the case remains 

not well understood. Some theories exist that attempt to explain the benefits of engagement with 

animals on human health and wellbeing, such as ‘Attachment Theory’. O'Haire et al. (2019) 

discussed some theoretical and empirical evidence that points towards humans forming attachment 

bonds with animals, which may be mutually beneficial and bring feelings of safety. However, 

attachment theory has not yet been explored in relation to care farm animals, nor tested for its 

applicability in that context.  

Whilst Murray et al. (2019) conducted a systematic review on the topic of care farms, their 

review did not specifically explore the impact of care farm animals. Hassink et al., (2017) conducted 

a literature review on the role of care farm animals; however, this was in 2017, limited to one 

database only, not specific to the impact of animals on participants' mental health, and data was 

from different stakeholders.  

Thus, there has been no systematic review or explanatory model which has focused purely 

on the role of care farm animals and their impact on mental health from the perspective of farm 

participants. Consequently, our understanding as to why and how care farm animals may be helpful 

remains lacking. In the context of care farms, it would be beneficial to better understand the impact 

of care farm animals specifically, as they are seen as one very important element of care farms 

(Hassink et al., 2017). This may also support evidence-based decisions on care farms about the most 
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effective interventions and approaches needed to support farm participants. Additionally, achieving 

an improved understanding of one element of care farms may aid our overall understanding of this 

multifaceted intervention.  

Therefore, to gain an in-depth understanding of the impact of care farm animals, a realist 

synthesis will be conducted, which will answer the question: why, how and in what context do care 

farm animals impact adult mental health? 

Methods 

Design 

Realist reviews or realist syntheses are theory-driven approaches that explore relevant 

evidence to explain how and why interventions work and for whom (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). This 

approach is particularly helpful for rather novel interventions with a limited evidence base to help 

set the scene regarding what elements of the intervention are or aren’t working (Handley et al., 

2024). Given the newly emerging evidence in the field of care farm animals and mental health, a 

realist synthesis is an ideal approach for examining care farm animals as a mental health and 

wellbeing ‘intervention’. The outcome of a realist synthesis is the creation or refinement of an initial 

programme theory (IPT) that explains ‘why, how and for whom and in what context’ an intervention 

or programme is effective or not. This new in-depth understanding can be used to inform policies 

and practices, recommendations for the development of the intervention in question, as well as 

subsequent primary research, which may be used to refine an IPT (Wong et al., 2017). 

To aid understanding of a programme theory in practice, a realist programme theory 

consists of three elements which combined form ‘CMOcs’: Context-Mechanism-Outcome 

configurations (Wong et al., 2017) or ‘explanatory statements’ which detail how interventions work 

in a real-life context. Contexts describe the social, political, or emotional environments that an 

intervention takes place in. These trigger or hinder activation of ‘mechanisms’, which are the unseen 
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drivers or reasons for change to occur. Outcomes are empowered by mechanisms and denote the 

impact of the intervention as defined by those who are involved in the programme (Wong et al., 

2014). 

This realist review of published literature was the first part of a two-stage project, followed 

by a qualitative exploration of the impact care farm animals can have on mental health, which will 

be used to refine the IPT created here. The review was, where possible, planned and conducted in 

line with realist synthesis quality (Wong et al., 2014, pp. 31-36) and publication standards (Wong et 

al., 2013, p. 4). 

Reflexivity/ Management of Bias 

The authors approached this synthesis’s choice of topic feeling passionate about the 

therapeutic benefits of animals. This may have led the researchers to overlook potential aspects of 

the literature that may be non-confirming to the benefits of care farm animals. To mitigate this, all 

evidence referring to the impact of care farm animals was included in this synthesis. Furthermore, in 

an effort to reduce positivity bias and broaden the researchers' (and readers') perspectives and 

expectations, the research question was changed from exploring the ‘benefits’ of the care farm 

animals to exploring their ‘impact’ instead.  

Realist Synthesis Process 

A five-step process was used to guide this realist synthesis, adapted from Dada et al. (2023).  

Step 1: Identifying the Research Question 

On exploring the literature, it was noted that studies on the benefits of care farm (animals) 

exist from a variety of perspectives, such as farm participants themselves, carers, next of kin or 

family members, as well as different professionals involved in care farms. Whilst every stakeholder’s 

perspective is likely to add a piece to the overall puzzle of the benefits of care farm animals, for the 

sake of seeking nuggets of clarity and streamlining the IPT to a more specific population, this 
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synthesis will focus on studies where qualitative evidence is provided by adults whose primary 

reason to attend care farms is their mental health difficulties. 

After careful consideration, studies describing equine-assisted interventions were not 

considered in this synthesis, even if set on care farms, for the following reason: Sargsyan and Beebe 

(2023) described how horses have somewhat lost their status as working farm animals and are 

primarily used for recreational purposes now; additionally, on considering existing evidence on 

equine-assisted interventions, these tend to be more structured and goal-focused than what 

traditional agricultural animal care and maintenance activities would be (Hemingway et al., 2019). 

Lastly, whilst quantitative data can be integrated into a realist synthesis, the voices of farm 

participants are needed to best understand the contexts and mechanisms explaining ‘how’ and ‘why’ 

an intervention works or doesn’t work, and to develop an IPT. This is best investigated through 

qualitative data (Tenny et al., 2022); therefore, quantitative studies were excluded from this review.  

Considering this, study inclusion criteria were: 

- Empirical, with codable qualitative data. 

- Set on a care farm where farm participants can engage with animals. 

- Contains elements that describe the impact of care farm animals on the mental health of 

adult farm participants (aged 16+ who were able to consent to the research for themselves). 

- The target population are adults whose primary reason to attend the care farm is in relation 

to their mental health. 

- Qualitative data must include perspectives from farm participants themselves or author 

interpretations about the target population. Studies containing qualitative elements from 

multiple stakeholders are included but only quotes from and author interpretations about 

the target population are considered in the synthesis. 

- Peer-reviewed publications 

Study exclusion criteria were: 
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- Quantitative data only. 

- Non-peer-reviewed, review-only or case studies. 

- Not accessible in the English language. 

- Qualitative data only from stakeholders other than the target population.  

- Describing the impact of animal-assisted interventions not set on care farms. 

- Describing activities with the care farm animals without reference to any level of impact on 

farm participants’ mental health. 

- Describing the impact of care farms without mentioning the mental health impact of the 

care farm animals specifically. 

- Describing purely equine-assisted interventions. Care farms that described having horses but 

not employing them for equine-assisted therapy were included. 

Step 2: Searching for the Evidence 

Searches for eight electronic databases were conducted: Academic Search Ultimate, AMED 

(The Allied and Complementary Medicine Database), American Psychological Association (APA) 

PsycInfo, APA PsycArticles, CINHAL Ultimate (Cumulated Index in Nursing and Allied Health 

Literature) and Medline Ultimate were all searched via the EBSCO platform using ‘All Fields’ as field 

code. EMBASE was searched via the platform Ovid using ‘All Text’ as field code. Scopus was searched 

using ‘All Fields’ as field code. No limit on publication year was set to the search. The searches were 

conducted on 24th May 2024. The following terms were searched: 

(("care farm*") OR ("social farm*") OR ("green care") OR ("community farm*") OR ("therap* 

farm*") OR ("farm animal-assisted"))  

AND 
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(quali* OR interview* OR ("focus group*") OR ("discussion group*") OR experience* OR 

view* OR attitude* OR belief* OR perspective* OR outlook* OR view* OR opinion* or 

subjective) 

Step 3: Screening the Evidence 

See Figure 1 for the PRISMA flow chart depicting the screening process (Page et al., 2021). A 

total of 12 studies met inclusion criteria. The data reference manager EndNote (v21) was used for 

the screening process. Results were screened by JF, and uncertainties were discussed with authors. 

Reasons for uncertainties were: whether the article was set on a care farm, peer reviewed or the 

primary motivation for the participant visiting the farm. A random 20% sample (three out of twelve) 

of the articles included in the final sample was screened by co-authors using the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria to ensure consistency in the final selection process. A third party was ready to 

settle disagreements; however, this was not required.  

Step 4: Extracting and Appraising the Data 

JF extracted the following data from the final selection of papers, which were amalgamated 

in Excel: author, year, country, description of animal-related activities or animals present on the care 

farm (if described), number of care farms involved in each study, participant characteristics, 

including how many, age and gender, see Table 1. 

Data for the synthesis were extracted if it was clearly in relation to the impact of care farm 

animals on adults’ mental health and wellbeing. Both farm participant quotes (first order) and 

author interpretations (second order) were acceptable.  

Quality assessments of included papers were conducted in line with realist synthesis 

recommendations, and thus, studies were assessed for rigour, richness and relevance (Dada et al., 

2023; Wong et al., 2014).  
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Figure 1  

PRISMA diagram outlining the screening process 



33 
 

light of this, a combined approach was used: the Oxford Centre for Evidence-Based Medicine (2020, 

CEBM) quality assessment checklist was used to gather information about studies. To assess rigour, 

this information was applied to six criteria: detail and depth of data; were data longitudinal; were 

data critically evaluated; were data based on real-world examples; robustness of measures used; 

appropriateness of sample (adapted from Morton et al., 2021). Each criterion was interpreted along 

a traffic light scale (green, orange, red). The consideration of these criteria fed into an overall rigour 

rating of high, medium or low, adapted from Morton et al. (2021). 

 To assess richness, a four-point scale was created based on descriptions by Dada et al. 

(2023) considering the amount of relevant data per study (no data of value; limited data of value 

that may be found in other articles, but adds to the evidence base; some data of value; lots of data 

of value). Relevance was assessed using traditional study inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

Using these criteria, out of 169 articles considered at full-text screen for eligibility and 

relevance, 12 remained to be assessed for richness and rigour. Given the scarcity of available studies 

and information in those studies, and in line with recommendations from Dada et al. (2023) no 

papers were excluded based on lack of richness or rigour; instead, the quality assessment of papers 

was used to inform the relative dominance of initial themes and CMOcs generated from the 

reported data. See Table 2 for the outcome of the richness and rigour assessment. A random 20% 

sample of these received a second quality assessment by BT to ensure consistency of criteria 

application and results.   

Considering richness, half of the studies received a rating of ‘1’, indicating that most studies 

provided limited data of value, largely pertaining to the studies not specifically focusing on the 

animals on the care farms or describing the animals as important without detailing any impact they 

have on farm participants' mental health. Considering rigour, most studies received a ‘medium’ 

rating. Common reasons for this were papers not describing their methodological process with 

sufficient transparency or studies being of cross-sectional rather than longitudinal nature. In 
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summary, the quality of papers included in the review varied, as would be expected. A level of 

implicit bias was naturally present as the concepts of the 3 R’s and their assessment are not well-

defined in the literature, affecting the meaningfulness and comparability of this and other realist 

reviews’ quality appraisals. See Appendix B for in-depth descriptions and reflections on this review's 

quality appraisal.  

 

Table 2 

Richness and rigour assessment outcomes 

Authors & Year Richness 
Rating (0-

3) 

Rigour Rating 
(low to high) 

Cacciatore et al., 2020 3 medium 

Ellingsen-Dalskau et al., 2016 1 medium 

Gorman & Cacciatore, 2023 3 medium 

Granerud & Eriksson, 2014 2 low 

Hassink et al., 2010 1 low 

Iancu et al., 2014 1 medium 

Leck et al., 2015 1 medium 

Pedersen et al., 2012 3 high 

Poulsen et al., 2020 1 high 

Schreuder et al., 2014 1 medium 

Steigen et al., 2022 2 medium 

Thieleman et al., 2022 3 medium 

 

Step 5: Analysing and Synthesising the Data 

Full texts were uploaded into the qualitative analysis software NVivo (v14) for coding and 

read multiple times. Realist analyses are meant to use retroductive iterations focusing on the realist 

principle of generative causation (Rees et al., 2024). Relevant text describing the impact of care farm 
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animals was coded. These data nuggets were considered retroductively in relation to one another 

and amalgamated into two CMOcs. This was an iterative process whereby elements of the CMOcs 

and the IPT were re-considered inductively and deductively on re-reading the data, which then 

impacted the perception of these elements, and vice versa. Analysis and synthesis were led by JF, 

however, codes and their relationships as part of the CMOcs were discussed with BT to challenge 

initial interpretations and enhance depth of sense-making. 

Results  

Evidence Description 

Evidence from twelve papers was included in this synthesis (see Table 1 for description of 

details). Where studies gathered data from multiple stakeholder groups (e.g., farmers and adults), 

only data nuggets that clearly applied to the group under investigation were used; descriptive details 

for populations outside of the scope of this synthesis were not reported on. 

Of the 12 studies included in this synthesis, only two specifically focused on the impact of 

care farm animals on participants’ mental health. Six studies generated at least one theme specific 

to care farm animals or discussed their impact at greater length. The five remaining studies 

mentioned the impact of the animals but briefly as part of other themes, henceforth providing less 

interpretable input for this synthesis. The presence of usable animal-related quotes per study ranged 

from zero (only author interpretations were drawn from these studies) to 20. Additionally, the 

nature of the care farms differed substantially: some offered short-term or more structured 

interventions on the farm or with the animals, and others focused on particular groups of individuals 

(e.g., adults with traumatic grief), where other care farms offered a longer or broader spectrum of 

activities or support for a greater range of populations. Moreover, three studies noted specifically 

that their animals had experienced adversity or abuse themselves; these three studies seem to have 

taken place at the same care farm, although they were included separately as different studies were 

conducted with different participants.  
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Table 1 

Descriptions of the twelve papers included in this synthesis 

Author & 
Year 

Country Description of animals or 
animal-related activities in 

methods 

Number of 
care farms 
involved 

Participant numbers, characteristics & 
data collection method 

Participants age range Participants gender 

Cacciatore et 
al., 2020 

Arizona, USA All animals are rescued from 
abuse, neglect or homelessness. 

30 animals (incl. horses, donkeys, 
pigs, sheep, goats, dogs, cats). 
Animals are never coerced to 

engage with participants. 

1 21 adults with experiences of traumatic 
grief, semi-structured interviews 

unclear - descriptors given 
for quantitative sample (22 

participants) where one 
didn't participate in 

qualitative element - 
quantitative mean age is 42 

unclear - descriptors given for 
quantitative sample (22 

participants), where one didn't 
participate in qualitative 
element - 68% women in 

quantitative 

Ellingsen-
Dalskau et al., 

2016 

Norway no description given 4 10 unemployed adults with mental 
health problems, semi-structured 

interviews 

20 - 42 2 men, 8 women 

Gorman & 
Cacciatore, 

2023 

Arizona, USA All animals are rescued from 
abuse, neglect or homelessness. 

30 animals (incl. horses, donkeys, 
pigs, sheep, goats, dogs, cats). 
Animals are never coerced to 

engage with participants. 

1 120 adults with experiences of traumatic 
grief, survey 

18-65+ 20 men, 99 women, 1 non-
binary person 

Granerud & 
Eriksson, 2014 

Norway no description given unclear 20 adults with mental health problems 
(current or former care farm 

participants), semi-structured interviews 

22-55 8 men, 12 women 

Hassink et al., 
2010 

Netherlands no description given 12 16 adults with severe mental health 
problems, semi-structured interviews 

no description given 12 men, 4 women 

Iancu et al., 
2014 

Netherlands no description given 13 14 adults with mental health 
problems, semi-structured interviews 

mean age 39.6 9 men, 5 women 
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Table 1 (continued) 

Author & 
Year 

Country Description of animals or 
animal-related activities in 

methods 

Number of 
care farms 
involved 

Participant numbers, characteristics & 
data collection method 

Participants age range Participants gender 

Leck et al., 
2015 

United 
Kingdom 

no description given 13 adults with mental health 
problems - 216 (initial survey), 137 
(follow-up survey), 33 interviews - 

however, these numbers include groups 
and ages not considered in this synthesis 

unclear as data was 
gathered across different 

groups and ages 

unclear as data was gathered 
across different groups and 

ages 

Pedersen et 
al., 2012 

Norway ordinary work tasks in the cow 
shed, e.g., grooming, mucking, 

feeding, taking care of the calves, 
milking; all farms also had 

companion animals such as 
horses, cats, dogs or rabbits 

6 8 adults with depression, semi-structured 
interviews one year after intervention 

25-54 1 man, 7 women 

Poulsen et al., 
2020 

Denmark stables for sheep and horses 1 28 unemployed adult refugees with 
social, physical and mental health 

challenges, 20 semi-structured interviews 
across 4 time points; 9 focus groups 

across 3 time points 

21-63 (of the 9 quoted – 
descriptives only given for 

those 9) 

5 men, 4 women (of the 9 
quoted – descriptives only 

given for those 9) 

Schreuder et 
al., 2014 

Netherlands no description given unclear 11 young people with severe social & 
mental health problems, semi-structured 
interviews (2 interviews were removed 

as different programme, but unclear 
which) 

17-22 9 men, 2 women 

Steigen et al., 
2022 

Norway no description given unclear 9 young adults with mental health 
problems across 20 semi-structured 

interviews (4 time points) 

19-26 majority were women 

Thieleman et 
al., 2022 

Arizona, USA All animals are rescued from 
abuse, neglect or homelessness. 

30 animals (incl. horses, donkeys, 
pigs, sheep, goats, dogs, cats). 
Animals are never coerced to 

engage with participants. 

1 115 adults with experiences of traumatic 
grief, survey 

18-56+ 82.6% women 
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Initial Programme Theory (IPT) 

As no existing programme theory or similar model focusing on the impact of care farm 

animals on mental health was found in the literature, this realist review created an IPT outlining 

how, why and in what context care farm animals may be helpful for adult mental health.  

Considering the above-described restricted range in animal-related quotes and author 

interpretations, some of the elements that arose were less commonly reported than others, which 

may not be a reflection of their importance but rather reflect the lack of breadth of evidence and 

studies only reporting select interpretations and quotes. Therefore, the created IPT should not be 

interpreted as a complete understanding of the impact of care farm animals on mental health, but 

rather as providing an initial awareness and early explanation as to why and how care farm animals 

may be helpful to mental health that will, however, require further exploration through future 

empirical research.  

From the 12 papers, two CMOcs were created with multiple mechanisms and outcomes and 

one overarching outcome; see Figure 2 for a diagrammatic presentation of the IPT and chapter 6 for 

additional quotes not included in the main body.  

In line with the realist principle of generative causation, CMOcs should be constructed using 

if…, then…, because… statements with ‘if’ referring to Contexts, ‘then’ referring to Outcomes and 

‘because’ referring to Mechanisms (Leeuw, 2003). 

The outcome overarching both CMOcs was categorised as ‘positive health, wellbeing and 

social changes’ and should be considered as a summary outcome reflecting the fact that a 

combination of the individual outcomes can lead to a wide range of positive changes in individuals’ 

health, wellbeing and social life. Therefore, it partially reflects the impacted clinical symptomology 

(e.g., less trauma memories, Poulsen et al., 2020, p. 11) alongside more holistic wellbeing and social 

outcomes, such as decreased loneliness, feelings of relief or elevation in mood. 
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CMOc1: Animals Create an Environment for Healing 

The first CMOc describes the healing environment that the care farm animals created 

through their presence, one that was calm, tranquil, quiet and therapeutic (C1). One survey 

participant described the care farm animals as “calming and reassuring” (Thieleman et al., 2022, p. 

2438); another participant described the environment created by the animals as following: “It is a 

special tranquillity when you are in the milk parlor milking; it is… a sort of harmony.” (Pedersen et 

al., 2012, p. 1530) and Granerud and Eriksson (2014) summarised that their participants 

“experienced a sense of inner quietness, which could be likened to meditation” (p.325).  

Mechanism 1: Motivation for Meaningful Activity & Mechanism 2: Valuing Trust and 

Responsibility. This peaceful healing environment increased participants’ motivation to engage in 

animal-related tasks, which were perceived as meaningful (M1); additionally, it allowed participants 

to take on and value the trust and responsibility that caring for the animals as other living beings 

created (M2).  

Contact with animals, and the competence to take care of animals, may be the strongest 

expression of meaningfulness in the empirical material. In their contacts with farm animals, 

the participants encountered an immediate and unconditioned need, and they received 

immediate confirmation when that need was met. (Granerud & Eriksson, 2014, p. 329) 

The farmer, he constantly reminded me that I didn’t, I couldn’t give up, and he also said, 

yeah, you can’t say like, I put my stuff down and I quit. Who will feed those animals then?... 

If you don’t do that, the animals will die. And that’s just something where you, well, you just 

start to realise that walking away is simply not an option, is just no possibility. (Schreuder et 

al., 2014, p. 146)  

By engaging in meaningful activity as well as accepting and valuing the trust and responsibility 

inherent to caring for other living beings, participants experienced a sense of purpose (O1). 
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Figure 2  

Initial programme theory explaining why, how and in what context care farm animals are helpful for adult mental health
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For instance, one participant stated that their motivation to come to the farm and work 

there stemmed from the animals (Iancu et al., 2014). Participants also felt needed, useful and 

appreciated by the animals (O2), with one participant saying that “they showed me that they 

appreciated it, when I stroked and brushed them.” (Pedersen et al., 2012, p. 1529). Farm 

participants experienced an increase in self-worth and confidence (O3), as can be understood from 

the following two quotes: “It feels so incredibly good in your heart to know that you have helped, 

even saved a living, breathing, helpless animal.” (Gorman & Cacciatore, 2023, p. 170) and “I have 

had problems with self-assertion. So, then I started to fetch the cow herd alone. I had to be firm with 

them, and then they listened to me.” (Pedersen et al., 2012, p. 1531). Alongside this, farm 

participants felt a sense of achievement or mastery (O4), “Actually, I managed to get close to the 

cow and to use my shoulder to move her. It gives you such a feeling of mastery. You grew in 

accordance with the challenge.” (Granerud & Eriksson, 2014, p. 327). 

Mechanism 3: Feeling Safe. A third mechanism triggered by the therapeutic healing 

environment the animals provided is a sense of psychological and physiological safety (M3), for 

instance, reported by Thieleman et al. (2022), “The horses and nature helped me to feel safe and 

calm.” (p.2438) or by Pedersen et al. (2012), “Because you feel very safe and calm, when you look 

after and have contact with animals.” (p.1530), but also by Cacciatore et al. (2020), where a 

participant described a safe environment facilitated by the animals:  

The care farm, like just being in wandering around and touching the animals and being with 

animals. And it was we were so receptive and comfortable because we were so at ease from 

just existing in a world where it wasn’t like, come into my office, sit down. (p.5) 

Feeling safe due to the animals allowed participants to grow, which may include reflections 

about and processing of difficult past experiences, which may be fostered through talking to the 

animals (O5): “For some, the animals provided a possible way of understanding, connecting, and 

relating their own experiences in ways that they had not previously been able to express, both to 
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themselves and to their counsellors/service providers.” (Gorman & Cacciatore, 2023, p. 168). 

Participants also felt emotionally supported by the animals (O6), reported by both Steigen et al. 

(2022) and Thieleman et al. (2022), “Animals were cited as providing unconditional emotional 

support” (p.2441). 

CMOc2: Feeling Connected to the Animals 

The second CMOc described how participants experienced a sense of connection to the care 

farm animals, a connection that is facilitated by the desirable (human) traits the animals present 

with (C2): lack of judgment or pressure, acceptance ("Animal do not pressure humans and they do 

not stigmatize or differentiate.", Granerud & Eriksson, 2014, p. 325), they gave love and made 

individuals feel understood ("The animal contact also gave several participants a sense of being 

understood and having someone to turn", Ellingsen-Dalskau et al., 2016, p. 79). Care farm animals 

were perceived as honest and easier to be around than humans; they were welcoming, could 

provide social support and feel, and could respond to and mirror participants' emotions: 

You can feel it on the whole horse, if you have a bad day, then yes… yes, at least noticing it 

on Loke (a horse)… that… if I have a bad day, then he nearly also has it a little bad 

somehow…. (Steigen et al., 2022, p. 6)  

You can still have a bad day when you are in contact with animals, because the cows don’t 

care if you are in a bad mood or if you haven’t put your make up on. So, you knew you could 

go anyway. (Pedersen et al., 2012, p. 1530) 

Mechanism 3: Feeling Safe. Experiencing the animals with these qualities also created a 

sense of psychological safety (M3) in farm participants, which further encouraged personal 

development (O5) as well as a sense of being emotionally supported (O6). 

Mechanism 4: Reciprocal Relationships. Moreover, feeling connected with the animals 

facilitated participants' experiences of their relationship with the animals as reciprocal and mutually 
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beneficial, which allowed participants to focus on others’ needs (e.g., those of the animals) instead 

of their own (M4): 

I think they are great space holders for our grief and they too need someone to hold their 

grief, to love them and teach them that it’s ok to trust again. It’s a mutually beneficial 

relationship and I’ve asked myself several times, who’s rescuing who here? (Gorman & 

Cacciatore, 2023, p. 171) 

If I were dealing with dead things, it would not give me the same sense of responsibility 

(laughing). Perhaps it would be easier to give a damn on a bad day. But I do; as long as you 

are dealing with live animals, you do care. (Ellingsen-Dalskau et al., 2016, p. 79) 

This was associated with experiences of positive affect and relaxation (O7) (e.g., "offering 

moments of laughter, joy", Thieleman et al., 2022, p. 2441), alongside an increased sense of being 

mindful (O8) (e.g., "I have become more attentive and aware", Pedersen et al., 2012, p. 1530). 

Participants were also made to feel needed, useful and appreciated by the animals (O2) and 

described feeling distracted from their own problems (O9). They also felt acknowledged and 

validated by the animals (O10): “So, there is always someone who is happy to see you here. If you 

are going in to the goats, for example, they start jumping on you.”, (Steigen et al., 2022, p. 6). 

When I am at the farm, it doesn’t hurt, it doesn’t matter … aches, they a sort of, vanish, … 

when I’m in the barn, I doesn’t think, I just am. So … I don’t think on all the negative stuff … 

that were there before, it just disappears. (Pedersen et al., 2012, p. 1530) 

Mechanism 5: Identification Through Shared Narrative. Finally, some participants described 

feelings of identification with the care farm animals, particularly through shared narratives (M5); this 

was particularly the case where care farm animals had a history of trauma or abuse, which 

participants experienced as a powerful realisation and connection. One participant described how 

this shared, similar experience means they can relate better to the animals and vice versa (Gorman 
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& Cacciatore, 2023) and another participant from the same study reported: “There is something very 

powerful and healing about looking into another soul which has also experienced a certain pain and 

isolation.” (p.168).  

This allowed for increased feelings of empathy and compassion towards others (O11), which 

was described by Cacciatore et al. (2020) as stemming from the connection with the animals,  “both 

the animals as a metaphor and signifier that instilled hope, but also the opportunity to develop 

empathy and compassion through encounters and relationships with the animals” (p.5).  

Seeing the traumatised animals interact and rebuild relationships with people also helped 

some participants reflect on and re-learn about their own relationships with other humans, as well 

as their experiences of trust in others (O12); as part of this, the animals were also perceived as 

helpful for participants to “practise their social skills in a secure context” (Steigen et al., 2022, p. 7).  

Furthermore, participants felt inspired by the animal’s resilience and ability to cope with or 

have overcome their own trauma (O13), which fostered feelings of hope for their own future, coping 

and recovery (O14), both of which are aptly summarised by the following two quotes from 

Thieleman et al. (2022): “Witnessing the animals and their ability to trust after such pain and abuse 

is both inspiring and grounding” (p.2439) and “seeing the animals who also had grief and fear helped 

me realise that I can feel it and I don’t need to run away from it” (p.2438). 

Discussion  

This realist review is the first to consider the impact of care farm animals on the mental 

health of adults who attend a care farm. An IPT was created from published research that begins to 

provide an improved understanding of the how and why that underlies the impact of care farm 

animals on mental wellbeing. 

Data was synthesised into two CMOcs that together make up the IPT, which highlighted that 

if farm participants experienced the animals exuding a calmness, quietness and tranquillity that 
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creates a therapeutic environment for healing (C1) or experienced a sense of connection with the 

farm animals as they present with desirable traits (C2), this can activate several mechanisms that can 

lead to positive health, wellbeing and social changes. Examples of mechanisms were: valuing the 

trust and responsibility given to take care of the animals, feeling safe due to the animals and 

experiencing the relationships with animals as reciprocal. These mechanisms provide insights about 

how and why care farm animals may impact adults with mental health difficulties, as discussed 

further below.   

Wider Mental Health Impact 

This synthesis amalgamation of evidence indicates that care farm animals can impact a wide 

range of health, wellbeing and social factors, which combined will have a positive effect on adults’ 

mental health, beyond diagnostic labels and clinical symptomology. For instance, participants' 

mental health was influenced by their social skills and functioning (O12, relational growth) or their 

emotional skills and empathy (O11, increased experiences of empathy & compassion; O6, feeling 

emotionally supported). As per the broader conceptualisation of mental health suggested by 

Galderisi et al. (2017), these factors may be able to support individuals’ harmony with themselves 

and the world around them, thus leading to improved mental health and wellbeing. 

The IPT and Attachment Theory 

Attachment Theory has previously been empirically tested in its relevance to the human-

animal bond (Zilcha-Mano et al., 2011), but not to the context of care farm animals. This IPT provides 

new information about how and why care farm animals may be beneficial for adults with mental 

health difficulties. This indicates support for the relevance of attachment theory as an explanatory 

model for this impact. O'Haire et al. (2019) described attachment as “the social bond created 

between two individuals, whether human or animal […] characterised as a relationship that provides 

feelings of safety as a secure base” (p.24). ‘Connection with animals’ (C2) was one of the most 

commonly found themes in this synthesis, alongside the mechanism of ‘feeling safe’ (M3). This is 
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further compounded by the animals creating calmness (C1), which facilitates perceptions of safety 

(Ainsworth et al., 2015). These findings might be interpreted as participants perceiving the animals 

as their secure base from which they can explore, heal and grow (O5) and be welcomed back to 

(Bowlby, 1988). Reciprocity (M4) is seen as a central element of secure attachment relationships, 

which encourages compassion (O11) and social functioning (O12) (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Other 

outcomes that were present in this IPT that may be interpreted as consequences of secure 

attachment relationships are increased self-worth and confidence (O3), feeling needed (O2) or 

feeling emotionally supported (O6) (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  

Critical Appraisal - Strengths and Limitations  

This IPT is the first of its kind in the context of care farms and care farm animals, thus 

bringing new insights and an improved understanding into the field of care farms and care farm 

animals. Despite three of the papers not having reported how many care farms were involved in 

their study and three papers having been conducted on the same care farm, this IPT was generated 

with data from a minimum of 50 care farms. Whilst some of the themes informing the IPT may have 

been mentioned less frequently than others, given that no contradictions or discrepancies were 

found across more than 50 care farms, this suggests a level of generalisability of the theory to other 

farms and similar contexts. 

However, the IPT lacks a level of coherence given the poor data quality in several papers, the 

relative frequency of some of its data nuggets and the overall scarcity of data available. In light of 

this, this IPT should not be viewed as a completed theory but rather as an initial and incomplete 

explanation that will require further exploration and refinement.  

Where possible, this review was planned and conducted in line with realist synthesis quality 

(Wong et al., 2014) and publication standards (Wong et al., 2013), which were broadly met except 

for the review having undergone but one round of searches focused on academic materials, rather 
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than multiple iterative rounds that included non-academic materials such as newspapers or social 

media content. This may have impacted the IPT’s depth and coherence. 

Future Research 

Dada et al. (2023) propose that, for less rigorous available data, as presented in this review 

and resultant IPT, additional information should be sought to refine or refute the programme 

theory. As part of realist methodology, the use of non-academic materials is encouraged, such as 

newspaper articles or social media content, to inform an IPT (Hunter et al., 2022). Aside from this, 

future research should focus on conducting high-quality empirical research projects that focus on 

how care farm (animals) impact the mental health and wellbeing of adults as a way of testing and 

refining the IPT, which includes further testing the applicability of Attachment Theory to this context. 

Further high-quality research should also be conducted in non-Western countries. The 

twelve papers synthesised in this study stem from five Western High-Income countries (four in 

Norway, three in the Netherlands and the USA each, and one in Denmark and the United Kingdom 

each). This impacts the applicability of the IPT to non-Western environments and should be cause 

for further research in diverse and lower-income settings. 

Implications for Policy and Practice  

This IPT indicates that engagement with care farm animals may support adults’ mental 

health through improvements in a wide range of health, wellbeing and social factors. One avenue 

through which contact with care farms and their animals can be increased is by educating both 

healthcare professionals and service users about the existence and possible impact these unique 

environments can have, particularly for those who may not be able to access or do not benefit from 

traditional psychological therapies. Care farming interventions are generally delivered within the 

VCSE sector (voluntary, community and social enterprises) and are often accessed via referrals 

through social prescribing schemes (Garside et al., 2020). Social prescribing is a non-medical 



48 
 

‘intervention’ that recognises that health and wellbeing are impacted by factors outside of the 

biomedical sphere; it promotes individuals’ connection with social and psychological aspects of the 

community they perceive as meaningful and engaging (Drinkwater et al., 2019). Social prescribing is 

gaining increasing recognition and funding, and is outlined in the 2019 NHS (National Health Service) 

Long Term Plan as a way of supporting individuals to have control over their own health and receive 

more personalised care. Care farms and engagement with (care farm) animals fit neatly into a social 

prescribing space, and better awareness about care farms and their potential benefits may perhaps 

increase such referrals and, therefore, connect more individuals to local community assets in 

support of their mental health and wellbeing. 

Conclusion 

Findings from this realist review support theories that indicate that human-animal 

relationships are beneficial to mental health and that this may apply to the context of care farm 

animals too. The IPT created begins to enhance our understanding of how and why care farm 

animals can impact adult mental health, which may be facilitated by secure attachment relationships 

formed between farm participants and care farm animals. Whilst this understanding remains in its 

infancy and this theory should be viewed as an early hypothesis, results are highly promising and 

should thus be considered by policy makers and professionals who support individuals with mental 

health difficulties. 
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Chapter Three: Bridging Chapter 

Word count (excluding references): 757 

The realist synthesis in chapter two presents an initial programme theory (IPT) that begins to 

enhance our understanding as to why and how care farm animals may be beneficial for adults with 

mental health difficulties. 

However, as outlined, the IPT is based on limited evidence from twelve studies, most of 

which were not primarily focused on exploring the impact of care farm animals on individuals’ 

mental health, and many of which provided limited first (direct quotes) and second order (author 

interpretations) information that were relevant to be included in the synthesis for the IPT. 

Furthermore, only one of the twelve studies synthesised in the IPT was conducted in the United 

Kingdom (UK). The number of care farms is steadily increasing in the UK (Bragg et al., 2022), and a 

lack of context-specific data in the programme theory may affect its generalisability to the relevant 

systems in the UK. 

Therefore, the IPT created should not be perceived as a completed explanation but should 

instead be considered as providing initial insights into why and how care farm animals can be helpful 

for adults with mental health difficulties. Moreover, further research on the topic is needed to 

gather new empirical evidence that can be used to review and refine the IPT for UK contexts and 

systems and increase its generalisability across different contexts and its overall explanatory 

strengths. 

In addition to the above, another more specific gap was highlighted, namely, how care farm 

animals may be helpful for individuals with a history of trauma or adverse life experiences. Only four 

of the twelve studies recruited participants with trauma histories (Cacciatore et al., 2020; Gorman & 

Cacciatore, 2023; Poulsen et al., 2020; Thieleman et al., 2022), however, three of these focused on 

experiences of traumatic or prolonged grief, and these three studies seem to have been conducted 



57 
 

on the same care farm; none of the studies explored the impact of care farm animals on individuals 

with a history of adverse life events more generally. Therefore, conclusions that may be drawn from 

the impact of care farm animals on adults who have experienced trauma or adverse life events are 

limited and not generalisable beyond their specific settings (Neria & Litz, 2004). 

Given how meaningful care farm animals are indicated to be for individuals’ mental health, 

as explored in the systematic review and IPT, further research should consider exploring their impact 

on individuals with a history of adverse life events, which includes experiences of trauma.  

Experiences of adverse life events  are very common, and whilst they can be experienced as 

traumatic (Smyth et al., 2008), only the minority of individuals develop post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) (Kessler et al., 2017). Specific guidance for the recommended treatment of adverse 

life events only exists for those who meet criteria for PSTD (e.g., see National Institute for Health 

Care Excellence, 2018) and those who do not can struggle to access, for instance, psychological 

support (Bergman et al., 2015), despite the significant widespread impact that adverse life events 

can have on many areas of an individual’s life (Carstensen et al., 2020; Smyth et al., 2008). The 

consequences of adverse life experiences may be interpreted in line with the wider 

conceptualisation of mental health proposed by Galderisi et al. (2017), whereby the adverse life 

event interferes with the state of internal equilibrium by impacting individuals' cognitive, social, 

physical and emotional states. 

Additionally, adverse life experiences are often an underlying cause for secondary mental 

health conditions, which may be treated in the absence of PTSD symptomology without actually 

targeting the cause of the issues. Considering this and the prevalence of exposure to adverse life 

events, it is crucial that more interventions are explored that may be helpful for those who have 

experienced prior adverse life events but who may not meet the criteria for PTSD therapy. 

Therefore, whilst the IPT presented in chapter two proposes that care farm animals are 

helpful for those with mental health difficulties, it would be helpful to gain a better understanding of 
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how care farm animals may impact the mental health of those who have experienced adverse life 

events. 

Consequently, the following chapter presents a UK-based empirical qualitative interview 

study that explores the impact of care farm animals on the mental wellbeing of individuals with a 

history of adverse life events. Given that the consequences of experiencing adverse life events can 

be conceptualised as mental health related (Galderisi et al., 2017), this realist evaluation uses the 

newly gathered interview data to review and refine the IPT created in the realist synthesis described 

in chapter two. 
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Abstract 

Background: Care farm animals are common features on care farms accessed by individuals with 

mental health difficulties, such as experiences of adverse life events. However, our understanding of 

how and why individuals may benefit from care farm animals remains limited.  

Methods: A realist evaluation was conducted to better understand care farm animals’ impact on 

individuals with experiences of adverse life events. Qualitative data from ten participants across two 

care farms gathered via purposive sampling was used to refine an initial programme theory about 

the impact of care farm animals on adult mental health. 

Results: The refined programme theory (RPT) consisted of three Context-Mechanism-Outcome 

configurations. Common themes were the animals allowing participants to forget the outside world, 

participants feeling connected with the animals as they present with desirable traits, and the farm 

environment and its people acting as a safe second home and family. An overarching mechanism of 

‘feeling safe’ emerged from all interviews. Positive health, wellbeing and social changes were 

facilitated by the animals through additional mechanisms such as self-reflection or relearning about 

human relationships, all of which can contribute to individuals’ mental health recovery. 

Conclusion: The RPT provides a model for how care farm animals can benefit the mental health 

recovery journey of adults with experiences of adversity, in line with the CHIME framework. This 

may be facilitated through safe attachment relationships farm participants form with the animals.   

This can have implications for the development of policies and protocols embedding care farm 

(animals) into mental health care delivery. 

Keywords: animal, care farm, green care, adverse life events, mental health, realist evaluation, adults 
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Care farming (or social farming) is broadly defined as the therapeutic usage of agricultural 

practices (Elsey et al., 2016) and is a practice that is growing across the globe (de Bruin et al., 2021). 

The environment and activities may often include socialising with other clients (henceforth called 

‘farm participants’) or staff, horticultural or crop-related tasks, woodwork or animal husbandry (de 

Bruin et al., 2021). Different farm participants have different reasons for attending the farm, which 

may be related to mental or physical health, but also due to social, behavioural or neurological 

difficulties.  

Evidence towards the benefits of care farms is growing (Iancu et al., 2014), including our 

understanding of the social impacts (Elsey et al., 2016) and the role of the green care environment 

itself (Hassink et al., 2010). Hassink et al. (2010) concluded their qualitative study stating that care 

farms create a unique ‘informal context that is close to normal life’ (p.428) rather than being an 

artificial, formal, medical environment with little resemblance to real-world activities, tasks and 

interactions. 

Care Farm Animals and Mental Health 

One of the nature-related activities care farms offer may be engagement in various animal-

related activities, which can include feeding the animals, cleaning or tidying up their living area, as 

well as enjoying the animals’ company and the physical contact with them. 

In their literature review, Berget and Braastad (2011) summarised the outcomes of fourteen 

studies on the effects of care farm animals, finding that they can have positive impacts on 

participants' experiences of anxiety, depression, self-efficacy and social support. Ellingsen-Dalskau et 

al. (2016) interviewed ten care farm participants with mental health difficulties about their 

experience on the farm. One of the arising themes was in relation to animals and nature, with 

participants noticing how the animals bring calmness and inner peace, a feeling that they have 

someone to turn to who understands them. Participants also benefitted from the animals in regard 

to having someone else to take care of. Hassink et al. (2017) conducted focus group meetings with 
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care farmers as well as summarised outcomes from previous related studies. They identified a range 

of benefits, such as the animals providing meaningful occupation and relaxation, distracting from 

problems, and facilitating relationships with other people.  

Additionally, interactions with care farm animals may have added benefits to non-farm 

animal-assisted interventions (AAIs), such as that engagement with the farm animals may be seen as 

more purposeful (e.g., feeding an alpaca rather than ‘merely’ stroking a dog in a non-farm AAI 

context) or participants being genuinely responsible for the animals’ welfare and survival (Ellingsen-

Dalskau et al., 2016). 

Care Farm Animals and Adverse Life Events 

Adverse life events may be described as “sudden, dramatic experiences” which are “typically 

unexpected” and “require significant change in an individual’s life pattern and adaptive or coping 

behavior” and may be described as “potentially traumatic events” (Richardson et al., 2023, p.342). 

Bonanno (2004) suggests that most people will experience such significant negative events in their 

life, whereas other studies propose a lifetime prevalence of between 55.8% to 84.5% (Smyth et al., 

2008). Adverse life events have the potential to significantly disrupt an individual’s life and can lead 

to manifestations of physical, neurological and mental health difficulties (Carstensen et al., 2020; 

Smyth et al., 2008). However, not all adverse life events are traumatic (Smyth et al., 2008), and only 

a minority of those who experience adverse life events go on to develop post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) (Kessler et al., 2017). Targeted treatment options only exist for those who meet the 

threshold for PTSD (e.g., see National Institute for Health Care Excellence, 2018) and those who do 

not can struggle accessing appropriate support (Bergman et al., 2015). 

No studies exploring the impact of AAI or care farm animals on individuals with a history of 

adverse life events more broadly were found in the process of researching for this project. However, 

existing evidence points towards the benefits of AAIs for PTSD: In a meta-analysis, animal-assisted 

psychotherapy has been shown to be effective in reducing symptoms of PTSD (Germain et al., 2018). 
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In another meta-analysis and systematic review, Hediger et al. (2021) summarised that AAIs enabled 

similar reductions in PTSD symptoms as standard psychotherapy for PTSD.  

Studies about the impact of care farm animals on individuals with a history of trauma are 

sparse, and only four were identified (Cacciatore et al., 2020; Gorman & Cacciatore, 2023; Poulsen et 

al., 2020; Thieleman et al., 2022) in a realist synthesis (Fath et al., 2025). Three of these studies were 

conducted on the same care farm and with farm participants' reasons for attendance being that of 

traumatic loss and grief, which is seen as differing from other forms of trauma (Neria & Litz, 2004). 

Research Question 

Although care farms and care farm AAIs are showing promising evidence towards improving 

people’s wellbeing, the robustness and quality of these findings vary substantially, with few studies 

having been conducted about care farm animals, particularly from the perspective of farm 

participants themselves and with individuals with a history of adverse life events (Fath et al., 2025). 

Furthermore, our understanding of why and how care farm animals may be beneficial remains 

limited. O'Haire et al. (2019) proposed some theories that might begin to explain the impact of 

animals on human mental health, including Attachment Theory, and further empirical research on 

human-animal relationships has demonstrated that humans can form safe attachment bonds with 

animals (Faner et al., 2024). In a recent realist review, an initial programme theory (IPT) was created 

aimed at explaining why and how care farm animals may be beneficial for adults’ mental health 

(Fath et al., 2025). This IPT also provided initial support for the use of Attachment Theory as an 

explanatory model for the impact care farm animals can have on adult mental health. However, 

more qualitative empirical evidence is required to understand how and why care farm animals can 

impact adult mental health, how their impact may relate to existing psychological theories, and to 

test and refine this IPT’s applicability to individuals with a history of adverse life events (including 

trauma) more specifically. This would also enhance its explanatory strength as a theory of the 

benefits of care farm animals on mental health. 
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Therefore, given our continued limited understanding of the mechanisms underlying the 

potential benefits of care farm animals, this research aims to refine the IPT created by Fath et al. 

(2025) from a realist review of prior literature, with empirical realist qualitative data to answer the 

following question: 

What are the mechanisms through which care farm animals may impact adults with a history 

of adverse life events? In what context does it work, for whom, how and why? 

Methods  

Research Design 

A realist evaluation was chosen as this project’s methodological approach (Pawson & Tilley, 

1997). An increasingly popular theory-driven approach, it aims to answer the question “What works, 

for whom, in what circumstances and how?”. It achieves this understanding through the creation of 

a programme theory, which explains why and how an intervention is successful in some but not 

other circumstances, for some but not other people. A programme theory typically has three 

components called CMOcs: Context- Mechanism- Outcome configurations. Realist approaches 

recognise that an intervention or programme is only effective when it is delivered under the right 

social and organisational conditions or contexts (i.e., ‘contexts’, which may be, amongst other things, 

of geographical, political, social, or inter-relational nature). An understanding of the reactions or 

responses to these contexts is required; these are ‘mechanisms’, which are triggered (or inhibited) 

by certain contexts and are the unseen drivers or reasons for change, therefore providing 

understanding about what aspects of an intervention do or don’t work. These collectively influence 

the ‘outcomes’ of an intervention or programme, which are the changes experienced by the 

contexts and mechanisms of a programme (Wong et al., 2017).  

Qualitative data gathered via semi-structured in-situ realist interviews was used to refine the 

IPT created in a realist review by Fath et al. (2025). One-to-one face-to-face interviews were chosen 
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as the data collection method as they are well-suited to qualitatively exploring individuals’ 

perceptions and experiences; the one-to-one set-up allows participants to feel safe to explore and 

share personal experiences without fear of judgment by others, and conducting interviews face-to-

face is perceived as the ‘gold standard’ way to conduct interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  

The project was, where possible, planned and conducted in line with realist evaluation 

quality (Wong et al., 2017, pp. 21-29) and publication standards (Wong et al., 2016, pp. 4-5). 

Participants 

Care Farms  

Inclusion criteria for care farms were that the farms 1) hosted animals that farm participants 

could engage with, and 2) that they were willing and able to facilitate interviews on their premises. 

Registered care farms were searched for via the members page of Social Farms & Gardens (2024). 

Out of 15 care farms contacted, eight replied, and two wanted to participate. 

Farm 1 houses sheep and lambs, ducks, geese and chickens, dogs, cats and pigs. Animal-

related activities included: feeding the animals, cleaning their sheds or fields, or simply spending 

time in the animals’ company.  

Farm 2 houses donkeys, two types of goats, sheep and lambs, alpacas, pigs, rabbits and 

guinea pigs, chickens, ducks and geese, and a dog. Animal-related activities included: feeding the 

animals, cleaning their stables or fields, walking them, keeping an eye on their wellbeing and, with 

support, administering health interventions (e.g., medication) or simply spending time in the 

animals’ company. 

Interview Participants 

Participants needed to be 18 years old or older, self-identified to have a history of adverse 

life events or trauma from any time in their life and be currently accessing one of the two 

participating care farms.  
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Five farm participants were recruited from each care farm, providing ten participants in total 

who consented to be part of the study. Age was gathered in ranges to enhance anonymity. Two 

participants were male. All identified as ‘White British or White Other’. See Table 3 for participant 

demographics and interview details. 

Recruitment was conducted via care farm managers as gatekeepers using a purposive 

sampling method. They approached participants meeting inclusion criteria. This was checked 

through pre-interview eligibility forms. On meeting criteria, interviews were arranged. 

 

Table 3 

Participant ID, demographics and interview details 

Participant ID 
(interview order) 

Gender Age range Interview conducted with animals & outdoors? 

PP1 Male 45-54 No 

PP2 Female 55-64 Yes (geese, ducks), and outdoors 

PP3 Female 55-64 No, but outdoors 

PP4 Female 45-54 No 

PP5 Female 65-74 No 

PP6 Female 25-34 Yes (goats), and outdoors 

PP7 Female 35-44 Yes (pigs), and outdoors 

PP8 Female 18-24 Yes (goats, donkeys, pigs), and outdoors 

PP9 Female 35-44 No 

PP10 Male 25-34 No 

 

Interviews 

The semi-structured interview schedule was co-developed with volunteering care farm staff. 

Guidance for realist interviews (RAMESES, 2017) was reviewed to suggest possible topics and inform 

question framing (Westhorp & Manzano, 2017), which was then refined with suggestions by care 
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farm advisors and in line with the project’s aim. Five areas of questions were developed, leading to 

eleven questions in total, see Table 4. Completed interviews informed explorations of themes arising 

in subsequent interviews in line with realist data collection models (Rees et al., 2024). 

 

Table 4  

Questions used during semi-structured interviews 

General questions about the care farm 

1 How long for and how often have you been coming to the care farm? 

2 What are your favourite activities at the care farm or with the care farm  animals? 

General questions about the care farm animals 

3 How important are the animals to your experience of the care farm? Would you come 
if there weren’t any animals? 

4 Do you have a preferred care farm animal, and if so, which and why? 

Feelings in relation to the care farm animals and participants' adverse life events 

5 What words would you use to describe how you feel when you are with the care farm 
animals? Does it differ between animals? 

6 Does how you feel when engaging with the care farm animals change throughout the 
day? 

Benefits of the care farm animals in relation to participants' adverse life events 

7 Do you feel the care farm animals have helped you manage the adverse life events that 
you have experienced differently? If so, how? 

8 Experiencing adverse life events can have a negative impact on many areas of 
someone’s life. Has engaging with the care farm animals had a helpful or unhelpful 
impact on any areas of your life? 

(Examples given as prompts, if required, were: impact on confidence, relationships 
with humans, self-worth, sense of control, etc.) 

9 Do you feel engaging with the care farm animals helps your physical and or mental 
wellbeing? If so, how? 

10 How does the impact of the care farm animals permeate into your life outside the 
farm? 

Closing Question 

11 Is there anything else you’d like to share or discuss in relation to this topic? 
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Interviews took place in situ between March and May 2024. With the care farm manager’s 

agreement, participants were offered the option to conduct their interview in the animals’ presence 

or whilst engaging in an activity with them, alternative to conducting the interview indoors in a 

confidential space on the farm. Interviews lasted between 43 and 123 minutes and were recorded 

with dictaphones. Participants were debriefed after the interviews and were offered to review their 

transcripts. 

Analysis 

Considering suggestions by Rees et al. (2024) on how to conduct realist analyses, the 

analysis process involved deductive and inductive reasoning as well as retroductive iterations 

following the realist principle of generative causality aimed at the creation of CMOcs or explanatory 

statements. 

Interviews were automatically transcribed via Microsoft Word and corrected manually while 

listening to the recordings. Transcripts were read multiple times, and line-by-line coding related to 

care farm animals took place in NVivo, which was used to manage the data. Using inductive 

reasoning, across all transcripts, initial codes were generated where there were areas of 

commonality or contrast. These initial codes were inductively and deductively merged and refined to 

create unique, grouped codes. Data saturation was felt to be achieved on development of refined 

thematic codes when no new content arose that would form independent themes. Codes were 

inductively and deductively developed into CMOcs or explanatory statements. These were then 

considered in relation to the IPT created by Fath et al. (2025), leading to an eventual merging of both 

sets of data. These steps were conducted by the primary researcher (JF) independently, followed by 

discussions with the secondary researcher (BT) in a retroductive realist process. This process took 

several iterations, during which different individual Cs, Ms and Os were merged with other, similar 

themes and repeatedly re-arranged until they were felt to be most meaningful to their related Cs, 

Ms and Os, thus, creating a finalised, refined programme theory (RPT). This process’s aim was not to 
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detect an underlying truth in the data but rather to identify recurrences, contradictions and 

commonalities in the participants’ experiences with the care farm animals. 

Ethics 

Ethical approval was sought and gained from the University of East Anglia Faculty of 

Medicine and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee on 29th November 2023 and 19th January 

2024 (ETH2324-0011 and ETH2324-1318). Informed written consent was obtained from all 

participants. To reduce potential for distress, participants were not asked about their history of 

adverse life events. Interview breaks and withdrawal were highlighted as possibilities. Data 

protection was maintained by anonymising interview transcripts. Animals were not experimented on 

or manipulated; their presence in interviews was voluntary, and their welfare was monitored by care 

farm managers. 

Results 

It was evident from the interviews that for all participants the care farm animals played a 

very important role in their overall experience of the care farm: “It wouldn't be the same if there 

weren't the animals. So, I suppose they play a key part in the whole role of the care farm, really.” 

(PP10).  

At the same time, most participants were clear that they would still come to the farm if 

there weren’t any animals, as they also value other aspects that the farm offers, and they perceived 

their positive experience of the farm to be made up of multiple parts, with animals being one of 

them.  

But they [the animals] are my main purpose of why I come here. But regardless of having 

animals here or looking after them, I’ve still got people as well. My people around me. I 

wouldn’t miss them for the world either. (PP8) 
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Some participants spoke about how they felt initially hesitant to come to the care farm, 

however, how the promise of the animals’ presence became a deciding, encouraging factor: “When I 

first started coming here, if it wasn’t for the animals, I wouldn’t have come.” (PP6). 

Refined Programme Theory (RPT) 

Whilst the focus of this research was on investigating the impact of animals on care farms, 

the RPT takes into consideration that the animals are a part of the care farm, and thus their impact 

cannot be seen solely in isolation from the farm itself. Consequently, the RPT is an expansion of the 

IPT presented by Fath et al. (2025) and consists of three sets of CMOcs: two about the impact of care 

farm animals specifically and one about the impact of the care farm as the host of the care farm 

animals overall. Each set of CMOcs has one context with multiple mechanisms and outcomes; given 

the number of outcomes, each set of outcomes connected to a mechanism was also summarised. 

Additional to traditional programme theories, a context, a mechanism and a summary outcome 

overarching all CMOCs were identified.  

True to the realist principle of generative causation, CMOcs should be read as ‘if (context)…, 

then (outcome)…, because (mechanism)’ statements to highlight their explanatory strengths (Leeuw, 

2003). 

Overarching Elements 

Overarching Context: Peacefulness, Calmness and Tranquillity. Experiencing a sense of 

peacefulness, calmness and tranquillity that creates a therapeutic environment for healing was 

central to every participant’s description of the care farm animals and the farm itself, “The goats 

calm me down.” (PP6). This peacefulness set the tone for all interactions and experiences on the 

farm and, as identified in the IPT, motivated farm participants to engage in meaningful (animal-

related) activities on the farm. Therefore, this was identified as an overarching environmental and 

social context. 
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Overarching Mechanism: Psychological & Physiological Safety. A recurring, all-

encompassing theme across all interviews was the sense of safety that the care farm animals offered 

to farm participants, “Because when I speak to animals and I'm with them I feel safe.” (PP8). This 

was identified as a mechanism in the IPT. On immersion into the newly gathered data, this sense of 

safety arose as an overarching mechanism rather than an individual mechanism, or a context or 

outcome, although in reality, it is likely that it interconnectedly influences all stages of the 

programme theory. 

Overarching Summary Outcome: Personal Mental Health Recovery. This project aimed to 

identify why and how care farm animals would impact individuals with a history of adverse life 

events. Throughout all conversations, all participants voiced the significant impact the care farm 

animals had on them, particularly in relation to how they positively impacted a wide range of health, 

wellbeing and social factors in individuals’ lives (e.g., “They [the animals] taught me that it’s okay not 

to be okay.”, PP1). Given the breadth of what may be perceived as ‘mental health’, one could 

consider all outcomes mentioned in this project as related to an improvement in participants' 

mental health. Building on this, this overarching outcome should be considered as a summary 

outcome to the individual outcomes that combine to support individuals’ personal mental health 

recovery. This incorporates the overarching summary outcome from the IPT (‘positive health, 

wellbeing and social changes’). This may be aptly summarised by participant 5, who stated: “I think it 

is healing.” 

CMOc1: Animals Make Me Forget the Outside World  

The first set of CMOcs was set in the context of care farm animals making individuals forget 

the outside world (C1), see Figure 3. 

I can leave everything, my worries in life at home or at the gate. As soon as I'm on the farm... 

Just, yeah. A feeling of relief sort of thing. Not got to worry about anything else, just make 

sure all the animals are happy and content. (PP10) 
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Mechanism 1: Space for Self-Reflection. C1 triggered the mechanism of self-reflection, 

whereby individuals felt safe and able to reflect on themselves or their life more neutrally or 

positively (M1).  

[Manager] said that I am changing since when I first came. For the good, for the good, she 

said. And I am getting in touch with my feminine side, as I say [PP giggles]. Because I just had 

problems identifying as being a woman, I'm not transgender, because of the upbringing I just 

didn't like my body and stuff like that. (PP3) 

Outcomes related to personal growth and insight (O1-O3), which included participants 

feeling or thinking differently about their past adversities or as if they can move forward or accept 

them, “I think the animals helped me come to terms with it or helped me process it.” (PP1), (O4). 

Mechanism 2: Mindfulness. A second mechanism triggered by C1 was that participants felt 

able to be more mindful, more present in the moment. This also facilitated individuals being able to 

notice the animals being funny, which all participants noted (M2): “When you are sat with them your 

brain is not racing. You're not going like 100 miles a minute. You could just be here in a moment.” 

(PP6) and “If I'm feeling down or cross for any reason, fed up, you just have to look at them and they 

make you laugh.” (PP3). 

Outcomes related to improvements in participants' physical health (O5) and emotional 

regulation and balance (O6-O7). 

Mechanism 3: Attentional Focus on the Animals. A third mechanism triggered by C1 is that 

it allowed farm participants to focus on the animals instead of other people (M3). 

When I was first here, I would focus on the animals because there was people. My anxiety 

was awful and because I didn't know the people, I didn't know what people were like here, I 

would focus on them [the animals]. They would take my mind off of the people around me 

here and what was going on. (PP8) 
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Figure 3 

CMOc1: Animals make me forget the outside world
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This facilitated several positive social outcomes leading to experiences of increased 

relational growth, connectedness and confidence (O8-O11).  

CMOc2: Animals Have (Desired) Human Traits Facilitating Connection 

The second set of CMOcs was set in the context of the care farm animals demonstrating 

human traits, some of which were desired in others, that increased connection with the animals 

(C2), see Figure 4. This connection is aptly summarised by the following quote: “It's just two souls 

sitting next to each other that seem to have a bond or seem to have a connection.” (PP1). 

Examples of such traits were the animals demonstrating personalities (“They’re all different. 

They've all got their different little quirks and things, just like people have.” PP2), being innocent, 

cute and playful like children, expected and desired routine, were greedy for food or were reliable 

and predictable. All participants also perceived the animals as funny: “The ducks like to tease them 

as well when they are in the pen and isn’t that comical, a tiny duck going after a goose.” (PP2). 

Other traits that made farm participants feel connected with the animals was feeling that 

the animals understood them and their needs, were feeling their emotions, and were accepting of 

their emotions and them as who they are (“You’re not getting pushed away by them.” PP5), whilst 

only wanting and demanding what the individuals were able to give. For instance, during her 

interview, participant 7 pointed to one of the pigs and said: “You can see him smiling.”, thus 

superimposing human traits. However, participant 1 said these weren’t ‘human’ traits, but ‘animal’ 

traits, as humans were animals too:  

Maybe I put human emotions or feelings, but I truly think that we'll find in the future that 

animals have all the same feelings as us, envy, jealousy, happiness, kindness. […] That's not a 

human trait. That is an animal trait. 
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Figure 4 

CMOc2: Animals have desired human traits facilitating connection 
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Participant 8 warned the researcher not to wear pink around the Pygmy goats as they dislike 

that colour, and participant 2 said: “They’re like people, you know, they're a family unit. If you get 

between, you know, get there in the middle of them, they get distressed. If you change their routine, 

they get upset, you know?”. 

Mechanism 4: Relational Re-Learning. C2 triggered several mechanisms, such as that 

individuals felt safe and able to re-learn about other humans in a more positive way (M4), such as 

that they aren’t so bad and that safe relationships are possible, which empowered experiences of 

relational growth, connectedness and confidence in regard to human relationships (O8-O11). 

They help me get… I trust the animals here. And I think that helps with the trust of the 

people who are here, because watching them guys help with the animals, knowing that 

they're all doing what they've got to do. (PP8) 

Mechanism 5: Unconditional Positive Regard, Relational Worth & Validation. Through 

noticing desirable traits in them, the animals made farm participants feel good enough, needed and 

appreciated (M5), “I feel loved by the animals because when you're there, they do come to you. 

When you give them a fuss, they are like ‘oh hello, I like this’. There is always an animal that will 

come to you.” (PP8). 

Examples of outcomes were a sense of purpose (O12), an increase in confidence or self-

worth (O13), or participants feeling or expressing maternal instincts (O14), therefore, allowing a 

caring identity. This was significant in the light of some of these women’s past adversity being 

related to the topics of motherhood and care. It felt as if the safety of the animals allowed possibly 

painful maternal instincts to not just arise but also be fostered, and their expression encouraged. 

Mechanism 6: Communicating with the Animals. Animals demonstrating (desired) human 

traits also made farm participants feel they can talk to the animals about themselves and their life 

and other things (M6), which a number of them did during the interviews as well: “Hey, beautiful 
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boy. Yeah, you're beautiful. And yes, you're gorgeous too.” (PP6). Participant 4 expressed a level of 

safety that talking to the animals brings, “Just talking to them, telling my secrets, and thinking it's 

good no one can hear me. And no one can find out what's going on in my head, and they won't tell 

anyone.” 

Examples of outcomes were participants experiencing validation, acceptance and greater 

positive affect, such as feeling acknowledged and validated by the animals (O15) or feeling able to 

express oneself authentically alongside being non-judgmentally accepted (O16). 

Mechanism 7: Mentalisation & Identification with the Animals. Through identifying 

(desired) human traits in the animals, farm participants felt safe and able to mentalise the care farm 

animals (e.g., wonder about what they may feel, think or need) and identify with them in a manner 

that felt helpful to them (M7). Participant 2 reflected on how one of the chickens, Alice, dislikes it 

when someone puts a hand on her head and could identify with this herself, saying that “it would 

frighten me and I would, I'd have some sort of reaction. I don't know what it would be, but it 

wouldn’t be a happy one.”  

Examples of outcomes were participants being more caring and compassionate to others 

and themselves (O17), such as participant 6, who reflected on learning to be less perfectionistic on 

realising that not every single goat poo nugget needed to be cleaned up, or participants feeling 

inspired by the animals’ resilience and the simplicity of their life (O18). 

Mechanism 8: Reciprocal Relationships with the Animals. By feeling connected with the 

animals, farm participants were able to experience a sense of reciprocity and mutual benefit in their 

relationship with them (M8):   

There was one chicken that had no feathers at all. And we got her feathers back. We helped 

calm them down, fed them, and looked after them. It makes you proud knowing that you’ve 

done that, you’ve helped them become what they are now. (PP8) 
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Examples of outcomes were participants experiencing a greater range of positive emotions 

(O6) or recognising an attentional shift away from daily stressors or difficulties (O7). 

CMOc3: The Care Farm and its People are a Safe Second Home and Family 

This CMOc relates to the context of the care farm environment itself. Despite not being 

asked about this within the realist interviews, every participant spoke about the care farm and its 

benefits, particularly the social elements. This may be a reflection of most participants' perception of 

the animals being one part of the wider care farm environment, and participants valuing many 

different aspects of the farm, see Figure 5.  

Therefore, the third set of CMOcs are set in the context of individuals perceiving the farm, 

including its social (with staff and other farm participants), nature and animal-related activities as a 

safe second home and family (C3), “This lot are my second family. […] I wouldn't miss them for the 

world either.” (PP8), “It's like the people are like family and the animals are like my family. I love 

them.” (PP2), and staff are spoken of very highly: “The staff’s personalities helped. If they, if you 

came and it’s a bit like ‘pull yourself together’. Tough staff. You'd be like ‘whatever’. Yeah, but the 

kindness and the sort of mothering that happened at first.” (PP1). 

Mechanism 9: Safe, Accepting & Supporting Human Environment. The safe, homely family 

feeling of the farm offers compassion, kindness and lack of judgment; it provokes a feeling of 

acceptance and being cared for in farm participants, alongside the sense that everyone is sharing 

support and working as a team (M9). This is aptly summarised by two quotes from participant 7, 

“But here, it's like everyone's the same, well, obviously we're all different too, but it's not… your 

differences aren't… kind of… they accept you for how you are.”, and participant 8, “It’s like you know 

you read a book and you're in a different world. That's what it's like in real life. Being here, I feel 

free, safe, and I feel like me. Knowing that I'm not getting judged.” 
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Figure 5 

CMOc3: The care farm is a safe second home and family 
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Participant 5 also spoke about how newcomers are welcomed: “I find it quite family 

orientated. Yeah, and like if someone new comes, we're all there, you know. We’re all there to sort 

of help or just to be quiet.” Participant 6 reflected on how everyone works as a team and 

communicates well.  

Outcomes related to personal and relational growth (O8-O11), social belonging (O16, O21-

O22), hope for the future (O20) and emotional growth (O4, O6-O7, O13).  

Mechanism 10: Opportunities for Emotionally Safe Dialogue. The safe, homely farm 

environment made farm participants feel that they have the option to talk, if they so wish (M10), 

“And cause it is a care farm you’re not left, only if you want to have like 5 minutes, so you will always 

have someone that will say ‘do you want to chat’ or something like that.” (PP5). 

Outcomes related to social and community belonging (O16, O21, O22) and emotional 

growth (O4, O6-O7, O13).  

Mechanism 11: New Skills Acquisition. The care farms provide safe, practical learning 

opportunities (M11), such as mentoring younger farm participants, learning about pottery, 

woodwork or gardening, or working in the café. On care farm 2, farm participants can work towards 

specific certificates, such as in cooking, baking or animal care. Participant 9 reflected on how 

working in the kitchen and the café allowed her to learn more about nutrition and health: “That’s 

the other bonus about doing the café, it does teach you about nutritional levels, what is good, 

lactose and sugars, diabetes and that sort of stuff. So, I learn quite a bit.” 

Outcomes related to experiences of empowerment through increased employability (O23) 

and a sense of achievement (O24). 

Mechanism 12: Feeling Trusted with Responsibility. The context of the safe family and 

second home that the farm offers meant farm participants were trusted with the responsibility to 

take care of the animals, which they valued (M12). This experience empowered, amongst other 
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things, feelings of achievement and mastery in farm participants (O24): “And that's what the people 

here do and the animals. They do boost you. They make you feel like you're achieving something in 

life.” (PP8). 

Discussion  

This research aimed to refine the IPT created by Fath et al. (2025) that forwards our 

understanding of the role of care farms and care farm animals in supporting adults with a history of 

adverse life events. The RPT (Figure 6) consists of three separate but interconnected CMOcs.  

It highlights that if farm participants feel that the animals allow them to forget the outside 

world (C1) or if they feel connected with the animals due to them presenting with desirable traits 

(C2), this may activate several mechanisms leading to positive changes in psychosocial and clinical 

elements of farm participants' lives. Examples of these mechanisms are: self-reflection, relational 

relearning about (human) relationships or experiencing unconditional positive regard, relational 

worth and validation. These mechanisms shed light on how and why care farm animals can have the 

impact they do (i.e., outcomes). 

Where CMOc1 and CMOc2 give credit to the power of animals, CMOc3 is a reflection on the 

care farm animals existing within the context of the care farm as the provider of a safe second home 

and family for farm participants. It felt important to create a third, non-animal focused CMOc, as 

during interviews it became evident that whilst all participants saw the animals as one very 

important part of the care farm, they also felt that it was but one of the important aspects of it, 

particularly highlighting the social elements with other farm participants, staff and volunteers as 

crucial to their experience. Additionally, the care farm animals cannot exist without the care farm. 

Consequently, it was to some degree not possible to completely separate the impact of the animals 

from the impact of the farm itself. Therefore, the interplay between the animals and the farm, 

particularly in relation to the social consequences of this enmeshment, is given credit through 

CMOc3.  
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Figure 6 Refined programme theory denoting the impact of care farm animals on adults with a history of adverse life events 

 
Note: background colour: orange (context), green (mechanism), blue (outcome). Text colour: red (new data from this project only), purple (data from both 
the IPT and this project), blue (data from the IPT only) 
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These three CMOcs are interconnected through an identified overarching context (‘peaceful 

and calm environment for healing promoting activity’), which shone through all interviews as an all-

encompassing backdrop and an overarching mechanism (‘feeling psychologically and physically 

safe’), which fundamentally motivated change in farm participants. An overarching summary 

outcome termed ‘personal mental health recovery’ was identified, which seemed to logically follow 

as a consequence and combination of all more specific outcomes (i.e., the individual positive health, 

wellbeing and social changes) included in the programme theory. 

Adverse Life Events & Wider Mental Health 

It is noteworthy that whilst the focus of this research was on discovering how individuals 

with a history of adverse life events benefit from care farm animals, farm participants spoke little 

about the impact of the animals or the farm on their adverse life events themselves. This is despite 

having been asked about the impact of the care farm animals on their perception of the adversity 

they experienced. 

This may be due to several reasons, such as that many of the farm participants may not 

perceive their experiences as ‘adverse’, but rather as an unchangeable element of their past; this 

reflection was given by the manager of care farm 2. Additionally, what constitutes an adverse life 

event is not necessarily the experience itself, but rather the impact it has on individuals’ lives. This 

may take the form of physical or mental health difficulties, low self-esteem, difficulties with their 

own identity and interpersonal relationships (Richardson et al., 2023; Smyth et al., 2008; Tiet et al., 

2001; Wang et al., 2025). This programme theory identified positive changes to all of these areas 

through contact with the care farm animals, such as strengthened interpersonal trust and 

relationships (O10), personal growth through self-reflection (M1, O1), improved physical health (O5) 

or an improved sense of self-worth and confidence (O13). These are all elements of life that adverse 

life events may take away from individuals. These can be restored over time in the calm and safe, 

non-pressured environment that was identified to be underlying the care farm animals in this 
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project. Therefore, making care farm (animals) suitable ‘interventions’ for individuals with a history 

of adverse life events, as is reflected in the overarching summary outcome of personal mental health 

recovery. 

The RPT and Attachment Theory  

The RPT expands our knowledge about how and why care farm animals may be beneficial for 

adults with adverse life experiences. The paper which first described the IPT on which this RPT is 

based indicated that attachment theory could be considered as an explanatory model for the 

described impact (Fath et al., 2025). Notably, the new and detailed information contained in the RPT 

provides further scientific evidence for this, which is in line with existing research that links humans’ 

relationships with animals to attachment theory (e.g., Faner et al., 2024; Groenewoud et al., 2023). 

 Positive and safe attachment relationships with the animals could be considered as central 

to farm participants' experiences. This is evidenced through participants' feeling safe (overarching 

mechanisms) and calm around the animals (overarching context), experiences that encompassed 

reports from all interview participants. Both experiences of safety and calmness are central 

elements of attachment theory and indicators of safe attachment relationships (Bowlby, 1988; 

Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  

Furthermore, many participants described the animals as possessing desirable traits, such as 

that they understand them and their needs, feel and accept their emotions and accept them for who 

they are (C2). This reflects concepts of emotional attunement and unconditional positive regard, 

which are fundamental elements of safe attachment experiences (Bowlby, 1988; Rogers, 1967). Safe 

attachment figures are also known to support the development of self-regulatory emotional abilities 

(Pallini et al., 2018; Sroufe & Waters, 1977). A number of mechanisms and outcomes related to 

improvements in participants' emotional expression, regulation and balance (O3, O4, O6, O7, O13, 

O14, O15, O17).  
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Several elements of the RPT related to improvements in social relationships (M4, O8-11). 

Considering this in the light of attachment theory, participants may ‘use’ the care farm animals as 

their safe base from which to safely (re-)explore and improve relationships with other humans 

(Bowlby, 1988). This may be particularly relevant for adults who have experienced adversity in their 

childhood, especially if of interrelational nature. Moreover, participants also felt able to grow (O1) 

and heal (overarching context, O3-4), which can be interpreted as further evidence of animals acting 

as a secure base providing emotional stability, which supports personal development and recovery.  

Overall, the RPT provides further evidence indicating the use of attachment theory as a 

model explaining the impact care farm animals can have on adults with experiences of mental health 

difficulties and adversity.  

Recovery Perspectives 

What is noteworthy from the current results and previous qualitative studies on the topic is 

that the mental health benefits are typically not described by farm participants in relation to clinical 

symptomology and diagnosis, but much more transdiagnostically and psychosocially. This is in line 

with broader definitions of mental health, such as that by Galderisi et al. (2017) who describe mental 

health as a ‘dynamic state of internal equilibrium’ (p.3) affected by a range of psychological, social, 

cognitive and physical factors. 

This encourages the perception of the RPT from a more general personal mental health 

recovery framework rather than adverse life events specifically, as is reflected in the overarching 

summary outcome. Recovery perspectives may stipulate that recovery may not necessarily be about 

removing clinical symptomology, but rather about recovering a meaningful life which is worth living 

(Liljedahl et al., 2023). Considering this, it was felt that farm participants may indeed experience the 

care farm animals and the farm itself as a process, an opportunity to recover and rebuild their life 

whilst living alongside remaining (and new) challenges, rather than with the goal to recover from 

their adverse life events and its symptomology. This may indicate that care farm animals and the RPT 
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may be applicable and helpful for the mental health recovery journey of not just individuals with a 

history of adverse life events, but also for those with other mental health difficulties or other needs. 

 It is noticeable that many elements of the RPT lend themselves to interpretation in line with 

the CHIME framework, which stipulates five core experiences necessary for mental health recovery: 

Connectedness, Hope and optimism, Identity, Meaning and purpose, and Empowerment (Leamy et 

al., 2011). For instance, ‘Connectedness’ is a core element of participants' experiences, whereby 

they connect deeply with the animals (C2), but also other farm participants (O8-O11). ‘Hopefulness’ 

(O20) arose as an outcome but may also be reflected in farm participants' feeling inspired about 

their own future by the animals’ resilience (O18). Through self-reflection (M1) and personal, 

relational and emotional growth (e.g., O1, O13, O8-11), participants may rebuild a positive sense of 

‘Identity’. Farm participants experience the work with the animals as meaningful (overarching 

context) and purposeful (O12). Lastly, considering the factor of ‘Empowerment’, all mechanisms 

could be regarded as empowering positive change in farm participants' lives and wellbeing. Whilst a 

definite conceptual overlap is noticeable between the RPT and CHIME framework, further research 

would benefit from exploring the applicability of care farm (animals) to this particular mental health 

recovery framework, particularly in relation to recovery from adverse life events. 

Reflexivity/ Management of Bias 

The authors approached the topic, design and conduct of this project feeling passionate 

about the therapeutic benefits of animals, which was openly communicated to care farm managers 

and farm participants. Displaying this passion may have impacted individuals' readiness to share 

potentially less positive experiences of the animals. Simultaneously, hiding this passion would have 

felt deceitful, and it is hoped that sharing it helped to build rapport and emphasise the rationale for 

the project; thus, hopefully allowing participants to feel comfortable enough to share a broad range 

of experiences. At the beginning of interviews, participants were also advised clearly that there were 

no right or wrong answers, and that the interviewer was only interested in the farm participants' 
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perspective; at the same time, where relevant, participants were advised that their experiences 

could be both positive and negative.  

In an effort to reduce recruitment bias, care farm managers were advised to recruit farm 

participants who engaged with the animals, rather than specifically benefited from them. Whilst no 

participants spoke negatively of the animals, all participants spoke highly not just of the care farm 

animals, but of all aspects of the farm, and most rated all aspects of the farm, including the animals, 

as similarly or equally important. 

Critical Appraisal & Future Research  

This project was, where possible, conducted in line with realist evaluation quality (Wong et 

al., 2017) and publication standards (Wong et al., 2016). These were broadly met, except that, given 

temporal restraints, data collection was not multi-method and was restricted to one round of 

interviews, which may have impacted the depth of theory enhancement. 

The generalisability of these findings is limited by the involvement of two care farms only, 

meaning the participants in this study may not be representative of everyone attending care farms 

in relation to both their strong connection with the animals and their demographics. Research 

building on this study could further investigate the impact of care farm animals on individuals with a 

history of adverse life events or trauma specifically, or in relation to different demographic factors 

(e.g., all participants in this study identified as White), which could lead to further expansions of the 

RPT and help to identify the proportion of individuals, and which individuals in particular may benefit 

from the animals specifically. 

A strength of this project is that it is the first piece of research exploring the mechanisms 

underlying the impact of care farm animals on adults with a history of adverse life events. 

Additionally, the two care farms that participated in this project differed structurally regarding their 

offered activities, number and type of animals, number of daily farm participants, structure of the 
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day and other factors. However, despite these substantial differences, findings from interviews as 

well as the IPT overlapped so that a shared cohesive RPT could be created. Future research would 

benefit from investigating how individuals on differently operating care farms may perceive care 

farm animals and how this may impact the emergence of CMOcs differing from or aligning with the 

factors identified in the presented programme theory. This could further our understanding of which 

individuals may benefit from what type of care farms and care farm animals and why, thus 

increasing the suitability and effectiveness of care farm interventions.  

Existing evidence suggests that involving animals in psychological therapy can increase its 

effectiveness (Marr et al., 2000). Therefore, future research should explore how attending care 

farms and engaging with care farm animals during, alongside or after engaging in psychological 

therapy may impact individuals’ therapeutic journey in the short- and long-term.  

Lastly, further research may wish to continue exploring Attachment Theory or other 

psychological theories as explanatory theories for the impact of care farm animals on adult mental 

health, as well as the animals’ role in individuals’ recovery journey as per the CHIME framework. 

Implications & Conclusion 

The authors believe that the RPT furthers our understanding as to why and how care farm 

animals can be helpful for some people and how central the care farm animals can be to some 

individuals’ mental health (recovery) journey, which may be understood through the CHIME 

framework. The RPT provides support for this impact being facilitated by adults forming safe 

attachment bonds with the care farm animals, because of which they may feel safe to re-explore 

themselves, relationships and the world. 

Additionally, more widely so, we hope that this novel piece of research can aid decisions 

related to the development or set-up of care farms with animals, as well as support the 
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development of policies and protocols, which are currently lacking in the field of AAI, particularly on 

care farms.  

Clinical Psychologists could work alongside commissioners, policymakers and care farms, 

providing psychological understanding that could lead to the creation of such policies and protocols. 

This cooperation could also help maximise the already existing psychologically supportive and safe 

approach and, thus, the impact of care farms and their animals on personal mental health recovery.  

Lastly, it is hoped that this new piece of work may support the recognition of how impactful 

animals can be and help embed AAIs and care farms into mental health care delivery.  



91 
 

References 

Berget, B., & Braastad, B. O. (2011). Animal-assisted therapy with farm animals for persons with 

psychiatric disorders. Annali dell'Istituto Superiore di Sanita, 47(4), 384-390. 

https://doi.org/10.4415/ANN_11_04_10  

Bergman, H. E., Kline, A. C., Feeny, N. C., & Zoellner, L. A. (2015). Examining PTSD treatment choice 

among individuals with subthreshold PTSD. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 73, 33-41. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2015.07.010  

Bonanno, G. A. (2004). Loss, Trauma, and Human Resilience. Have We Underestimated the Human 

Capacity to Thrive After Extremely Aversive Events? American Psychologist, 59(1), 20-28. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.59.1.20  

Bowlby, J. (1988). A Secure Base: Clinical Applications of Attachment Theory. Routledge. 

https://books.google.com/books/about/A_Secure_Base.html?id=8aopZFOWWiMC   

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2013). Successful Qualitative Research: A Practical Guide for Beginners. SAGE 

Publications Ltd. http://digital.casalini.it.uea.idm.oclc.org/9781446281024  

Cacciatore, J., Gorman, R., & Thieleman, K. (2020). Evaluating care farming as a means to care for 

those in trauma and grief. Health and Place, 62, 102281. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2019.102281  

Carstensen, T. B. W., Ørnbøl, E., Fink, P., Jørgensen, T., Dantoft, T. M., Madsen, A. L., Böck-Buhmann, 

C. C., Eplov, L. F., & Frostholm, L. (2020). Adverse life events in the general population - a 

validation of the cumulative lifetime adversity measure. European Journal of 

Psychotraumatology, 11(1), 1717824. https://doi.org/10.1080/20008198.2020.1717824  

de Bruin, S., Hassink, J., Vaandrager, L., Boer, B., Verbeek, H., Pedersen, I., Patil, G. G., Ellingsen-

Dalskau, L. H., & Eriksen, S. (2021). Care farms: A health-promoting context for a wide range 

of client groups. In E. Brymer, M. Rogerson, & J. Barton (Eds.), Nature and Health: Physical 

https://doi.org/10.4415/ANN_11_04_10
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2015.07.010
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.59.1.20
https://books.google.com/books/about/A_Secure_Base.html?id=8aopZFOWWiMC
http://digital.casalini.it.uea.idm.oclc.org/9781446281024
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2019.102281
https://doi.org/10.1080/20008198.2020.1717824


92 
 

Activity in Nature (pp. 177-190). Taylor and Francis. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003154419-16  

Ellingsen-Dalskau, L. H., Morken, M., Berget, B., & Pedersen, I. (2016). Autonomy support and need 

satisfaction in prevocational programs on care farms: The self-determination theory 

perspective. Work, 53(1), 73-85. https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-152217  

Elsey, H., Murray, J., & Bragg, R. (2016). Green fingers and clear minds: prescribing 'care farming' for 

mental illness. The British Journal of General Practice, 66(643), 99-100. 

https://doi.org/10.3399/bjgp16X683749  

Faner, J. M. V., Dalangin, E. A. R., De Leon, L. A. T. C., Francisco, L. D., Sahagun, Y. O., & Acoba, E. F. 

(2024). Pet attachment and prosocial attitude toward humans: the mediating role of 

empathy to animals. Frontiers in Psychology, 15. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1391606   

Fath, J., Burgess, A., & Teague, B. (2025). Identifying the current evidence base for the impact of care 

farm animals on adults’ mental health – a realist synthesis. [Unpublished Doctoral Thesis]. 

University of East Anglia.  

Galderisi, S., Heinz, A., Kastrup, M., Beezhold, J., & Sartorius, N. (2017). A proposed new definition of 

mental health. Psychiatria Hungarica, 51(3), 407-411. https://doi.org/10.12740/PP/74145  

Germain, S. M., Wilkie, K. D., Milbourne, V. M. K., & Theule, J. (2018). Animal-assisted Psychotherapy 

and Trauma: A Meta-analysis. Anthrozoos, 31(2), 141-164. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2018.1434044  

Gorman, R., & Cacciatore, J. (2023). Exploring the Effects of the Human–Animal Relationship on Care-

Farms in the Context of Trauma Histories. Anthrozoos, 36(2), 163-177. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2022.2084995  

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003154419-16
https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-152217
https://doi.org/10.3399/bjgp16X683749
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1391606
https://doi.org/10.12740/PP/74145
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2018.1434044
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2022.2084995


93 
 

Groenewoud, D., Enders-Slegers, M. J., Leontjevas, R., van Dijke, A., de Winkel, T., & Hediger, K. 

(2023). Children's bond with companion animals and associations with psychosocial health: A 

systematic review. Frontiers in Psychology, 14, 1120000. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1120000  

Hassink, J., De Bruin, S. R., Berget, B., & Elings, M. (2017). Exploring the Role of Farm Animals in 

Providing Care at Care Farms. Animals, 7(6), 45. https://doi.org/10.3390/ani7060045  

Hassink, J., Elings, M., Zweekhorst, M., van den Nieuwenhuizen, N., & Smit, A. (2010). Care farms in 

the Netherlands: Attractive empowerment-oriented and strengths-based practices in the 

community. Health and Place, 16(3), 423-430. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2009.10.016  

Hediger, K., Wagner, J., Künzi, P., Haefeli, A., Theis, F., Grob, C., Pauli, E., & Gerger, H. (2021). 

Effectiveness of animal-assisted interventions for children and adults with post-traumatic 

stress disorder symptoms: a systematic review and meta-analysis. European Journal of 

Psychotraumatology, 12(1). https://doi.org/10.1080/20008198.2021.1879713  

Iancu, S. C., Zweekhorst, M. B., Veltman, D. J., van Balkom, A. J., & Bunders, J. F. (2014). Mental 

health recovery on care farms and day centres: a qualitative comparative study of users' 

perspectives. Disability and rehabilitation, 36(7), 573-583. 

https://doi.org/10.3109/09638288.2013.804595  

Kessler, R. C., Aguilar-Gaxiola, S., Alonso, J., Benjet, C., Bromet, E. J., Cardoso, G., Degenhardt, L., De 

Girolamo, G., Dinolova, R. V., Ferry, F., Florescu, S., Gureje, O., Haro, J. M., Huang, Y., Karam, 

E. G., Kawakami, N., Lee, S., Lepine, J.-P., Levinson, D.,…Koenen, K. C. (2017). Trauma and 

PTSD in the WHO World Mental Health Surveys. European Journal of Psychotraumatology, 

8(sup5), 1353383. https://doi.org/10.1080/20008198.2017.1353383  

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1120000
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani7060045
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2009.10.016
https://doi.org/10.1080/20008198.2021.1879713
https://doi.org/10.3109/09638288.2013.804595
https://doi.org/10.1080/20008198.2017.1353383


94 
 

Leamy, M., Bird, V., Le Boutillier, C., Williams, J., & Slade, M. (2011). Conceptual framework for 

personal recovery in mental health: systematic review and narrative synthesis. British Journal 

of Psychiatry, 199(6), 445-452. https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.110.083733  

Leeuw, F. L. (2003). Reconstructing Program Theories: Methods Available and Problems to be Solved. 

The American Journal of Evaluation, 24(1), 5-20. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1098-

2140(02)00271-0  

Liljedahl, S. I., Mossberg, A., Grenner, H., & Waern, M. (2023). Life experienced as worth living and 

beyond: a qualitative study of the pathways to recovery and flourishing amongst individuals 

treated for borderline personality disorder. BMC Psychiatry, 23(1), 1-14. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-023-05357-9  

Marr, C. A., French, L., Thompson, D., Drum, L., Greening, G., Mormon, J., Henderson, I., & Hughes, C. 

W. (2000). Animal-Assisted Therapy in Psychiatric Rehabilitation. Anthrozoos, 13(1), 43-47. 

https://doi.org/10.2752/089279300786999950  

Mikulincer, M., & Shaver, P. R. (2007). Attachment in Adulthood: Structure, Dynamics, and Change. 

The Guilford Press. 

https://books.google.com/books/about/Attachment_in_Adulthood_First_Edition.html?id=5e

gODAAAQBAJ  

National Institute for Health Care Excellence. (2018). Post-traumatic stress disorder [NICE Guideline 

No. 116]. https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng116 

Neria, Y., & Litz, B. T. (2004). Bereavement by traumatic means: The complex synergy of trauma and 

grief. Journal of Loss and Trauma, 9(1), 73-87. https://doi.org/10.1080/15325020490255322  

O'Haire, M. E., Tedeschi, P., Jenkins, M. A., Braden, S. R., & Rodriguez, K. E. (2019). The Impact of 

Human-Animal Interaction in Trauma Recovery. In P. Tedeschi & M. A. Jenkins (Eds.), 

Transforming Trauma: Resilience and Healing Through Our Connections with Animals (pp. 15-

https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.110.083733
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1098-2140(02)00271-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1098-2140(02)00271-0
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-023-05357-9
https://doi.org/10.2752/089279300786999950
https://books.google.com/books/about/Attachment_in_Adulthood_First_Edition.html?id=5egODAAAQBAJ
https://books.google.com/books/about/Attachment_in_Adulthood_First_Edition.html?id=5egODAAAQBAJ
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng116
https://doi.org/10.1080/15325020490255322


95 
 

53). Purdue University Press. 

https://library.oapen.org/viewer/web/viewer.html?file=/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/24

992/1005110.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y   

Pallini, S., Chirumbolo, A., Morelli, M., Baiocco, R., Laghi, F., & Eisenberg, N. (2018). The relation of 

attachment security status to effortful self-regulation: A meta-analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 

144(5), 501-531. https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000134   

Pawson, R., & Tilley, N. (1997). An Introduction to Scientific Realist Evaluation. In E. Chelimsky & W. R. 

Shadish (Eds.), Evaluation for the 21st Century: A Handbook (pp. 405-418). SAGE 

Publications. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483348896  

Poulsen, D. V., Pálsdóttir, A. M., Christensen, S. I., Wilson, L., & Uldall, S. W. (2020). Therapeutic 

Nature Activities: A Step Toward the Labor Market for Traumatized Refugees. International 

Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 17(20), 7542. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17207542  

RAMESES. (2017). The Realist Interview. The RAMESES II Project. RAMESES. 

http://ramesesproject.org/media/RAMESES_II_Realist_interviewing.pdf 

Rees, C. E., Proctor, D. W., Nguyen, V. N. B., Ottrey, E., & Mattick, K. L. (2024). Realist analysis of 

qualitative data in health professions education research. Medical Education, 1-16. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/medu.15482  

Richardson, S., Carr, E., Netuveli, G., & Sacker, A. (2023). Adverse events over the life course and 

later-life wellbeing and depressive symptoms in older people. International Psychogeriatrics, 

35(5), 243-257. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1041610220003373   

Rogers, C. R. (1967). On becoming a person: a therapist's view of psychotherapy. Constable. 

https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=89836e64-ddaf-34e7-bff5-cc5d8d3b056d  

https://library.oapen.org/viewer/web/viewer.html?file=/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/24992/1005110.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://library.oapen.org/viewer/web/viewer.html?file=/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/24992/1005110.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000134
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483348896
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17207542
http://ramesesproject.org/media/RAMESES_II_Realist_interviewing.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/medu.15482
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1041610220003373
https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=89836e64-ddaf-34e7-bff5-cc5d8d3b056d


96 
 

Smyth, J. M., Hockemeyer, J. R., Heron, K. E., Wonderlich, S. A., & Pennebaker, J. W. (2008). 

Prevalence, Type, Disclosure, and Severity of Adverse Life Events in College Students. Journal 

of American College Health, 57(1), 69-76. https://doi.org/10.3200/JACH.57.1.69-76  

Social Farms & Gardens (2024). Our members. https://www.farmgarden.org.uk/about-us/our-

members 

Sroufe, L. A., & Waters, E. (1977). Attachment as an Organizational Construct. Child Development, 

48(4), 1184-1199. https://doi.org/10.2307/1128475  

Thieleman, K., Cacciatore, J., & Gorman, R. (2022). "Perhaps something of beauty can grow:" 

experiences of care farming for grief. Death Studies, 46(10), 2435-2444. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2021.1964108  

Tiet, Q. Q., Bird, H. R., Hoven, C. W., Moore, R., Wu, P., Wicks, J., Jensen, P. S., Goodman, S., & Cohen, 

P. (2001). Relationship Between Specific Adverse Life Events and Psychiatric Disorders. 

Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 29(2), 153-164. 

https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1005288130494 

Wang, F., Wang, W., Sun, Z., & Wu, Y. (2025). Being insulted by parents is the most severe early 

adverse experience of anxiety in adulthood. Journal of Affective Disorders, 369, 321-328. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2024.08.157  

Westhorp, G., & Manzano, A. (2017). Realist Evaluation Interviewing – A ‘Starter Set’ of Questions. 

RAMESES. 

https://www.ramesesproject.org/media/RAMESES_II_Realist_interviewing_starter_question

s.pdf 

Wong, G., Westhorp, G., Greenhalgh, J., Manzano, A., Jagosh, J., & Greenhalgh, T. (2017). Quality and 

reporting standards, resources, training materials and information for realist evaluation: the 

https://doi.org/10.3200/JACH.57.1.69-76
https://www.farmgarden.org.uk/about-us/our-members
https://www.farmgarden.org.uk/about-us/our-members
https://doi.org/10.2307/1128475
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2021.1964108
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1005288130494
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2024.08.157
https://www.ramesesproject.org/media/RAMESES_II_Realist_interviewing_starter_questions.pdf
https://www.ramesesproject.org/media/RAMESES_II_Realist_interviewing_starter_questions.pdf


97 
 

RAMESES II project. Health Services and Delivery Research, 5(28), 1-108. 

https://doi.org/10.3310/hsdr05280  

Wong, G., Westhorp, G., Manzano, A., Greenhalgh, J., Jagosh, J., & Greenhalgh, T. (2016). RAMESES II 

reporting standards for realist evaluations. BMC Medicine, 14(1), 1-18. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-016-0643-1  

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.3310/hsdr05280
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-016-0643-1


98 
 

Chapter Five: Extended Methodology  

Word count (excl. tables, figures & references): 5118 

This chapter provides brief additional information about the relationship between the initial 

and refined programme theories and the design of the realist synthesis (chapter two). This chapter 

also includes additional information about the design and methodology of the empirical paper 

(chapter four), including details about: recruitment of care farms; recruitment of participants; details 

around the development of the interview schedule including patient and public involvement; more 

detailed ethical considerations; a detailed description of the analysis process and descriptions of 

ontological and epistemological stances and how the researcher’s positionality was managed. 

Clarification on the Relationship between the Initial and Refined Programme Theories 

Realist methodology aims to answer the question of ‘how, where, when and why 

programmes are and are not effective’ (RAMESES, 2017, p.1). Typically, a realist synthesis is 

conducted from existing literature through which an initial programme theory (IPT) is created that 

answers this question. A realist evaluation is then conducted to gather new empirical information 

(e.g., via interviews) to challenge and refine the IPT, leading to a merging of the IPT and the new 

data. The outcome of this is a refined programme theory (RPT), which is based on the IPT. See Figure 

7, which summarises this process. 

 

Figure 7  

Relationship between IPT and RPT 
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Realist Synthesis – Extended Methodology: Adaptation of the ‘Five-Step Process’  

The realist synthesis followed a five-step process, which was an adaptation of the five-step 

process proposed by Dada et al. (2023) to be used for realist reviews. This was adapted to give space 

to ‘screening the evidence’, which was created as a separate third step. Dada et al.’s step 5 

‘dissemination’ was removed as dissemination via publication of the paper would naturally follow 

completion of the project. Therefore, it was not felt necessary to state this in the manuscript. 

Realist Evaluation – Extended Methodology 

Care Farm Recruitment 

15 care farms were contacted once or twice via email; eight responses were received. Six of 

those who replied didn’t feel that they would be able to or be an appropriate farm to partake in this 

research (e.g., farm participants would not meet inclusion criteria). Two care farms that met 

inclusion criteria were willing to participate. These two farms differed in their layout, number and 

type of animals and activities offered. 

Interview Participant Recruitment 

One of the factors considered in the setup of this project was how to conceptualise trauma 

and how to ensure that participants had a history of trauma without asking what their ‘trauma’ 

consisted of and without creating artificial criteria around what does and does not count as 

‘traumatic’. Consequently, the researchers decided to leave this decision to the care farm managers 

and farm participants themselves, therefore giving them autonomy over whether they perceive their 

experiences as traumatic or not, in line with the idea that what one person may see as traumatic, 

another may not (Mind, 2023). 

Recruitment was conducted via the care farm managers as gatekeepers who were given 

detailed information about the study’s aim and procedures, as well as participant requirement. 

Managers were instructed to use a purposive sampling methodology and to approach farm 
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participants they considered eligible, providing them with the participant information sheet 

(Appendix C) and an eligibility screen (Appendix D). See Figure 8 for a flowchart that outlines the 

recruitment and interview process, and Appendix E (consent form), Appendix F (information 

gathering questionnaire) and Appendix G (debrief sheet). The platform JISC was used for elements of 

digital paperwork. The interview schedule was offered to all participants ahead of interviews (see 

chapter four, Table 4). On the day of the interview, the study purpose was explained, and consent 

was checked again verbally (and in writing, for those who hadn’t completed the pre-interview forms 

digitally). Participants were also reminded that they would not be asked about their adverse life 

experiences directly, but that they could talk about these if they wanted to.  

Naturally, there are benefits and disadvantages to a purposive sampling approach and to 

participants having been selected by the managers of the care farms. The latter was decided given 

the sensitive nature of the topic of research, i.e., adverse life events. It felt important for managers 

to select possible participants as they knew their farm participants well enough to decide whether 

they would firstly, be eligible to partake, and secondly, be well enough to participate. The 

researchers wanted to avoid participants selecting themselves who might be more likely to be 

triggered or become upset through the interview, given their history of adverse life events. This 

consideration lent itself to a purposive sampling approach and naturally excluded probability 

sampling methods. Self-selection and snowball sampling were not felt to be appropriate sampling 

methods for the same reasons. 

A benefit of purposive sampling may be that the results may be more generalisable to others 

that would fall within that select group. A natural downside of this is that a study is prone to 

recruitment bias and thus, whilst the results may be generalisable within that particular type of 

group, the sample and, thus, the results may not be representative of, in this case, everyone on care 

farms. This may be a challenge towards generalisability outside of the particular group or setting 

(Sharma, 2017). 
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Figure 8 

Flowchart outlining recruitment and interview process 

 

 

Interview Schedule Creation 

Theory Behind Realist Interviews 

Realist interviews are driven by theory and aim to investigate the ‘how, where, when and 

why programmes are and are not effective’ (RAMESES, 2017, p. 1). Typically, interviews would focus 

on the programme theory (or elements of it) and explore whether participants confirm or reject the 
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theory or can provide information to refine it. This is meant to be an iterative process through 

multiple rounds of interviews.  

However, given the temporal practicalities of this thesis project (i.e., lacking capacity to do 

multiple rounds of interviews) and the lack of an existing programme theory in the field (as the 

realist review presented in chapter two was not yet fully completed by the point the realist 

interviews happened), the authors had to adjust the typical realist interview process. Given the 

absence of a programme theory to inform interview questions, based on existing research, the 

authors decided to use the initial evidence lens that ‘care farm animals are helpful for individuals’ 

mental health’ as the ‘theory’ to guide the interview schedule creation. Guidance for realist 

interviews (RAMESES, 2017) was considered in the development of possible topic guides (Westhorp 

& Manzano, 2017). 

Patient and Public Involvement (PPI) 

Additionally, to develop the interview topic guide around the initial theories, the author 

spoke with three staff members from the participating farms on a one-to-one basis, either via 

telephone or email. This was done as a way of ‘gathering intelligence’ in the form of interview 

questions from people who were actively involved in supporting farm participants with care farm 

animals and in the care farm environment. 

These PPI advisors were informed about the research focus and asked what they felt would 

be important questions to ask to elicit information to be able to answer the research question. After 

initial conversations, an extensive list came together, which the primary researcher shortened by 

removing questions that were not specific to the animals on the farm. This amalgamation of possible 

questions was discussed with the same PPI advisors again to gather perspectives as to the phrasing 

of questions and which questions should definitely or definitely not be included. See Table 4 for the 

final interview schedule. 
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Two of the PPI advisors (joint managers of the second care farm) were initially apprehensive 

about the study’s focus on animals as they felt the animals were only one aspect of the farm, and 

focusing on just them would limit the results. This was discussed in depth and explained why it was 

important to have a focus and emphasised that the focus on animals was not to dismiss the benefits 

of other elements of the farm. They were also concerned about the usage of the word ‘trauma’ as 

they felt that many of their farm participants might not identify to have experienced ‘trauma’ given 

the medical nature of this word; after discussions we agreed to use the word ‘trauma’ alongside 

‘adverse life events’, which they felt was a term that farm participants were more likely to identify 

with. 

Ethical Considerations 

The University of East Anglia Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences Research Ethics 

Committee granted approval for this research (ETH2324-0011 and ETH2324-1318; Appendix H). 

Consent 

Care farms and participants were informed about the purpose of the study and what their 

participation would involve, which included detailed written information (Appendix C) to allow 

participants to make an informed choice about partaking in this study. Participants were given at 

least 48 hours to read the participant information sheet before participating in the study, where 

verbal and, in some cases, written consent (for those who had not completed the pre-interview 

questionnaires digitally) was gained a second time (Appendix E). Participants' right to withdraw their 

participation and data up until four weeks after the interview (or four weeks after receipt of their 

transcript, for those who requested their transcript) was highlighted as a possibility for all 

participants; four weeks was felt to be sufficient time for participants to reflect on their participation 

and, if applicable, read their transcript. Deception was not part of this research. 

Confidentiality & Data Protection 
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The University of East Anglia (UEA) is the data controller of this research. All information 

gathered about participants was dealt with in compliance with the UK’s Data Protection Act (UK 

Government General Public Acts, 2018). 

Paper-based information about participants (e.g., the eligibility questionnaire, Appendix D) 

was initially held in locked filing cabinets on the care farms, and on transfer to the researchers’ 

home in a locked drawer. All information was scanned in and uploaded onto the UEA OneDrive 

before being deleted or shredded. The OneDrive is accessible only to the researchers of this project. 

Audio recordings of interviews and transcripts were also uploaded onto OneDrive before being 

deleted off the dictaphones; this was done immediately on return home after interviews. Digital 

information about participants who completed their pre-interview forms digitally was stored on the 

survey platform JISC, which was recommended for use by the UEA. 

For the purpose of anonymisation, each participant was allocated an ID dependent on their 

order of interview participation. See Participant Information Sheet section 6 (What happens with the 

information that is collected about me?, Appendix C) for more details. 

A separate document on OneDrive was created that held participant IDs with their contact 

details; this was important initially in case of withdrawal and later, to be able to share the summary 

of findings with those participants who wished to receive them. 

Coercion 

A £10 Amazon voucher was provided for all participants to reimburse them for their time 

and effort. This was considered in terms of having the potential for coercion as it may incentivise 

participation. However, the British Psychological Society suggests that compensating participants for 

their time is acceptable and indeed important to not disadvantage them (Oates et al., 2021). To 

reduce the potential risk of coercion, participants were advised that their participation was entirely 

voluntary and their decision to partake or not would not impact the support they receive from their 
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care farm (see participant information sheet, Appendix C). Furthermore, if participants did not 

respond to two emails from the researcher this was seen as the participant communicating that they 

were no longer interested in participating. 

Potential for Distress 

Whilst it was emphasised on at least two occasions (in the participant information sheet and 

ahead of interview) that participants would not directly be asked about their adverse life 

experiences, a potential for participants to become distressed talking about the impact of the care 

farm animals on their past was considered throughout set up and conduct of the study. To minimise 

this as much as possible, participants were offered the interview schedule ahead of interview and 

advised that they should let the researcher know if they did not want to answer a particular 

question. Ahead of interview, they were also advised that they could terminate or pause the 

interview at any point and did not have to answer questions they didn’t want to answer. A plan had 

been in place to support potentially distressed participants through, for instance, the interviewer 

encouraging an interview break or the rescheduling or complete termination of the interview, 

alongside discussions with the farm managers if required to ensure participants' safety. This plan 

was also outlined in the participant information sheet, so participants were aware. 

No participants became distressed during the interview or wished to terminate it early; 

instead, everyone reported having enjoyed participation as it allowed them to reflect aloud on their 

experiences; some participants even found the interview experience beneficial to their own journey 

of reflection and recovery.  

At the end of the interview participants were debriefed verbally and provided with a printed 

debrief sheet (Appendix G). This included information about where they could seek support if 

required. 
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Analytical Process 

Except when stated, all elements of the analysis were conducted by primary researcher JF. 

The quality and reporting standards for realist evaluations created by Wong et al. (2017) as well as 

realist analysis guidance by Rees et al. (2024) were used to guide the analysis. Analysis of data in 

realist evaluations follows the principle of ‘generative explanation for causation’, which refers to the 

formation of CMOcs as explanatory statements of how and why an intervention does or doesn’t 

work for whom and in what contexts (Wong et al., 2017). The process of realist analysis follows 

several retroductive rounds of deductive and inductive reasoning, aiming not to detect an underlying 

truth in the data but rather to identify recurrences, disparities and commonalities in the participants' 

experiences with the care farm animals. The analysis took the following iterative steps: 

1. Transcription. Interviews were automatically transcribed via the ‘transcribe’ option in 

Microsoft Word. The recordings were then listened to at least twice in order to both 

perform manual corrections to the transcript and immerse into the data. At the same time, 

notes were made separately about reflections and possible codes that arose in re-hearing 

the content of the interview, such as noticing that participant 8 referred to the care farm 

animals as her ‘pets’. This notetaking was done throughout the whole analysis process; see 

Figure 9 as an example. 

2. Initial open coding. All transcripts were coded line-by-line in NVivo. This was done by 

reading a transcript from start to finish whilst creating new codes or adding to existing 

codes. At this initial point of analysis, coding was done in an unstructured manner. This 

meant codes were created based on anything that was reported in relation to the care farm 

animals, including, e.g., activities farm participants engaged in with the animals. This was 

done to immerse myself more thoroughly into the data and, at this point, not to dismiss 

anything that may later be relevant for the programme theory. When new codes were 

created, they were named using similar wording or phrasing used by participants; this was 
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done to avoid missing potential meaning-making later on, but also not to lose momentum of 

data immersion and to avoid getting stuck overthinking code names. Consequently, a 

number of codes were created that were similar in their underlying meaning but phrased 

differently. Through this process, more than 200 codes were created. Some of these codes 

included quotes from all ten interviews (e.g., ‘peaceful, calmness, relaxed’), while others 

were mentioned but by one participant (e.g., ‘never bored’). See Figure 10 for an example of 

a coding extract from participant 8’s transcript. 

a. Author discussion. BT also coded one of the interviews. Shared author discussions 

about coding revealed consistency in arising themes, particularly for elements of 

meaning that were felt to be central to the participant's experiences (e.g., for PP1, 

connection with the animals and animals having human traits were central). 

3. Inductive & deductive merging of codes (throughout). After this open initial coding, all 

codes were re-considered in relation to one another in order to merge codes with themes 

that felt to have similar meaning (e.g., merging ‘joy from animals’ with ‘happiness’). 

Additionally, the researcher set up a number of ‘parent codes’ into which numerous ‘child 

codes’ were transferred (e.g., ‘learning from animals’ became a parent code with ‘child 

codes’ such as ‘growing or learning about oneself’). This act of re-immersion into the data 

and codes led to a final total of 187 codes (see excerpt of this in Figure 11). This merging was 

conducted throughout all coding as relevant but finalised after ten interviews. 

4. Inductive & deductive development of theories and hypotheses (throughout). Throughout 

the processes of transcribing and coding all interviews, the primary author continuously 

reflected on possible theories and hypotheses that may answer the research question and 

form part of or refine the IPT (RAMESES, 2017). This was, at times, also done in discussion 

with BT. For instance, one hypothesis that inductively arose after coding two or three 

interviews was that farm participants formed a strong connection with the animals. On 

further coding interviews, this hypothesis was deductively refined to be related to the traits 
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that the animals present with. In the process of coding all interviews, this was retroductively 

further refined with specific desirable traits that the animals presented (e.g., human-like 

traits such as non-judgmentalness). Later, this would become the ‘context’ of one of the 

CMOcs. 

 

Figure 9 

Example of notetaking per participant during transcription and analysis process 
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Figure 10 

Coding example of interview transcript from participant 8 
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Figure 11 

Example excerpt of mother and child codes in Nvivo 

 

 

5. Data saturation (throughout). There is no set guidance on how to achieve data saturation in 

realist interviews, as they are about continuous theorising and hypothesis testing; however, 

RAMESES (2017) state that this process should be followed until an IPT seems to be fully 

refined. After openly coding ten interviews, some new codes arose in most interviews, 

however, they appeared more specific to the particular participants rather than something 
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central to the so far created theories and hypotheses (e.g., ‘animals help manage changes’ 

came up in two interviews and did not fit existing hypotheses).  

6. Retroductively turning codes into CMOcs. In order to analyse the data, every code was 

written on a sticky note, with larger sticky notes denoting more common themes. First 

analysis steps were conducted by placing the code sticky notes in meaningful relation to one 

another on a big piece of paper, in line with the previously considered theories and 

hypotheses (Figure 12). Additional hand-written notes were created to make further sense 

of individual code relationships (see Figure 13) for some initial sense-making of 

relationships). Two initial CMOcs were created as a consequence of this process (see Figure 

14 and Figure 15; the red text highlights uncertainties to reflect on further). 

a. Author discussions. Once meaningful CMOcs had been created by JF in the above-

described step, these were discussed and specified in open reflections with BT (see 

Figure 16 and Figure 17). Two CMOcs were discussed, and agreement was reached 

about creating a third CMOc that would take into consideration participants' 

experience of the farm as the host of the care farm animals.  

b. Finalisation of CMOcs. A third CMOc was created, and the previous two CMOcs 

were further refined, particularly to take into consideration some of the less 

frequent codes (see Figure 18, Figure 19 and Figure 20; the red text highlights 

uncertainties; the green text highlights newly added or adapted elements). At this 

stage, the diagrammatic CMOcs were also written out as statements (see chapter 

four), which helped to further clarify some of the connections as well as recognise 

the existence of each a context, mechanism and outcome that was overarching all 

three CMOcs created. 

7. Merging the IPT with new CMOcs. The purpose of a realist evaluation is to create or refine 

an IPT. In this evaluation, the data were gathered to refine the IPT created by Fath et al. 

(2025). However, the Doctorate in Clinical Psychology training programme is inherently 
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restricted in time. Therefore, the realist review that led to the creation of the IPT was largely 

conducted simultaneously with the realist evaluation during which the above analysis steps 

happened. The finalised IPT was considered in-depth in relation to the CMOCs created 

during the above-described stage 6. This led to the rearrangement and merger of several 

elements of the IPT with the CMOCs created from the interviews during the empirical 

project. For instance, O5 from the IPT (‘personal development & reflections’) was separated 

into M1 (‘self-reflection’), leading to O1 (‘personal growth’), which was felt to be a better 

reflection of participants’ explorations and the theory created from it. Another example is 

that C1 in the IPT (‘animals create a calm and quiet therapeutic environment for healing’) 

was refined into an overarching context with added data from the realist evaluation. A third 

example is that M1 in the IPT (‘motivation to engage in meaningful animal-related activity’) 

was also refined to become part of the overarching context rather than remaining as a 

mechanism, as this was felt to better represent all available data at this point. 

8. Refined programme theory (RPT). Thus, through iterative retroduction, an RPT was created 

that synthesised the combined information gathered from the studies included in the realist 

review (see chapter two) and in the interviews conducted as part of the realist evaluation 

(see chapter four). 
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Figure 12 

First analysis steps 
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Figure 13 

Hand-written sense making of some relationships between codes 
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Figure 14 

Initial first CMOc 

 

 

Figure 15 

Initial second CMOc 
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Figure 16 

Refinement of first CMOcs based on shared reflections between JF and BT 

 

 

Figure 17 

Refinement of second CMOc based on shared reflections between JF and BT 
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Figure 18 

Further refinement of first CMOc 

 

 

Figure 19 

Further refinement of second CMOc 
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Figure 20 

Initial third CMOc 

  

 

Philosophical Considerations 

Ontology & Epistemology 

Ontology refers to our awareness of whether an objective, measurable truth exists and 

whether this truth is separable from human perspectives. It may be seen as ranging between two 

opposites, namely ‘relativism’, which proposes that reality is fully dependent on human 

interpretations, and ‘realism’, which assumes an independently existing truth; in the middle, there is 

‘critical realism’, which supposes that a truth exists, i.e., there is something real we need to know 

about, but that we can only ever discover knowledge of it through the lenses through which we view 

it, such as social phenomena or cultural contexts, i.e., people will perceive different things about 

what we want to find out (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

Epistemology concerns the nature of knowledge, what we can know and how this 

knowledge or belief is acquired, i.e., whether that knowledge is discovered or created through, for 

instance, research. Examples of epistemological stances are positivism (reality and thus, knowledge 
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exist independently and can be discovered through unbiased collection) or constructivism (reality, 

and thus, knowledge is created through, e.g., research and does not exist independently). In 

between the two sits relativism, which doesn’t assume an objective truth but rather truths 

dependent on contexts, thus being similar to critical realism, which seeks explanations or 

mechanisms from different perspectives formed from their social contexts (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

Manzano and Williams (2025) describe that ontologically, realist evaluations are realist in 

nature, however, influenced by critical realism (i.e., reality is observable but filtered through human 

understanding and experiences). Epistemologically, critical realism takes a stance aligned with 

relativism: as this reality is perceived through individual human experiences (e.g., senses, culture, 

history, etc.), humans interpret and respond to the ‘reality’ through their personal lenses, thus, 

creating the contexts inherent to programme theories that trigger mechanisms and outcomes 

(Wong et al., 2017). This influences the study’s participants’ reflections, but also the researchers, 

who perceive participants’ explorations through their own lenses. This means that as realist 

researchers, we are exploring constructs and mechanisms which are not always immediately evident 

or spoken. 

Reflexivity 

Given the described ontological and epistemological perspectives on this research, it is 

evident that all researchers have their own positionality, their own lenses, which they bring to their 

research. This will naturally influence the design and conduct of a project. As this is unavoidable, it is 

therefore crucial that they are acknowledged and their impact considered (Holmes, 2020). 

Reflexivity can be seen as an introspective method or process that highlights the 

researcher’s positionality and, thus, its influence on the conducted research (Palaganas et al., 2017). 

Consequently, alongside remaining consciously aware of my passion for animals as detailed below, I 

kept a reflexive journal (see Appendix I for some selected excerpts from the different stages of the 

project, including reflections on the analysis process and the usage of a reflective journal). 
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Researcher Position – What I Brought to This Project. I am a White German woman who 

grew up with two cats and a love for pretty much all animals. I left my home country Germany when 

I was eighteen. Over the ups and downs of the years that followed, I grew to appreciate animals 

more and more, realising how much happiness they bring me. I had already acquired part-ownership 

of a horse and was volunteering at a cat shelter, and decided it was time to embrace my passion for 

animals further, thus deciding to adopt two cats from the shelter, which, to this day, I can honestly 

say was the best decision I have ever made.  

In my late teens, a then-friend of mine told me about animal-assisted therapy. This blew my 

mind – people making therapeutic use of animals?! This newfound knowledge paved the way for me 

to do a BSc in psychology and motivated me to work towards becoming a Clinical Psychologist, a 

profession in which I could see myself helping people feel better about themselves and live more 

satisfied lives through (amongst other things) the assistance of animals. My path was set. 

I hope this brief excerpt helps to paint a picture of my motivation to conduct this research 

and gives an insight into how my own experiences and values may have influenced it, which is 

outlined further below. 

Reflections on the Influence of Positionality and How I Managed This. As is clear from the 

above, my passion for animals has influenced the design of this project and also likely the conduct of 

it. For instance, in the initial stages of creating a thesis proposal, I noticed that my passion for 

animals and my conviction about how helpful and important they can be for human mental health 

drew me to initially look for evidence that was in line with this belief and dismiss evidence that could 

contradict it or cast doubt over it. Once I’d noticed this happening, I made a conscious effort to 

consider evidence with all outcomes. This effort is noticeable in previous chapters of this portfolio 

where I present papers from both perspectives to create a more holistic picture of the intervention 

and evidence base. 
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Additionally, in awareness of my passion for animals and to compensate where possible for 

it, I adapted the phrasing employed in this research from how the animals ‘benefit’ humans to how 

they ‘impact’ them. This felt to me a move away from the stark focus on the animals’ powers 

towards a more balanced perspective that allowed both for the animals to be perceived as 

beneficial, but also as having no impact or even being unhelpful.  

Participants were approached by their care farm managers. As a way of reducing 

recruitment bias and the impact of my passion for animals, when I advised care farm managers on 

the participant inclusion and exclusion criteria (see chapter four), I did not specifically highlight that 

they needed to benefit from the care farm animals, but only that they engaged with the animal-

related aspects on the farm. All participants spoke highly of the care farm animals; however, 

everyone also highlighted that the animals were but one element of the farm and most farm 

participants experienced other farm elements as equally or similarly important to the animals. It is 

unclear whether participants' positivity remains a recruitment bias whereby the managers 

approached farm participants whom they knew felt more connected to the animals, or whether farm 

participants were more likely to want to participate if they felt more connected to the animals.  

My passion for animals was a little more difficult to compensate for during the interviews as 

I initially explained the project from my perspective, i.e., that I felt passionate about the therapeutic 

powers of animals, as a way of showing something from ‘me’ to enhance rapport and make 

participants feel safe (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Additionally, from reading the participant information 

sheet, participants knew that the focus of the project was on exploring the impact of the care farm 

animals specifically. I attempted to compensate for this in the following ways: at the start of the 

interview, I emphasised to participants that there were no right or wrong answers and that I was 

only interested in their individual perspectives. Additionally, where relevant, when I asked 

participants about their experiences with the animals, I also highlighted that these could be both 

negative and positive experiences.  
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Despite the majority of interview content highlighting how farm participants benefit from 

the animals, I made a conscious effort during transcription and analysis to remain aware of when my 

passion for animals may affect my perception and interpretation of the data. For instance, some 

participants briefly reported some anxiety in relation to the animals. This was either about feeling 

somewhat anxious when they first attended the farm and engaged with animals they’d never 

engaged with before (e.g., donkeys) or about the geese, which participants felt somewhat anxious 

around, given that they were noisy and could be a little aggressive. I decided not to report this as 

part of the programme theory for the following reasons: firstly, participants did not describe it as 

impacting their overall experience of the farm, the animals or their mental health; and secondly, a 

certain level of anxiety is to be expected on encountering new animals or engaging in new tasks, or 

when faced with animals whose behaviours may be interpreted as a little aggressive. In the effort of 

transparency, I decided instead to include this as an additional paragraph in the additional results 

chapter (chapter six). 

Ultimately, it is difficult to gauge to what extent my interest in animals has influenced the 

different elements of this thesis. It would have felt deceitful to participants and care farm managers 

to hide my passion for animals, and so I hope that in expressing this it was helpful in building rapport 

and a rationale for the project, which others could become fascinated with too, and that the 

compensations I consciously put in place were sufficient to minimise any ‘negative’ impact this may 

have had. 
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Chapter Six: Extended Results 

Word count (excl. tables & references): 2176  

This chapter presents additional quotes from the realist review. This is followed by 

additional results not in the main empirical paper, namely, focused on the differences in 

characteristics and approaches between the two participating care farms, observational reflections 

made during interviews, reflections on the importance of the animals, and additional results that 

arose from the empirical data. Additional quotes supporting the refined programme theory (RPT) are 

also presented. 

Extended Results to the Systematic Review 

See Table 5 for additional realist review quotes in support of the Context-Mechanism-

Outcome configurations (CMOcs) which form the initial programme theory presented in chapter 2. 

 

Table 5 

Additional realist review quotes 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

C2: Connection with 

the animals as they 

have desirable traits 

 

“Participants indicated that they often had not initially felt willing or able to 

interact effectively with the other human beings at the care farm but 

looking after the farm livestock was presented as having allowed them to 

enjoy non-judgmental and open interactions with other living creatures.” 

(Leck et al., 2015, p. 752)  

“Animals have a body language that is easy to read, which means that the 

participants could easily grasp what they communicated. The participants 

who had felt unsecure when communicating with other human beings and 

had been sceptical about humans because of their experiences with lies 

and dishonesty in the past appreciated this. Honesty was essential for 

many of the participants to feel safe. ‘Animals don’t judge you… they don’t 

look at you in an ugly way […].’” (Steigen et al., 2022, p. 8) 
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Table 5 (continued) 
 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

M4: Mutually 

beneficial & 

reciprocal 

relationships  

“A few clients with mental illness and older persons state that it is important to 

take care of other living beings; this provides a better balance: you not 

only receive care but also provide care.” (Hassink et al., 2010, p. 427) 

M5: Identification 

through shared 

narrative  

“There is a real beauty in finding common ground with animals who have known 

true pain. They carry a different meaning than an animal that has always 

known love and protection.” (Gorman & Cacciatore, 2023, p. 168) 

O12:  Relational 

Growth 

 

“Acted as an important signifier of the possibility of different forms of relationships 

with therapists and therapy.” (Cacciatore et al., 2020, p. 8) 

“These rescue animals give me hope. Every living being deserves to live without 

violence and abuse. I feel love like they made it. They survived. It shows 

me that there is still love in the world, that there are still good people in 

the world, in order to learn how to live again.” (Gorman & Cacciatore, 

2023, p. 170)  

O13: Inspired by the 

animals’ resilience 

 

“That was one of the most moving things for me that help me realize that I could 

heal like the animals did. They all felt many of the same things I’ve felt, 

and they are living life free and happy now but they didn’t forget what 

happened to them they just learned to deal with it and were now safe.” 

(Gorman & Cacciatore, 2023, p. 169) 

O14: Hopefulness  

 

“Relatedly, many participants suggested that they found a sense of hope and 

inspiration from witnessing a level of rehabilitation and resilience in the 

animals dwelling on the care-farm. Several talked about finding a renewed 

optimism toward their own integration of grief as a result of identifying 

perseverance and survival in the animals.” (Gorman & Cacciatore, 2023, p. 

169) 

 

 

Extended Results to the Empirical Project 

Differences between the Participating Care Farms Characteristics and Approaches 

Whilst sharing the same goal (i.e., supporting those with mental health and other needs), 

the two participating farms were noticeably different in their layout, activities and size. For instance, 

on both farms, staff, volunteers and farm participants shared lunch; however, on farm 1, this was a 

shared lunch cooked by staff and farm participants that day, versus on farm 2, everyone brought 



125 
 

their own lunch or bought something to eat from the farm’s café. Another noticeable difference is 

that farm 2 hosts not just more animals, but also more animals that farm participants can directly 

engage with, such as goats or donkeys, versus farm 1, which mainly hosts chickens, ducks and geese, 

alongside, occasionally, sheep and pigs. Additionally, on farm 1, more activities seem to happen 

indoors (e.g., arts and crafts, music), whereas it was the researcher’s impression that on farm 2, 

more activities were happening outside (e.g., woodwork, more animal-related activities). Interviews 

on farm 2 typically lasted longer than on farm 1 and were more likely to happen outside and in the 

company of the animals. On coding, more codes and references were created for interview 

transcripts from farm 2 compared to farm 1. Lastly, the participants interviewed on farm 1 were 

older (age range 45-74) than those on farm 2 (age range 18-44), although it is unclear whether this is 

a reflection of age differences on the farms themselves or coincidental to this project. 

Whilst no qualitative data comparison between both farms was conducted (this was not 

calculable in NVivo), on conducting the interviews, transcribing and coding them, the researcher felt 

that despite the above-described differences between the farms, the contents of the interviews 

were largely similar, although possibly somewhat more detailed for interviews conducted on farm 2. 

However, a possible influencing factor is that interviews on farm 2 were conducted only after all 

interviews on farm 1 had already been completed; i.e., it is possible that the increasing experience of 

conducting interviews and coding transcripts, as well as the increasing knowledge about the type of 

information revealed in interviews also factored into the detail that was extracted from participants 

and coded later on. 

Observational Reflections made during Interviews 

During the interviews that were conducted in the company of care farm animals, it was 

noticeable that all participants actively spoke with the animals. This was often in short statements, 

such as “hey, beautiful boy. Yeah, you’re beautiful. And yes, you’re gorgeous too.” (PP6, talking to 

the goats), but also more ‘conversation-like’, such as “Don’t lie on top of her, she won’t like that, you 
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know that, and then it’ll just be trouble. Oh, my days! I don’t think she’ll like that.” (PP7, talking to 

the piglets) or asking them questions as if expecting an answer, such as “have you got attitude 

today?” (PP2, talking to one of the geese). Research suggests that many people talk to animals as if 

they were other humans; talking to animals can feel to some people less stressful than talking to 

other humans and may have a positive impact on reducing stress and blood pressure (Beck & 

Katcher, 1996). This may be an important feature of farm participants' connection with the animals, 

as highlighted in mechanism 6 of the RPT. 

Additionally, it was noted that when participants talked about the animals versus other 

aspects of the farm or their life, they appeared generally more animated, smiled and laughed more. 

This was even more pronounced during interviews where participants sat with or engaged with the 

animals, which in some interviews was frequent cause for laughter and obvious joy. This may be a 

reflection of how these participants perceived and felt about these and possibly other animals, but 

also demonstrates the joy that animals can bring in people’s lives, whether in that moment of 

laughter or later on, when remembering the moment or when looking at a photograph taken with 

the animals, “I often try to do a bit of a selfie as well because that makes me laugh and smile.” (PP7), 

or “And I can look at the pictures and it helps me to feel less stress.” (PP6). 

Reflections on the Importance of the Animals   

It was evident from the interviews that the animals play a big part in farm participants 

perception and experience of the farm, which is highlighted further through additional quotes, such 

as: “They’re [animals] a big part. There is other sections that make up like the sort of the pie, the big 

part, for me, there’s a big part, it’s the pigs.” (PP1) or “Without the animals, it's just… if [manager] 

decided not to do it [have animals] anymore, it would leave such a void.” (PP2). 

I think that they are probably one of the biggest parts of coming in. They are the farm. I think 

you know, without the animals, it would kind of just be more like a support group rather 

than you know, having any sort of actual experiences with these guys [goats]. I mean to be 



127 
 

fair, this place would be fantastic even without the animals and the people here are just so 

lovely and kind. But yeah, I think the animals, they bring that extra bit of…. (PP6) 

If it weren’t for them, I wouldn’t be here really. … Then I suppose animals kind of make it 

because what else would you do if they weren't here? You would just build stuff, grow stuff. 

And we have crafts and craft days. People come in and make things. All that sort of stuff up 

there. (PP9) 

Other farm participants noted that the promise of the animals was essential for them to 

decide to come to the farm: “I think I'd still come even if there weren't animals, but the animals 

were definitely a selling point.” (PP10). 

Participant 8 highlights how important the animals were for her connection with the rest of 

the farm and its people:  

Yeah, the animals were my seeds. And then just gradually, it started growing till it was just 

one big, I don't know what to say, just everything all came into the same. How I feel about 

animals, is how I feel about my people here now. (PP8) 

Considering all three CMOcs in light of this, it is of interest to notice that many of the 

outcomes noted in CMOc3, i.e., the farm as context, are also reflected in CMOc1 and CMOc2, i.e., 

those more specific to the animals. This is perhaps expected given that the animals are part of the 

farm environment and will, thus, be required to inform the outcomes of the environment as a whole 

(i.e., CMOc3). However, given how substantial many farm participants perceive the animals to be, it 

would be important to explore what unique contributions care farm animals can make to farm 

participants' mental health recovery. To examine this, it would be worth comparing data from farms 

with animals with farms without animals, which may instead offer purely horticultural or agricultural 

activities. This may help distinguish which outcomes are triggered by the animals and which are the 

care farm environment itself.  
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Additionally, it may be worth exploring what potentially unique wellbeing contributions 

other aspects of care farms can make, such as woodwork or gardening activities. An improved 

understanding of the potential unique impacts of all aspects of care farms may help match clients to 

farms that are more likely to match their needs.   

Additional Results from the Empirical Project 

Photography 

Some participants spoke about how they enjoyed taking pictures of the animals in particular 

and how looking back at these can trigger positive memories and feelings from the time when the 

photo was taken. On being asked what comes up when looking back at photos, participant 7 said: 

“Nice feelings. You know, thinking, that was a good day, or it helps you to remember what it was like 

or, helps you remember what you did, if you forget, like I do.” 

Anxiety relating to Animal Care 

It is noteworthy that every participant spoke very highly of their experiences with the care 

farm animals and the care farm itself. However, four participants also briefly mentioned some 

anxiety in relation to the animals, which was mainly about being around animals they had never met 

(e.g., donkeys) or the geese, who some farm participants perceived as noisy and aggressive. This was 

not felt to be a significant enough theme to enter into the CMOcs, partially as participants felt 

supported even in their anxiety and worries (which is incorporated in CMOc3) or because over time, 

they overcame at least parts of their anxiety (which is incorporated in CMOc1 in terms of personal 

growth). Additionally, a level of anxiety is likely normal and healthy on meeting new animals or 

animals that may appear aggressive. 

Different Animals meet Different Needs 

Some participants spoke about different care farm animals meeting different needs for 

them: “There is sometimes when I feel like I just want to go and sit in the bird hide and just watch 



129 
 

the birds. And then other times. I feel like I need that interaction, so it'll be a case of going and 

seeing the goats because they'll always come over and have a cuddle.” (PP10), or that they can learn 

different things from different animals, “I think each animal has taught me something new.” (PP6). 

Additionally, participant 10 spoke about getting the same experiences from all animals, but through 

different processes, so that some animals provide a ‘slow release’ versus others provide a ‘fast 

release’ of stress, which leads to him feeling more peaceful. For instance, for him, watching the 

animals provides him with a ‘slow release’ that allows him to ‘process it all in my mind’, whereas 

‘actually seeing the animals’ or cuddling them provides him with a ‘fast release’.  

This highlights the importance of considering that, like in relationships with humans, feeling 

connected with different animals can meet different needs. At this point, the authors do not believe 

that research has been conducted that considers how different (care farm) animals may meet 

different needs in individuals with mental health difficulties and what factors may influence which 

needs may be met or not. However, to enhance our understanding of care farm animals as an 

‘intervention’, it would be important to explore this in future research. 

Interview Participants having Pets 

Seven out of ten interview participants reported having pets at home (dogs, cats, tortoise, 

fish, guinea pigs). It is interesting to note that despite having pets at home, i.e., being able to have 

daily interactions with animals, participants still perceived the care farm animals as immensely 

helpful. Some participants also felt that some of the care farm animals reminded them of their pets 

at home, (“They remind me of my cats, because when they like something, you keep your hands still 

and carry on itching and they’ll move it to where they want it.”, PP8, in reference to the goats), and 

interestingly, participant 8 also referred to the care farm animals as her pets. 

Given that all these participants spoke very highly of the care farm animals and how they 

benefit from them, future research would benefit from exploring if, why and how the impact of pet 

animals differs from the impact of non-pet animals that people can experience connections with 
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(e.g., care farm animals). A better understanding of this could lead to more appropriate (mental 

health) support being put in place for individuals, whether this be in the form of acquiring pets or 

attending care farms or other institutions where individuals can interact and connect with animals.  

Additional Realist Evaluation Quotes in Support of the Refined Programme Theory 

Given the word limit of research articles, below are additional quotes in support of different 

elements of the RPT. This section will be submitted as supplementary material as part of submission 

to Health & Place. See Table 6, Table 7, Table 8 and Table 9 for additional quotes for the overarching 

context, mechanism and outcome, and CMOc1, CMOc2 and CMOc3, respectively.  

 

Table 6 

Additional quotes for overarching context, mechanism and outcome 

Overarching Elements Participant Quotes 

Overarching Context - 

peacefulness, calmness 

and quiet therapeutic 

healing environment  

“I feel personally a calmness.” (PP3) 

“That’s my sort of quiet place. They know if I’m struggling, they’ll let 

me just sit with the pigs for a little while.” (PP1) 

Overarching Mechanism 

– feeling psychologically 

& physically safe 

“With the animals I know I’m safe.” (PP6) 

“[…] because when I speak to animals and I'm with them I feel safe.” 

(PP8) 

“There was, I could sense there was something different here. It was 

like an aura, or a vibe, that was just so like safe feeling.” (PP1) 

Overarching Summary 

Outcome – personal 

mental health recovery 

(includes positive health, 

wellbeing and social 

changes) 

“They’ve taught me it’s okay not to be okay.” (PP1) 

“That’s just kind of happy, really, I don’t know, I feel good about 

myself.” (PP10) 

“I think just new life. I don’t know, it brings hope as well.” (PP7) 
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Table 7 

Additional quotes in support of CMOc1 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

C1 – animals 

facilitate 

forgetting the 

outside world 

“Whatever you're stressing about on the way over here… I can even be like 

marching from my house to be here, I'm really angry or stressed over 

something. But as soon as I step through those gates, it's just like this 

weight has just been lifted. The animals do play a really, really big, 

important part in this.” (PP6) 

M2 – mindfulness 

incl. noticing 

animals being 

funny 

“One of the things they've helped me with is that it's better to just do one 

day at a time the way animals do and to prioritise the most important 

things and the rest of it doesn't matter. Not until tomorrow. You know, 

and you don't have to think about tomorrow because tomorrow isn't 

here. They do what's in front of them, don't they?” (PP2) 

“All these scenarios building up in your brain, you can just shut that out and 

just be in the moment. […] It's kind of like, I don't know, not 

meditation. I'm not sure what the word is. It’s kind of just like getting a 

better headspace, just sort of breathing. Listening to the noises and 

the birds chirping, the sound of them crunching on the grass.” (PP6) 

“The ducks like to tease them as well when they are in the pen and isn’t that 

comical, a tiny duck going after a goose.” (PP2) 

“Pigs, they make you laugh. They've got such brilliant quirkiness to them.” 

(PP6) 

M3 – attentional 

focus on animals 

instead of people 

“And I'd been listening, kind of, I'd be focused on them, but I'd also be 

listening and taking in what they're saying, most of what they're 

saying, so that I didn't feel so scared.” (PP8) 

O1 – personal 

growth 

“I was in quite a dark place before coming here. So yeah, the animals and the 

people have definitely made a drastic difference. I’d say it's hard to 

explain really how exactly. But it's coming back to that same… that sense 

of self-worth, like actually doing something good. And that I am actually 

able to physically still do certain little things what I maybe thought I 

wouldn't be able to do again.” (PP10) 

“So you get the main bulk of it [goat poo nuggets] up and if you leave a few 

it's not the end of the world. That's something I learned. Because 

before I was OCD with it. I thought it has to be clean. I thought if I 

wouldn’t want to sit on it then why would I expect the animals? I had 

such high standards and it's relaxed a bit since being here and thinking 

‘OK, you know what? Not everything has to be perfect.” (PP6) 
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Table 7 (continued) 
 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

O2 – curiosity “But you also question the animals. How the goats can poo on the top of where 

the window… I actually can't believe it. It’s like someone scooped it up 

and put it up there specifically, but it's really… and the thing you then 

find out about animals that you wouldn't ever thought about thinking 

of questioning.” (PP8) 

“I think working here with the animals, with the food, gives you more of a 

curiosity of how everyone else does it.” (PP9) 

O3 – childhood 

memories 

“I've always loved being around animals. So just being able to just come here 

and sit. It’s almost like living childhood dreams. Like look at me, I’m sat 

here in the middle of nowhere with a nice goat.” (PP6) 

O4 – accepting 

adverse life 

events 

“I think the animals helped me come to terms with it or helped me process it. 

[…] Being around the animals sometimes helps sort of lay things to rest, 

maybe. I don't know, not sure if that’s the right way to stress it. But 

being around the animals, you could just, you're unburdened and like I 

said, it's sort of an acceptance because you know, you’ve got to realise, 

like the pigs, like all life, the stuff that's happened, you can't do nothing 

about it. It’s gone. That time's gone. […] So being with the animals, and 

they sort of, not directly, but sitting with them, in time, and letting, in a 

way, letting stuff go, just by being with them and stuff has helped me to 

not carry so much burden.” (PP1) 

“I get up there and focusing on the animals makes me realise that actually, 

well, for me I realise that life is not that bad and I'm lucky to be here, 

you know, it's a beautiful place. […] I think it's just helped me become 

more satisfied with my lot because I was quite cross with this. This is an 

old racing injury and I realise now that the matter is the fact that I'm not 

going to get over it and they can't operate, I can still do things in the 

area that I enjoy with animals to a safe extent when able to.” (PP3) 

O5 – physical 

health 

“They have also helped with my physical side of health. If I was walking 

through the High Street, it wouldn't take long before I was like… ‘I need 

to take a break’. But when I'm on the farm because of how everything's 

set up, you don't necessarily realise how far you've walked. […] Because 

there's a job at hand you're not necessarily thinking about ‘oh my legs 

aching’. Just thinking about what needs to be done. So that's helped 

because I'll push through barriers […] but a lot of the times the animals 

take priority, so I'm thinking of them, not my own issues.” (PP10) 

“I would come here, if there weren't any animals because it gets me out of my 

flat. It gets me physically moving because in the summer I can do more 

walks when the grounds better.” (PP3) 
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Table 7 (continued) 
 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

O6 – increased 

access to positive 

affect 

“Yeah, I think because you are kind of like… you're at a place which is helping 

to… what's the word like make them better and recuperate them and 

you feel like you’re part of the team helping them. And that feels… that's 

a good feeling, you know?” (PP7) 

“Because I enjoy it. I don’t sleep the night before, I'm so excited to come here. 

It makes me happy.” (PP4) 

“Maybe it feels a bit like animals are hoovers. They suck that emotion out of 

you, but it feels a bit like that sometimes.” (PP1) 

O7 – attentional 

focus away from 

stressors, 

improved 

emotion 

regulation (incl. 

urges to self-

harm) 

“But yeah, when you're here, you know that you're just… everything just sort 

of drifts away and it's just very calm and peaceful.” (PP6) 

“If I’ve had a bad day, before I just used to really act on it and now since coming 

here as well, it's been... if you feel like having an outburst, it doesn't 

happen. It's weird, really. I think that's because I’ve become aware of 

others. I can't just go off and do this and [...]. I've learned to overcome 

it a bit. Or I might say ‘oh I'm going home now. Going off early’.” (PP5) 

“I don’t harm myself anymore.” (PP4) 

O8 – reduced 

social anxiety  

“Because before I would be really on edge around people. Whereas now I 

think, you know what, these guys taught me how to just be calm.” (PP6) 

“Because I feel safe with the animals, I feel calmer and more relaxed so that I 

will then open up and speak to someone.” (PP8) 

O9 – increased 

sociability 

“My relationships are better. I’m better with people. I can talk about my 

problems that I’ve never been able to.” (PP4) 

O10 – improved 

trust, connection, 

relationships 

“Because we were focused on talking about the animals and I was building 

trust with the animals, I was then building trust with them because I felt 

like, oh, they're making sure I'm safe. […] Because I feel safe with the 

animals, I feel calmer and more relaxed so that I will then open up and 

speak to someone.” (PP8) 

O11 – reduced 

fear of rejection 

& connection 

“When I first came here I didn't trust people. […] They were all so lovely. It 

took me months before I started to think ‘OK, maybe these people are 

actually genuinely nice’. I just couldn't fathom it. […] I was just like […] 

‘What do they want? What are they gaining from it?’. It was just a 

constant battle in my brain. And eventually I just thought ‘you know 

what? These people are nice. Nothing bad is going to happen. […] 

They're not trying to lure you into a false sense of security’, […] which 

then started the whole OK, maybe the human race isn't so bad. Maybe 

you can start trusting some people.” (PP6) 
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Table 8 

Additional quotes in support of CMOc2 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

C2 – animals have 

(desired) human 

traits that foster 

connection 

 

“But they have a bit of rivalry. It’s not a rivalry as such. It’s more, if you make 

a fuss of one, the other one gets jealous and then goes and flops it 

out over the other one. So you can't make fuss of them.” (PP9) 

“That's another thing that people don't realise and you think, oh, they're just 

all sheep like? No, they're all individual sheep. They've all got a 

personality.” (PP1) 

“Then you are trying to catch the donkeys because they're having a great 

time running around the farm. […] And they just look so proud. They 

have their head up high and they're like, look at us go.” (PP6)  

“But yes, there's an unspoken connection with animals that I don't know if it's 

energies or what animals can sense human feelings. They can sense 

when we're angry. They can sense when we're scared. And when 

we’re sad. They can sense all of that. Dogs, horses, pigs, cats. I don't 

know what it is, I don't know why, but they can sense emotions.” 

(PP1) 

“You talk with them, you know, sometimes you can just be sitting with them 

and it's like they know how you're feeling, I don't know. They give off 

something.” (PP7) 

“That’s I think when you're working with other people and they're demanding 

things and they're judging you and how you're getting on with your 

job and but there's none of that with the animals. It's just come in. 

Do what you got to do. They will either like you or they don't.” (PP10) 

“They are understanding. They join my pity parties if I have any, because you 

know, they know when you're upset and all that malarky. But they 

also come to you when you're happy and they know how to act. They 

understand, they understand.” (PP8) 

“I think, oh, she knows where I'm coming from. I know where you're coming 

from that, that sort of thing. It's like I'm releasing my stuff to them. 

And they didn’t give a damn really, but they're there and they're like. 

Yeah, yeah. You're not getting pushed away by them.” (PP5) 

“I know they're not going to be looking at me, thinking things that I think 

people would think. And that they come up to you no matter what 

you look like, no matter what you're wearing, no matter what your 

mood is in, they’re going to come up to you regardless, and they're 

going to love you anyway. And I'm like, thank you for that.” (PP8) 
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Table 8 (continued) 
 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

M4 – relational 

re-learning  

 

“The more they were helping me understand and whatnot with the animals, 

there would be laughs and talks, which then, because we were 

focused on talking about the animals and I was building trust with the 

animals with help that I was then building trust with them because I 

felt like, oh, they're making sure I'm safe. The safety, the trust, the 

love, the whole lot, it just all came into one.” (PP8) 

M7 – mentalising 

& identifying with 

the animals 

“I think she's a little bit me as well. She snorts. I snort when I laugh. Loves the 

bed, loves her food, loves getting down and dirty and making a mess 

for people to clear up. It's just my specialty. But she just grabbed a 

part of me that none of the others did.” (PP8) 

O8 – reduced 

social anxiety 

“They're not focusing on me. They're focused on the animals. As well as that 

which puts my mind at ease. I've now got to focus on the animals, I'm 

not thinking about anything else.” (PP8) 

O9 – increased 

sociability  

“I go to this place has helped me become more social outside of my home 

because normally I'm at home, not in the bed, but I wish I was. Well, 

not when I'm here. I'll give them that.” (PP8) 

O10 – improved 

trust, connection, 

relationships 

“They help me… I trust the animals here. I think that helps with the trust of 

the people who are here, because watching them guys help with the 

animals, knowing that they're all doing what they've got to do.” (PP8) 

O11 – reduced 

fear of rejection 

& connection 

“Being with the goats puts you with people which then makes you think ‘OK, 

maybe people aren't so bad and not everyone's out to get you’. And 

it helped me realise not everybody is awful, the whole human race 

isn't terrible.” (PP6) 

O12 – belonging 

& purpose 

“I feel like I'm doing something good, especially when I do the chickens. I feel 

like I'm doing something good for someone else. You know, it's a 

sense of purpose.” (PP2) 

O13 – self-worth 

& confidence 

“I think confidence, definitely. I was not very confident before I came here. 

But just being with the animals, you learn a lot about them and you 

get a bit more confident. With what you're doing and that routine, 

almost. And once you know what you're doing, if someone else 

comes along and they don't know what they’re doing they can ask 

you, and then you feel good because you can, be like, ‘You know 

what? Yeah, I actually do know what I'm doing’. And you know that 

you're doing it right. And you can then help them learn what it is. And 

then it helps them when it comes to their turn. And this all gives you 

that bit of confidence and boosts your self-esteem a little bit that 

yeah, you know what I can help you with this.” (PP6) 
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Table 8 (continued) 
 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

O14 – maternal 

instincts 

“People always told me when I was younger […] I've got no maternal instinct, 

but that wasn't really true. Because I love animals so much and I want 

to take care of them and protect them and so on. And that is a 

maternal instinct, isn't it? So, yeah, I don't think that's true, but here 

I've been able to express it here, whereas outside I couldn't. I had no 

means of expressing it.” (PP2) 

“When I was younger, I had a miscarriage and that's why I took to Lily [lamb], 

because I was feeding her and it’s that baby I never had.” (PP4) 

O15 – feeling 

acknowledged & 

validated 

“I felt very happy to just sit there with him and it felt like quite a privilege, 

almost. Like he's got all this grass, got lots to do, but he still chose to 

spend his time to come over to me and just chill.” (PP6) 

O16 – authentic 

self-expression & 

non-judgmental 

acceptance 

“I know they're not going to be looking at me, thinking things that I think 

people would think. And that they come up to you no matter what 

you look like, no matter what you're wearing, no matter what your 

mood is in, they’re going to come up to you regardless, and they're 

going to love you anyway. And I'm like, thank you for that.” (PP8) 

O6 – increased 

access to positive 

affect 

“Maybe it feels a bit like animals are hoovers. They suck that emotion out of 

you, but it feels a bit like that sometimes, like with the pigs, cause 

technically, like I said before, they might not understand human 

language. They can sense a feeling, but being around an animal that 

you've connected to, say it was dogs or cats, you know, if you've had a 

bad day, you split it up, you come back, you come to your dog who is 

just happy to see you, or the cat that comes up and that animal takes 

something or you give it some of your burden or it takes it. I don't know 

how else to describe it, but it's like you are unburdened with a small 

amount of emotion that maybe you couldn't deal with just by being 

around an animal that you're connected to. And like I said, I love the 

pigs very much. I've always loved pigs.” (PP1) 

“At the moment I am downhill. My roller coasters on a slight depression 

mode and low mode and struggles and anxiety, and the whole lot. 

But coming here is one place where all of that disappears. Yeah, I am 

so happy. I wake up with a smile on my face. I'm getting ready. I'm 

always up on time. 7 o’clock, every Monday. Not a problem. Any 

other day I'm like ‘arrhh’. But I'm up, I'm dressed, I'm waiting for an 

hour and a half for the taxi to arrive. I'm ready to get here.” (PP8) 
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Table 8 (continued) 
 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

O6 – increased access 

to positive affect 

(continued) 

“And I always feel, when the chickens […] nest underneath the hen house, 

when I find little chicks under there, I get silly and say things like 

‘we’ve got chicks, we’ve got chicks’. I get so excited about it.” 

(PP2) 

“When you talk to your cat or pigs, you can get it all off your chest 

without feeling guilty or ashamed that you might put on yourself 

because of whatever’s happened. [..] It’s like a connection that 

happens when you bond with a farm animal […], it’s a bond that 

allows you to unburden some weight, emotional weight or 

feelings.” (PP1) 

O17 – give 

compassion & care 

“Yeah, so, they're not being neglected. I like that they're being cleaned 

and that they're going to have a fresh bed, they've got food. Even 

though you feed them, if they you give them another bowl, they 

look like they're starving. They're not. They are just greedy 

buggers. My pets are exactly the same. But it's knowing that 

they're going to be okay, they're going to be clean, they're going 

to be fresh, they've got a good home because this is their home. 

And if it was my home or your home, you wouldn't want it to be a 

mess or not cleaned or not changed and whatnot. So that that's 

how I look at it, if that makes sense.” (PP8) 

“[…] but they do, they've helped me a lot. To sort of acceptance. You 

know, letting go, having a bit more empathy with other people, a 

bit more understanding.” (PP1) 

“People think I make too much of a fuss about the animals, but I just do 

to them what I would want done for me. If I was a goose or a 

chicken.” (PP2)  

O18 – inspired by 

animals 

“They have such a simple life, why can’t I have a simple life like that? So, 

you make your life simpler in a way. That may be hard to 

understand but they have such a happy easy life. They just get 

fed, get lots of fuss, get fed, fuss, go to sleep, fed, fuss, fed fuss, 

go to sleep. And that is the easy life to have.” (PP9) 

“If they don't understand what's going on and they’re carrying on. So, you 

think I can be resilient too.” (PP7) 

 
 
 
 
 



138 
 

Table 8 (continued) 
 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

O19 – food & life 

cycle  

“I felt awful eating it. I was like ‘oh my God, this poor baby.’ But equally, I 

thought that he's had a really good life, and you know that they’ve 

had every treat imaginable. They’ve been rolling in mud and sunning 

it up, getting scratches, and they're probably having the best life that 

a pig can have. And I don't know if that just made it taste better.” 

(PP6) 

“I’d be gutted if anything happened to one of the geese. I’ve had to learn to 

expect the chickens to expire. But I really would be gutted if anything 

happened to the geese. The same as I was when Tallulah died, she 

was the little sheep we had. And she was 14 years old.” (PP2) 

“So instead of just being put to the side, ’you're not going to amount to 

anything’. They were brought here. And we raised them up.” (PP10). 

 

Table 9 

Additional quotes in support of CMOc3 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

C1 – farm & its 

people as second 

home & family 

“But as soon as you do it's almost like you feel at home here. It's very much 

like a homely feeling. You come here and you just know that it's 

almost an extended family. This is what this place is.” (PP6) 

“The farm. It has a multi-layered effect.” (PP1) 

M9 – safe, 

accepting and 

supporting 

human 

environment 

“Everybody… everyone's struggles, but everyone chips in together and we all 

help each other. It's also, they say it's like a family because exactly 

what family does, you know?” (PP6) 

“It's helped me understand why people do what people do. The people here 

don’t get annoyed. There’s no asking questions, or why are you 

judging what I'm doing? […] It's just, you’ve got a question? OK. Yeah. 

Let's see how I can help you sort of answer. […] I think 

communication is the biggest thing that makes this place work. 

Everybody talks to everyone and no one’s shut out, no one's not in 

the loop. […] Everybody sort of talks to everyone.” (PP6) 

“You do settle in really quick. You might feel ‘oh it is a nitty gritty group, 

 everyone is just doing their own thing’. But it's nothing like that. As 

 soon as you walk in, it's like they've known you for ages.” (PP9) 
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Table 9 (continued) 
 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

M9 – safe, accepting 

and supporting 

human environment 

(continued) 

“It shows you the kind of person [manager] is, and the cats see her as 

their mum and it also… I think it symbolises her approach to 

everything. Rather than pushing people away if they don't work 

out, she gathers them in. And she does the same with the 

animals as well.” (PP2) 

M10 – opportunity to 

access dialogue 

“Know that I've come here a few times, and I'm just in a really bad mood. 

And I walked through, and I’ll just be like ‘I'm going to the goats’, 

and they're just like ‘OK’. And they just leave me for, like, 20 

minutes and then someone comes down and they’re like ‘you 

wanna talk?’. And if I don't wanna talk, then there’s no judging. 

It's like OK, she needs a bit more time or they’ll be like ‘do you 

want someone to sit with you?’ and you don’t have to talk. You 

can just have someone sit with you or you can be on your own.” 

(PP6)  

O20 – hopefulness “But the managers and the staff here […] and the volunteers, they are 

honestly wonderful. They're so helpful. And I know I've got 

everyone behind me. I'll get… I know I'll get through it because 

I've got a lot… I like to keep strong, and you need energy for 

doing things here as well. I'm very lucky that I can come here. 

And I've got their support, and I can be myself. Definitely.” (PP7) 

O1 – personal growth “But the farm has helped me to sort of, I don't know, accept that some of 

those negative markers is what I’ve put on myself. So that's not 

something that every human has to have those markers. It's 

something I've put. So, then you sit there and go ‘oh, well, you 

know, maybe you are alright’. And so, you're less judgmental on 

yourself.” (PP1) 

O8, O9, O10, O11 –

relational growth, 

connectedness, 

confidence 

“And it's also taught me to be not so insular, I think is a great word, 

because, like T [another farm participant], he likes to play Bird 

Bingo, and I'll sort of like, you know, yeah, OK. We’ll have a go at 

that. It’s taught me to work with lots of different people with 

different qualities and different wants and needs. So yes, I would 

come.” (PP3) 

“I don't go out too much. Some of my friends, we sometimes meet up, 

but other than that I don't really go out too much. So this is sort 

of quite a big vital part of the week. Get out and socialise. 

Interact with people, not just hideaway and be a hermit, which 

isn't great.” (PP6) 
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Table 9 (continued) 
 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

O8, O9, O10, O11 –

relational growth, 

connectedness, 

confidence 

(continued) 

“And yeah, and we have socials every month, once a month as well. […]. 

So that's really lovely.” (PP7) 

“The only time I leave the house is when, well, when I need to go 

shopping and all that malarkey, but it's when I'm coming here. Or 

there's a social. And I know all the people. I know that there's 

going to be people I know and trust with me, which is why I go to 

the socials.” (PP8) 

O21 – community 

identity, 

togetherness, 

belonging  

“I do need people as well. And yeah, it's just finding the right people, 

which is exactly what I've done, like coming here. Find the right 

people, find where you belong.” (PP6) 

O22 – cared for & 

needed 

“Other people have come here and they've got very similar conditions to 

me. And it's been quite nice to sort of build like a little community 

around that because on days when having a really bad day, they 

understand and they get it and you can sort of sit there and talk 

to them about it. […] I come here and you think, OK, you know 

what this person gets it and it's just like a weight lifted off your 

shoulders cause you just think oh my God, I'm not going mad. You 

know, this is real. What you're going through is real and is 

happening. But equally, you sit there and have a rant about it and 

equally people have different ideas and things to help.” (PP6) 

“People actually care about our wellbeing.” (PP10) 

O16 – authentic self-

expression and non-

judgmental 

acceptance 

“Being able to be yourself. If you just want to take a bit of a break or sit 

down and cuddle an animal if your feeling, you know, you need 

that time out, then you can. And it's all right, you know, they're 

fine with that [laughs]. So, it's nice to be able to think that that's 

okay and you can come and be yourself.” (PP7) 

O4 – accepting 

adversity 

“But the farm has helped me over time. Not directly to any specific 

trauma. But they've helped me to… The farm has sort of helped 

me to let some go. Also, the farm has helped me to process other 

things and accept some things. […] It's just by being here, and 

maybe helping others because they're having a bad day. The 

helping others and the family feel of this place has helped me 

shed some of the burden and some of the negativity.” (PP1) 
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Table 9 (continued) 
 

CMOc Elements Participant Quotes 

O6 – increased 

access to positive 

affect  

“So you definitely can't leave here on a bad one. You leave here, I'll be in my 

car and I'll be singing away, especially on Fridays. We're doing some 

song that we've got to learn to play and then I'll end up singing all the 

way home.” (PP5) 

O7 – attentional 

focus away from 

stressors, 

improved 

emotion 

regulation 

“It taught me different coping strategies to deal with it. There's windows, I 

know I'm safe in there. Equally, I still have that fear and it helped me, 

I don’t think to overcome it, but to work through it, I think.” (PP6) 

O13 – self-worth 

& confidence 

“I've got a pen and it works. But yeah, it sort of symbolises a lot more than I 

just made a pen. It symbolises a lot more to me than just being a pen. 

Which is really cool. And it's also sad. I've got it in my living room. 

Every time I look at it I feel really proud because I'm like, nice. I did 

that and I'm having a bad day and I'm just sat on the sofa. I've been 

having a panic attack or something. And my dog's there. And I can 

look at the pen and I'm like, no, you know what? I've done this 

before. I can do it again. Whatever it is I'm feeling right now, it's not 

the be all and end all and it will pass. And I know that because of that 

pen right there.” (PP6) 

O23 – 

employability  

“It's all good like work skills, isn’t it. And yeah, you can do certificates here as 

well. They put you through like awards. So that, yeah, that's a good 

thing because then if you go into like employment or, you know, got 

certificates, you can show, you know, and I've done an animal care 

award. I’ve done a food hygiene certificate for in the cafe as well.” 

(PP7) 

“I even want to try and become a volunteer, unpaid volunteer here to move 

on to the next step.” (PP1) 
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Chapter 7: Discussion and Critical Evaluation 

Word count (excl. figure & references): 5732 

This chapter will provide a summary of findings from the realist review and realist 

evaluation, which will be contextualised in relation to the current evidence base. The strengths and 

limitations of the projects and the approaches used are discussed. In light of the results, implications 

for clinical practice will be considered and suggestions will be made for future research.  

This thesis employed realist methodology aimed at exploring and conceptualising how and 

why care farm animals may impact adults with mental health difficulties.  

Summary of Findings 

Realist Synthesis 

The aim of the realist synthesis was to develop an initial programme theory (IPT) that begins 

to answer the question why and how care farm animals may impact adults with mental health 

difficulties. Synthesis of twelve papers formed an IPT consisting of two Context-Mechanism-

Outcome configurations (CMOcs) with multiple mechanisms and outcomes and one summary 

outcome overarching the IPT, which was conceptualised as ‘positive health, wellbeing and social 

changes’.  

CMOc1 highlighted that if farm participants experienced animals as creating a calm, tranquil 

therapeutic environment for healing, then positive mental health and other outcomes can be 

facilitated (e.g., increased self-confidence), because of the following mechanisms: farm participants 

feel motivated to engage in animal-related activities they perceive as meaningful, they value the 

trust and responsibility they are given to take care of the animals and experience feelings of safety 

due to the animals. 

CMOc2 highlighted that if farm participants experienced connections with the animals due 

to the animals presenting with desirable traits (e.g., they listen, mirror emotions), then similar and 
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additional positive mental health and other outcomes to CMOc1 can be empowered (e.g., re-

learning about human relationships), because of the following mechanisms: farm participants feel 

safe, they experience the relationship with the animals as reciprocal and mutually beneficial and 

farm participants identify shared narratives with the animals.  

Realist Evaluation  

The aim of the realist evaluation was to test and refine the IPT created by the realist 

synthesis, however, focused on adults with a history of adverse life events instead. The ten 

interviews covered most of the same themes as presented in the IPT, but also expanded the theory 

with new information. The refined programme (RPT) theory consists of three CMOcs, as well as an 

additional overarching context (‘peacefulness, calmness and tranquillity that motivates activity’), 

which in the IPT was C1 and an overarching mechanism (‘feeling safe’), which in the IPT was M3. The 

new data also refined the IPT’s overarching summary outcome to conceptualise ‘personal mental 

health recovery’, which includes the ‘positive health, wellbeing and social changes’ identified 

through both the realist review and evaluation (i.e., all individual outcomes). 

Other key refinements were the addition of further mechanisms and outcomes for CMOc1 

(e.g., ‘focusing on the animals instead of humans’, M3; ‘ enhanced social connectedness, growth and 

confidence’, O8-11) related to how farm participants experience the animals as allowing them to 

forget the world outside the farm, as well as CMOc2 (e.g., ‘communication with the animals’, M6; 

‘perceptions of authenticity & non-judgmental acceptance’, O16) relating to building positive 

connections with the farm animals. Moreover, the empirical work led to the addition of a third 

CMOc relating to the animals in the context of the wider farm environment, which farm participants 

perceive as a second home (e.g., ‘safe, accepting and supportive human environment team, M9; 

‘experiences of being cared for and needed’, O21). 

Overall, the findings of both this realist synthesis and realist evaluation highlight the wide 

range of health, wellbeing and social factors care farm animals can positively affect in the lives of 
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individuals with mental health difficulties. This can support individuals’ personal mental health 

recovery journeys. Many elements of both the IPT and RPT supported the use of attachment theory 

as an explanatory model for the impact care farm animals can have on adults with mental health 

difficulties and adverse life experiences.  

The Refined Programme Theory in the Context of Existing Psychological Theory and Mental Health 

Recovery 

Attachment Theory 

The aim of this project was to enhance our understanding of the reasons why and 

mechanisms how care farm animals may impact adult mental health. Throughout the portfolio, 

Attachment Theory was explored as a promising explanatory model for the impact care farm animals 

can have on adults with mental health difficulties and adverse life experiences. 

 The RPT highlighted that care farm animals can provide a sense of calmness (overarching 

context) and safety (overarching mechanism) and that farm participants built close relationships 

with them (C2). The animals acted as a secure base from which farm participants could begin to re-

explore and re-learn about the world and other people (M4-M8; O8-O11), provided unconditional 

positive regard (M5, O15-16) and supported the development of emotional self-regulation (O6-O7, 

O13, O17) (Bowlby, 1988; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Pallini et al., 2018; Sroufe & Waters, 1977). 

Evidence suggests that secure attachments may be associated with better functional 

outcomes from mental health difficulties, which can be seen as an area of recovery (Pearse et al., 

2020). Furthermore, building meaningful relationships (i.e., attachments) is understood as key to 

mental health recovery (Berry & Drake, 2010).Therefore, attachment theory may provide a 

meaningful lens through which to consider mental health recovery. Secure attachments are also 

associated with better psychological and emotional wellbeing, as well as hope and resilience (van 

Bussel et al., 2023), all of which are elements of the CHIME framework, which is a framework for 

personal mental health recovery. 
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CHIME Framework 

The CHIME framework for personal mental health recovery focuses not on individuals 

needing to remove clinical symptomatology but rather on recovering a life worth living (Liljedahl et 

al., 2023); this was reflected in the psychosocial rather than clinical language participants used in 

their interviews during the empirical project. The CHIME framework was developed by Leamy et al. 

(2011) based on a systematic review of 87 papers with the aim of creating a model of personal 

mental health recovery. Their synthesis suggested five core elements necessary for recovery from 

mental health difficulties: Connectedness, Hope and optimism about the future, Identity, Meaning 

and purpose in life, and Empowerment. To the authors' knowledge, the CHIME framework has not 

yet been applied to the context of care farms or care farm animals; however, on looking at the 

programme theory, it is evident that many of the explanatory statements may resonate with the 

recovery processes highlighted in the CHIME framework (see Figure 21).  

For instance, the process ‘Connectedness’ is evident in the connection farm participants feel 

to the animals (C2) as well as the relational growth, connectedness and confidence they experience 

with other humans that they reported (O8-O11). It is also notable in some of the mechanisms, such 

as M6 (communication with the animals), M7 (mentalising and identifying with the animals) or M8 

(perceiving the human-animal relationship as reciprocal), all of which are clear indications of the 

farm participants finding connection with the animals.  

Additionally, participants spoke about hopefulness (O20) and feeling inspired by the animals’ 

lives and resilience (O18), which may be seen as factors related to ‘Hope and optimism about the 

future’.  

For the recovery process ‘Identity’, several outcomes may apply, including O1 (growth as a 

person), O13 (increased self-worth and confidence) or O14 (feeling & expressing maternal instincts), 

which may all be seen as dimensions of farm participants' identity or their identity development. M1 

(self-reflection) and M7 (identifying with the animals) may also be seen as identity-related drivers.  
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Figure 21 

RPT elements that resonate with recovery processes from the CHIME framework 

 
Note: Top row outlines titles and descriptors of the CHIME framework taken from Leamy et al., (2011); bottom row demonstrates the resonance between 
CHIME & this RPT
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Moreover, the CHIME process ‘Meaning and purpose in life’ is evident when farm 

participants stated that working with the care farm animals gives them a reason to get up, leave the 

home and a purpose in life in general (O12). Their attendance on the care farm and engagement 

with the animals could in itself be interpreted as an aspect of the farm participants ‘rebuilding their 

life’, which may be seen as one of the elements feeding into the recovery process ‘Meaning and 

purpose in life’.  

Lastly, on considering the CHIME recovery process ‘Empowerment’, the authors consider 

whether all mechanisms could be interpreted through this process, as mechanisms in a programme 

theory are seen as the drivers, the ‘how’ and the ‘why’ that bring about the outcomes. Therefore, 

the identified mechanisms may be seen as empowering farm participants to engage in animal and 

non-animal related farm activities, social opportunities and, therefore, make the most of their time 

on the care farm, which ultimately allows for the identified individual and summary outcomes to 

take shape.  

Post-Traumatic Growth 

Building on attachment theory alongside recovery perspectives and the CHIME framework, 

the concept of post-traumatic growth (PTG) may be seen as an important aspect of the recovery 

process (Slade et al., 2019). PTG is the concept of growth and positive change following significant 

adversity, not due to the adversity itself, but rather the struggling and coping with it (Henson et al., 

2021). Having secure attachments is associated with greater PTG as well as better recovery from 

adversity (Turunen et al., 2014). As with the CHIME framework, PTG has not yet been considered in 

relation to care farm animals and the farms themselves; however, trauma is a type of adverse life 

event and it appears that the concept of PTG shares features with the RPT. In their systematic review 

of 281 studies, Henson et al. (2021) identified a range of factors that may promote PTG, some of 

which were identified elements in the current programme theory. For instance, disclosing one’s own 

experiences and receiving appropriate support is one of the factors identified by Henson et al., 
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which feels applicable to farm participants' engagement with the care farm animals, as they feel able 

to talk to the animals (M6) and believe that they feel their emotions and accept them without 

judgment (C2). A sense of purpose (O12) and hope for the future (O20) were also identified as 

factors fostering PTG that arose in the RPT. Furthermore, coming to the farm in the first place was a 

significant step for many participants as prior to this they were withdrawn and felt and thought 

negatively about themselves, life and their future. Therefore, attending the farm and engaging with 

the animals there may be seen as ‘growth action’, a conscious step towards embracing life post-

adversity and moving forwards alongside it (Anderson et al., 2015; Hobfoll et al., 2007). 

Furthermore, in their PTG Inventory, Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) highlight a number of 

potential positive outcomes that may be indicative of PTG and individuals’ reconstruction of 

themselves, others and life post-adversity. This may be aptly summarised by a quote from 

participant 10, “I don’t see myself as my old self anymore. It’s like a different version of me, so it’s 

more like getting used to and settling into the new me.” Many of these positive post-adversity 

outcomes were also identified in the present RPT, such as, amongst others, appreciating each day 

(M2, mindfulness), improvements in relationships with others (M4, O8-11) or having compassion for 

others (O17). Moreover, ‘establishing a new path in life’ was another positive outcome identified by 

Tedeschi and Calhoun. Individuals coming to the farm in the first place to engage with the animals 

and other humans could be interpreted as individuals establishing a new path in their lives.  

Recovery from Adversity 

Attachment Theory, the CHIME framework of personal mental health recovery and related 

aspects of PTG are concepts that may be able to provide applicability of seeing care farm animals as 

an ‘intervention’ for individuals with mental health difficulties. This may be particularly relevant for 

individuals with a history of adverse life events, including trauma. With care farm animals providing 

a calm and safe environment (overarching context and mechanism), this is likely to facilitate 

individuals to engage more meaningfully with their surroundings (nature, animals and people) and 
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therefore, better process adverse past experiences (as per the concept of the window of tolerance, 

Siegel, 1999) and experience growth from them. Additionally, particularly for individuals with 

interpersonal adversities, care farm animals functioning as safe attachment figures may be helpful in 

tentatively establishing new and safe social relationships (M4, O8-O11). 

Implications of Research 

Theoretical implications 

Our findings suggest that the RPT can combine and expand on the current evidence base by 

providing a more comprehensive and holistic understanding of the impact of care farm animals on 

adults with mental health difficulties. Combining data from a minimum of 50 care farms and nearly 

600 participants, the RPT may be seen as initial evidence base through which the impact of care farm 

animals can began to be conceptualised and further research be expanding on. 

Furthermore, the RPT indicates that the impact of care farm animals goes beyond diagnostic 

labels and clinical symptomology and may be better understood along a broader psychosocial 

spectrum and through concepts of mental health recovery. This is also in line with considering the 

impact of care farm (animals) through models of personal recovery, such as the CHIME framework, 

which puts a greater focus on individuals rebuilding their lives and redefining their identities over 

improvements in diagnostic features. 

Attachment Theory has also been considered and seems relevant in providing an 

explanatory framework for the impact of care farm animals on adult mental health, with the 

possibility of the care farm animals functioning as a ‘secure base’ from which farm participants can 

re-explore themselves, relationships and the world (Bowlby, 1988).   

Clinical Practice Implications & Recommendations 

Currently, in the United Kingdom, care farms and engagement with care farm animals are 

not (yet) accessible through the National Health Service (NHS) or recommended in, e.g., National 
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Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) guidance for mental health conditions. Instead, care 

farms are typically placed in the Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise Sector (VCSE, aka ‘third 

sector’), run by the local government, community agencies or by charities. However, referrals to care 

farms are often made via social prescribing schemes from health and social care professionals 

(Garside et al., 2020). The new insights in this portfolio may hopefully be able to inform health and 

social care providers and commissioners and influence their decisions in regard to the developments 

of care farms and the role that care farms and their animals can play in supporting mental health 

recovery. Clinical Psychologists could cooperate with commissioners, policymakers and care farms 

using their psychological knowledge to increase understanding regarding the impacts care farms and 

their animals can have on individuals’ mental health (recovery) and, thus, maximise the output of 

care farm interventions. This could further help embed care farm (animal) interventions into mental 

health delivery. 

Healthcare professionals, including Clinical Psychologists, as well as service users, would 

benefit from education around the existence and benefits of care farms and care farm animals, and 

accessibility to these spaces should be enhanced further via social prescribing schemes, but also be 

considered by practitioners as additional or alternative intervention pathways for those with mental 

health difficulties. As an addition to, e.g., psychological therapy, engaging with care farm animals 

may allow patients to test out some of the things discussed in therapy in the safe and supportive 

environment that the animals can offer, as well as the farm and its people overarchingly so. 

Furthermore, it may be beneficial to consider care farm environments as part of the mental 

health recovery journey for individuals with a history of adverse life events more specifically. Such 

experiences can have a significant impact on individuals' lives, wellbeing and functioning (Carstensen 

et al., 2020; Smyth et al., 2008). Some individuals who experience trauma as a form of an adverse 

life event go on to develop post-traumatic stress disorder, for which psychological treatment can 

help alleviate clinical symptomatology such as nightmares or flashbacks associated with the 
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traumatic event (Bisson et al., 2013). However, particularly for more complex or long-standing 

traumas, or once these superficial symptoms are alleviated, individuals may often be left with 

continued altered core beliefs or schemas of, for instance, unhealthy relationships. As evidence in 

this project, engaging with care farm animals may allow farm participants to create new safe 

attachment bonds, which may be able to help shift such beliefs for some people over time as the 

exposure to and engagement with the animals on the farm may be able to allow farm participants to 

feel calm (overarching context) and safe (overarching mechanism) enough, and thus, be within their 

window of tolerance (Siegel, 1999) to challenge and adapt such beliefs. This may be particularly 

relevant for individuals who experienced interpersonal adversities or traumas where the care farm 

animals may be able to function as a secure base, which, when ready, may allow farm participants to 

tentatively establish new, safe and healthy social relationships with humans (M4, O8-O11), which 

may be mirrored through relationships with the animals (e.g., M8) and further encouraged through 

the safe familial environment care farms provide (CMOc3).  

Building on this, safe attachments with the care farm animals may allow (traumatised) 

individuals to re-explore first the small, contained world of the care farm with its naturally occurring 

interactions and politics, to then expand to the world outside the care farm, which may allow them 

to reconnect with themselves and society as a whole. Consequently, clinicians such as Clinical 

Psychologists working with individuals with a history of adverse life events or trauma may wish to 

consider referring some of their patients to care farms, particularly those who may have a greater 

affinity for being in contact with nature and animals. Engaging with care farm (animals) alongside 

psychological (trauma) therapy may have the added benefit of the clinician knowing their patient 

engages with a safe environment that may allow them to test out some of the themes discussed in 

therapy sessions. Likewise, engaging with care farm (animals) after psychological therapy has ended 

may allow the patient to continue working on some of the theoretical processes learnt about in 

sessions, whilst also being in a safe environment to apply these practically. 
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Naturally, some people like animals more than others, and consequently, some people will 

benefit more from engaging with care farm animals than others; however, this applies to all 

interventions that are targeted to improve participants' wellbeing. A benefit of care farms as an 

environment for enhancing people’s wellbeing is the breadth of available activities that farm 

participants may appreciate (Iancu et al., 2014), which of course, includes the animals, but may also 

include many other activities and tasks, such as horticulture, pottery or woodwork, as well as social 

interactions, thus, possibly increasing the number of individuals that may benefit from attending 

such a farm. 

Critical Appraisal 

Critical Appraisal of the Chosen Methodological Approach 

A key strength of the research presented in this portfolio is the novelty of the 

methodological realist approach being used in relation to care farm animals. Realist reviews and 

evaluations are seen as particularly meaningful in improving understanding of rather novel 

interventions that may have a limited evidence base (Handley et al., 2024). The realist approach and 

subsequent programme theory presented in this portfolio is the first of its kind in the context of care 

farm animals, and thus, advances our understanding as to the impact care farm animals can have on 

people’s mental health and wellbeing. A core feature of programme theories are the connections 

between the themes that arise from the data, thus, in this context providing a more in-depth 

understanding as to why and how care farm animals have the impact they do, thus differing from 

other qualitative approaches, such as thematic analysis or interpretative phenomenological analysis. 

Key limitations of the chosen approach relate to the temporal constraints of the doctoral 

programme during which this thesis was produced. Typically, realist approaches encourage a theory-

driven approach whereby, for example, the realist synthesis is tested and refined during the realist 

evaluation. Additionally, during a realist evaluation, the researcher and participant oscillate along a 

teacher-learner cycle (RAMESES, 2017) and data collection and analysis are meant to happen 
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simultaneously to support this (Rees et al., 2024). Practically, this means that information gained 

from, e.g., interviews should be consistently used to build the programme theory and be tested in 

subsequent interviews or throughout multiple rounds of interviews with the same participants. This 

was not practically possible during this project; however, to somewhat account for this, early coding 

and thematic information gleaned from the realist review were used to inform the interview 

schedule. Additionally, the primary researcher’s notes taken after each interview meant the 

researcher was aware of key themes that had arisen, meaning it was possible to dynamically ‘refine’ 

these ‘theories’ during subsequent interviews by exploring them further through follow-up 

questions when a participant brought up the same theme or something similar. 

What may have further enhanced the breadth and quality of both the initial and refined 

programme theory is a ‘multi-method’ approach to data collection. Given time constraints described 

above, this realist evaluation used one-to-one interviews only, however, Dada et al. (2023) and 

Hunter et al. (2022) propose the inclusion of non-academic material (e.g., social media content, 

newspaper articles) in the creation or refinement of realist programme theories, given that realist 

epistemology seeks to find an external reality filtered through e.g., human perception (Wong et al., 

2014).  

Critical Appraisal of the Realist Synthesis  

The realist synthesis quality and publication standards (RAMESES II) were considered 

throughout this project (Wong et al., 2013; Wong et al., 2014, see for details Appendix J) and 

followed where possible, aside from the general methodological constraints outlined in the section 

above. 

The realist synthesis found twelve papers, all of which described studies conducted in 

Western countries, primarily in Europe (four in Norway, three in the Netherlands and the USA each, 

one in Denmark and the United Kingdom each). This needs to be considered in regard to the 

generalisability of the IPT across the globe, as individuals from differing cultures, religions, or other 
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backgrounds may experience care farms and care farm animals substantially differently 

(Jegatheesan, 2015; Sinclair et al., 2022). 

Another limitation is the variable quality of the research in the field, which is further 

compounded by the uncertainty regarding the realist quality assessment criteria (see Appendix B). 

Additionally, given the current scarcity of research in the field, the IPT created from the realist 

review should be considered incomplete and could be reviewed further if more work in this area is 

published.  

At the same time, whilst some elements of the IPT arose less frequently than others, the IPT 

synthesised data from a minimum of 50 care farms and 586 participants and no discrepancies 

between reports were found. This suggests that, whilst incomplete, the IPT may provide a 

meaningful early foundation for further exploration that promises to increase in coherence and 

generalisability with further refinement. 

To the authors’ awareness, this realist review is also the first of its kind to synthesise the 

impact of care farm animals from the perspectives of farm participants and to create an IPT on the 

topic. 

Critical Appraisal of the Realist Evaluation 

The realist evaluation quality and reporting standards were considered throughout this 

project (Wong et al., 2017; Wong et al., 2016, see for details Appendix K) and followed where 

possible, aside from the general methodological constraints outlined above.  

The realist evaluation was restricted in regard to the sample’s representativeness: most 

identified as female, and everyone was of White ethnicity, although age was spread across the adult 

lifespan. This may restrict the generalisability of the programme theory, as it is possible that those 

with other gender identities or from other ethnic, cultural or religious backgrounds may have 

different perspectives on the benefits of care farm animals, as well as engaging with different 
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animals in the first place (Jegatheesan, 2015; Sinclair et al., 2022). Therefore, clinicians and 

researchers should not assume that care farm animals are beneficial for all farm participants and, 

instead, consider that individuals from different demographic contexts may not value care farm 

animals to the same degree or may be impacted by them differently.  

A key strength of this realist evaluation is that it is the first to explore through in-depth 

interviews the mechanisms that may underlie the impact care farm animals can have. The two 

participating care farms differed substantially in their set-up and in regard to the animals living 

there; however, despite this, the findings were coherent. Interview output was strengthened 

through their in-situ nature, i.e., interviews having been conducted on the farms, and for some 

participants, in the company of the animals. This allowed the researcher to engage more directly in 

the participants lived experiences, providing context to the interview (e.g., seeing and touching the 

animals themselves). Additionally, conversations could be more spontaneous and open-ended 

through, e.g., memories and other experiences being triggered by environmental cues, such as a 

snorting pig (Arntson & Yoon, 2023). 

Throughout the interviews, everyone spoke very highly of the care farms and care farm 

animals without anyone raising points of criticism, which may be a sign of social desirability bias 

influencing these reports (Bergen & Labonté, 2020). Care was taken to ensure participants felt able 

to be open (see detailed in chapter five), and participants were advised that there were no right or 

wrong answers, and that the researcher was interested purely in their personal experiences. In 

hindsight, this might have been further mitigated by the researcher specifically asking whether 

participants perceived any elements of the farm or animal environment as negative or less positive. 

At the same time, positive-only reports have been reported in other care farm studies too (Iancu et 

al., 2014) and may be a true reflection of participants' experiences. In this study, many participants 

have attended the care farms for a number of years, such as one participant who had been 

attending for more than ten years. Furthermore, many participants used to attend the farm for one 
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day a week but spoke about having taken such benefit that they increased their attendance to two 

days a week. Moreover, no inconsistencies were noted within each participant's reports or between 

participants’ reports (Bergen & Labonté, 2020). Further research in the field will be helpful to 

substantiate the findings.  

Critical Appraisal of the Field of Care Farm Animal Research 

A consideration in terms of the generalisability of the RPT and as a criticism for the research 

field of care farm (animals) is the Western-based nature of the existing research base. Most research 

on Green Care interventions, including care farms has been conducted in Europe, with some 

research in other Western countries such as the USA, but very limited research has been conducted 

towards the applicability of these interventions outside of Western countries (Haubenhofer et al., 

2010; Social Farms & Gardens & Thrive, 2021). As highlighted above, individuals from different 

backgrounds may perceive green care interventions differently, so care should be taken when 

applying Western-based models to other countries without further research justifying their 

applicability. 

Nonetheless, particularly in the Western world, care farms as a therapeutic concept and 

focus of research have undoubtedly been developing over the years, increasing in popularity for 

their target populations and evidence base. Whilst the appreciation of animal-assisted therapy has 

long been in the eye of clinicians, service users and researchers, it appears that the research focusing 

on a combination of both, i.e., care farm animals as a type of ‘intervention’ on care farms has 

received rather little attention, particularly from the perspective of farm participants themselves. 

This is evidenced by the relatively few studies included in the realist synthesis (twelve), the earliest 

being published in 2010, and the even fewer studies having focused on care farm animals specifically 

(two). 

This was noticeable throughout the screening process of the realist synthesis: a substantial 

number of studies focusing on care farms were identified, many of which described the care farm as 
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having animals. Despite this, the majority of these studies were excluded from this synthesis due to 

not describing the impact the animals have on individuals’ mental health. It stands to wonder why 

some of the studies focusing on care farm animals specifically describe the animals as being so 

significantly impactful, when other studies about care farms hardly or not at all mention the animals. 

Particularly as some evidence suggests that a farm would be ‘miserable’ without the animals, even if 

participants do not want to work with the animals (Steigen et al., 2022) or that farms with animals 

may be perceived as more meaningful than those without (Granerud & Eriksson, 2014); Hassink et 

al. (2017) even described the animals as ‘the fabric of the care farm’ (p.8). One potential explanation 

for this may be that the qualitative information gathered in most studies did not inquire specifically 

about the animals, so it is possible that participants felt less inclined to discuss their impact on them. 

Secondly, more participants may have talked about the impact of the animals, however, as the 

animals form a part of the farm, their impact may be difficult to separate from the impact of the 

farm itself, which was also found in this realist evaluation and formed the basis of the third CMOc, 

which focused on the animals in the context of the farm. Furthermore, many studies discuss the 

healing impact of the farm environment itself without specifying individual elements, thus likely 

including the animals as a factor without specifically naming them. Thirdly, depending on the focus 

of the qualitative enquiry, authors may have selected less animal-related quotes, thus making the 

farms and their impact appear less focused on animals than they may be in reality. Given this 

discrepancy, explorations into the impact of different elements of care farms and which elements 

are most impactful for whom should warrant further research.  

Future Research 

To further refine and test the RPT and the applicability of attachment theory, the CHIME 

framework or PTG to the context of care farm animals, more high-quality empirical research needs 

to be conducted, as well as research including participants from a wider range of demographic 

backgrounds to test whether and how the RPT applies to other populations (e.g., transgender or 
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Black people) with mental health difficulties, particularly as some populations may be more likely to 

experience challenges with their mental health than others (e.g., Bignall et al., 2019). 

Care farms cover many different activities and tasks, frequently including animals, and every 

farm participant will feel more or less connected with different elements of the farm. To increase 

the effectiveness of care farms and clarify the importance of animals, further research should 

explore the impact of these different elements on farm participants and which elements are most 

impactful for whom and why. This may help streamline referrals to care farms and connect 

healthcare service users with services (in this case, farms) that may be more likely to target their 

particular needs. Given the resonance with the CHIME framework for personal mental health 

recovery, it would be interesting to examine these differences in farm engagement through 

measurement with a validated recovery measure, such as the Recovering Quality of Life 

questionnaire (ReQoL, Keetharuth et al., 2018). 

Referring healthcare service users to care farms may be able to reduce pressure on 

healthcare services, particularly where care farms may be well placed to provide lower level but 

longer-term support (e.g., for individuals who experienced adverse life events or trauma whose 

mental health has been substantially affected but who do not necessarily present with symptoms of 

PTSD). However, this, as well as whether this would be cost-effective for healthcare services, has not 

yet been researched.  

Building on this point, given the safe and supportive familial environment care farms are 

identified to be (see CMOc3), it would be meaningful to research whether employing professionals 

with a mental health background (e.g., Clinical Psychologists) on care farms through an integrated 

care approach may be cost-effective and beneficial for farm participants. Evidence does suggest that 

incorporating animals into therapy can enhance its effect (Marr et al., 2000). Attending a care farm 

whilst engaging in therapy on the farm may allow the practitioner to be more engaged with the farm 

participants' experiences (Arntson & Yoon, 2023) and allow the service user to, for instance, test out 
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beliefs of theories discussed in therapy in a safe environment. The psychological practitioner might 

also be able to directly involve the farm animals as co-therapists, which can furthermore prove 

beneficial in testing beliefs or increasing confidence and other wellbeing factors (Koukourikos et al., 

2019), or in creating a safer space to allow the client to share difficult experiences (Schneider & 

Harley, 2006), although this does not yet seem to have been tested with care farm animals. 

Moreover, psychological professionals may be able to support their clients to reflect more 

consciously on the (positive) wellbeing and lifestyle changes that engagement with the farm 

(animals) can bring about, such as helping farm participants reflect on their beliefs about human 

relationships and how these may be mirrored in animals, which may increase the long-term 

effectiveness of the interventions. Additionally, psychological professionals present on a care farm 

may be able to better support farm participants in crisis or safeguarding situations (British 

Psychological Society, 2022; Saini et al., 2020) as well as support carers, friends or family members of 

farm participants, thus providing more holistic and patient-centred care. However, the authors were 

not able to find existing research evaluating the presence of psychological professionals on care 

farms; thus, the benefits and cost-effectiveness of this for the healthcare system and farm 

participants are recommended to be researched further. 

Conclusion 

This thesis portfolio examined the impact care farm animals can have on adults with mental 

health difficulties, such as experiences of adverse life events, and provides a unique contribution to 

the field. The RPT indicates that care farm animals can impact a wide range of health, wellbeing and 

social factors that can combine to support individuals’ personal mental health recovery journey 

beyond improving clinical symptomology. The findings also indicate support for the use of 

Attachment Theory as an explanatory model for the impact of care farm animals. Therefore, care 

farm animal interventions may be helpful for a range of people with a variety of mental health 

difficulties and other needs and may be perceived through Attachment Theory or models of mental 
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health recovery, such as the CHIME framework. The portfolio recognises that care farm animals are 

one of the many elements of care farms that will require further research before they may be able 

to find a recognised role in the support and treatment of mental health or social difficulties.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

Author Guidelines for Health & Place 

About the journal 

Aims and scope 

Health & Place is an interdisciplinary journal dedicated to the study of the role of place in 

understanding health and health care. 

Recent years have seen closer links evolving between health geography, medical sociology, 

health policy, public health and epidemiology, amongst other disciplines. The journal reflects these 

convergences, which emphasise differences in health and health-related experiences between 

places, the social, cultural and political processes shaping the contexts for health, the health-related 

experience of healthcare provision, the development of health care for places, and the innovative 

methodologies and theories underpinning the study of these issues. 

The journal publishes original research articles, short communications, opinion papers and 

reviews relevant to any aspects of health where place is a central theme in the research. It brings 

together contributors from geography, sociology, social policy, population health science, public 

health and other related disciplines. The journal also welcomes proposals for special issues - please 

visit our Special Issues Proposal page to find out more information. 

We welcome research that offers comparative perspectives on the difference that place 

makes to the incidence of ill-health, the structuring of health-related behaviour, the provision and 

use of health services, and the development of health policy. We are interested in submissions 

informed by a theoretical framework, that inform policy and practice, and of general interest to an 

international readership. 

https://www-sciencedirect-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/journal/health-and-place/about/special-issues-proposals
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At a time when the role of place is increasingly recognised as being crucial to enhancing 

population health and reducing health inequity, Health & Place provides a forum for summarizing 

developments and reporting on the latest research findings. The journal seeks to maintain the 

highest standards of peer-reviewed excellence, as well as to provide a forum for interdisciplinary 

debate on the connections between health and place. 

Article types 

Articles should normally be 4000-6000 words long (excluding figures, tables and references), 

although articles longer than 6000 words will be accepted on an occasional basis, if the topic 

demands this length of treatment. Authors are responsible for ensuring that all manuscripts 

(whether original or revised) are accurately typed before final submission. Manuscripts will be 

returned to the author with a set of instructions if they are not submitted according to our style. 

The Short Communication section allows authors to submit material which might not be 

appropriate for full-length articles but is worthy of publication. It may report work-in-progress or 

elements of larger projects (1000-2000 words). 

The Opinion Paper section exists for the expression of opinion and as a forum for debate 

(1000-2000 words). 

Review articles may provide scholarly assessments of new policies or practices, or academic 

overviews of new areas of study (5000-6000 words). 

Peer review 

This journal follows a double anonymized review process. Your submission will initially be 

assessed by our editors to determine suitability for publication in this journal. If your submission is 

deemed suitable, it will typically be sent to a minimum of two reviewers for an independent expert 

assessment of the scientific quality. The decision as to whether your article is accepted or rejected 

will be taken by our editors. Authors who wish to appeal the editorial decision for their manuscript 
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may submit a formal appeal request in accordance with the procedure outlined in Elsevier’s Appeal 

Policy. Only one appeal per submission will be considered and the appeal decision will be final. 

Read more about peer review. 

Our editors are not involved in making decisions about papers which: 

• they have written themselves. 

• have been written by family members or colleagues. 

• relate to products or services in which they have an interest. 

Any such submissions will be subject to the journal's usual procedures and peer review will be 

handled independently of the editor involved and their research group. Read more about editor 

duties. 

Special issues and article collections 

The peer review process for special issues and article collections follows the same process as 

outlined above for regular submissions, except, a guest editor will send the submissions out to the 

reviewers and may recommend a decision to the journal editor. The journal editor oversees the peer 

review process of all special issues and article collections to ensure the high standards of publishing 

ethics and responsiveness are respected and is responsible for the final decision regarding 

acceptance or rejection of articles. 

Open access 

We refer you to our open access information page to learn about open access options for 

this journal. 

Ethics and policies 

Ethics in publishing 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/editorial-decision-appeals-policy
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/editorial-decision-appeals-policy
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/reviewer/what-is-peer-review
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/publishing-ethics#2-duties-of-editors
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/publishing-ethics#2-duties-of-editors
https://www-sciencedirect-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/science/journal/13538292/publish/open-access-options
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Authors must follow ethical guidelines stated in Elsevier's Publishing Ethics Policy. 

Submission declaration 

When authors submit an article to an Elsevier journal it is implied that: 

• the work described has not been published previously except in the form of a preprint, 

an abstract, a published lecture, academic thesis or registered report. See our policy on 

multiple, redundant or concurrent publication. 

• the article is not under consideration for publication elsewhere. 

• the article's publication is approved by all authors and tacitly or explicitly by the 

responsible authorities where the work was carried out. 

• if accepted, the article will not be published elsewhere in the same form, in English or in 

any other language, including electronically, without the written consent of the 

copyright-holder. 

To verify compliance with our journal publishing policies, we may check your manuscript with 

our screening tools. 

Authorship 

All authors should have made substantial contributions to all of the following:  

1. The conception and design of the study, or acquisition of data, or analysis and 

interpretation of data.  

2. Drafting the article or revising it critically for important intellectual content.  

3. Final approval of the version to be submitted.  

Authors should appoint a corresponding author to communicate with the journal during the 

editorial process. All authors should agree to be accountable for all aspects of the work to ensure 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/publishing-ethics#4-duties-of-authors
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies/publishing-ethics#Authors
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that the questions related to the accuracy or integrity of any part of the work are appropriately 

investigated and resolved. 

Changes to authorship 

The editors of this journal generally will not consider changes to authorship once a 

manuscript has been submitted. It is important that authors carefully consider the authorship list 

and order of authors and provide a definitive author list at original submission. 

The policy of this journal around authorship changes: 

• All authors must be listed in the manuscript and their details entered into the 

submission system. 

• Any addition, deletion or rearrangement of author names in the authorship list should 

only be made prior to acceptance, and only if approved by the journal editor. 

• Requests to change authorship should be made by the corresponding author, who must 

provide the reason for the request to the journal editor with written confirmation from 

all authors, including any authors being added or removed, that they agree with the 

addition, removal or rearrangement. 

• All requests to change authorship must be submitted using this form. Requests which do 

not comply with the instructions outlined in the form will not be considered.  

• Only in exceptional circumstances will the journal editor consider the addition, deletion 

or rearrangement of authors post acceptance. 

• Publication of the manuscript may be paused while a change in authorship request is 

being considered. 

• Any authorship change requests approved by the journal editor will result in a 

corrigendum if the manuscript has already been published. 

https://legacyfileshare-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/gfa/authorship-change-request-form.pdf
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• Any unauthorised authorship changes may result in the rejection of the article, or 

retraction, if the article has already been published. 

Declaration of interests 

All authors must disclose any financial and personal relationships with other people or 

organizations that could inappropriately influence or bias their work. Examples of potential 

competing interests include: 

• Employment 

• Consultancies 

• Stock ownership 

• Honoraria 

• Paid expert testimony 

• Patent applications or registrations 

• Grants or any other funding 

The Declaration of Interests tool should always be completed. 

Authors with no competing interests to declare should select the option, "I have nothing to 

declare". 

The resulting Word document containing your declaration should be uploaded at the 

"attach/upload files" step in the submission process. It is important that the Word document is 

saved in the .doc/.docx file format. Author signatures are not required. 

We advise you to read our policy on conflict of interest statements, funding source declarations, 

author agreements/declarations and permission notes. 

Funding sources 

https://declarations-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/
https://service-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/app/answers/detail/a_id/286/supporthub/publishing/
https://service-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/app/answers/detail/a_id/286/supporthub/publishing/
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Authors must disclose any funding sources who provided financial support for the conduct 

of the research and/or preparation of the article. The role of sponsors, if any, should be declared in 

relation to the study design, collection, analysis and interpretation of data, writing of the report and 

decision to submit the article for publication. If funding sources had no such involvement this should 

be stated in your submission. 

List funding sources in this standard way to facilitate compliance to funder's requirements: 

Funding: This work was supported by the National Institutes of Health [grant numbers xxxx, yyyy]; 

the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Seattle, WA [grant number zzzz]; and the United States 

Institutes of Peace [grant number aaaa]. 

It is not necessary to include detailed descriptions on the program or type of grants, 

scholarships and awards. When funding is from a block grant or other resources available to a 

university, college, or other research institution, submit the name of the institute or organization 

that provided the funding. 

If no funding has been provided for the research, it is recommended to include the following 

sentence: 

This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, 

commercial, or not-for-profit sectors. 

Declaration of generative AI in scientific writing 

Authors must declare the use of generative AI in scientific writing upon submission of the paper. 

The following guidance refers only to the writing process, and not to the use of AI tools to analyse 

and draw insights from data as part of the research process: 

• Generative AI and AI-assisted technologies should only be used in the writing process to 

improve the readability and language of the manuscript. 
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• The technology must be applied with human oversight and control and authors should 

carefully review and edit the result, as AI can generate authoritative-sounding output 

that can be incorrect, incomplete or biased. Authors are ultimately responsible and 

accountable for the contents of the work. 

• Authors must not list or cite AI and AI-assisted technologies as an author or co-author on 

the manuscript since authorship implies responsibilities and tasks that can only be 

attributed to and performed by humans. 

The use of generative AI and AI-assisted technologies in scientific writing must be declared by 

adding a statement at the end of the manuscript when the paper is first submitted. The statement 

will appear in the published work and should be placed in a new section before the references list. 

An example: 

• Title of new section: Declaration of generative AI and AI-assisted technologies in the 

writing process. 

• Statement: During the preparation of this work the author(s) used [NAME TOOL / 

SERVICE] in order to [REASON]. After using this tool/service, the author(s) reviewed and 

edited the content as needed and take(s) full responsibility for the content of the 

published article. 

The declaration does not apply to the use of basic tools, such as tools used to check 

grammar, spelling and references. If you have nothing to disclose, you do not need to add a 

statement. 

Please read Elsevier’s author policy on the use of generative AI and AI-assisted technologies, 

which can be found in our GenAI Policies for journals.  

Please note: to protect authors’ rights and the confidentiality of their research, this journal 

does not currently allow the use of generative AI or AI-assisted technologies such as ChatGPT or 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/generative-ai-policies-for-journals
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similar services by reviewers or editors in the peer review and manuscript evaluation process, as is 

stated in our GenAI Policies for journals. We are actively evaluating compliant AI tools and may 

revise this policy in the future. 

Preprints 

Preprint sharing. Authors may share preprints in line with Elsevier's article sharing policy. Sharing 

preprints, such as on a preprint server, will not count as prior publication. 

We advise you to read our policy on multiple, redundant or concurrent publication. 

Use of inclusive language 

Inclusive language acknowledges diversity, conveys respect to all people, is sensitive to 

differences, and promotes equal opportunities. Authors should ensure their work uses inclusive 

language throughout and contains nothing which might imply one individual is superior to another 

on the grounds of: 

• age 

• gender 

• race 

• ethnicity 

• culture 

• sexual orientation 

• disability or health condition 

We recommend avoiding the use of descriptors about personal attributes unless they are 

relevant and valid. Write for gender neutrality with the use of plural nouns ("clinicians, 

patients/clients") as default. Wherever possible, avoid using "he, she," or "he/she." 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/generative-ai-policies-for-journals
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies/sharing
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/publishing-ethics#4-duties-of-authors
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No assumptions should be made about the beliefs of readers and writing should be free from 

bias, stereotypes, slang, reference to dominant culture and/or cultural assumptions. 

These guidelines are meant as a point of reference to help you identify appropriate language but 

are by no means exhaustive or definitive. 

Reporting sex- and gender-based analyses 

There is no single, universally agreed-upon set of guidelines for defining sex and gender. We 

offer the following guidance: 

• Sex and gender-based analyses (SGBA) should be integrated into research design when 

research involves or pertains to humans, animals or eukaryotic cells. This should be done 

in accordance with any requirements set by funders or sponsors and best practices 

within a field. 

• Sex and/or gender dimensions of the research should be addressed within the article or 

declared as a limitation to the generalizability of the research. 

• Definitions of sex and/or gender applied should be explicitly stated to enhance the 

precision, rigor and reproducibility of the research and to avoid ambiguity or conflation 

of terms and the constructs to which they refer. 

We advise you to read the Sex and Gender Equity in Research (SAGER) guidelines and the 

SAGER checklist (PDF) on the EASE website, which offer systematic approaches to the use of sex and 

gender information in study design, data analysis, outcome reporting and research interpretation. 

For further information we suggest reading the rationale behind and recommended use of 

the SAGER guidelines. 

Definitions of sex and/or gender. We ask authors to define how sex and gender have been used in 

their research and publication. Some guidance: 

https://researchintegrityjournal-biomedcentral-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/articles/10.1186/s41073-016-0007-6/tables/1
https://ease.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/EASE-SAGER-Checklist-2022.pdf
https://doi-org.uea.idm.oclc.org/10.1186/s41073-016-0007-6
https://doi-org.uea.idm.oclc.org/10.1186/s41073-016-0007-6
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• Sex generally refers to a set of biological attributes that are associated with physical and 

physiological features such as chromosomal genotype, hormonal levels, internal and 

external anatomy. A binary sex categorization (male/female) is usually designated at birth 

("sex assigned at birth") and is in most cases based solely on the visible external anatomy of 

a newborn. In reality, sex categorizations include people who are intersex/have differences 

of sex development (DSD). 

• Gender generally refers to socially constructed roles, behaviors and identities of women, 

men and gender-diverse people that occur in a historical and cultural context and may vary 

across societies and over time. Gender influences how people view themselves and each 

other, how they behave and interact and how power is distributed in society. 

Jurisdictional claims 

Elsevier respects the decisions taken by its authors as to how they choose to designate 

territories and identify their affiliations in their published content. Elsevier’s policy is to take a 

neutral position with respect to territorial disputes or jurisdictional claims, including, but not limited 

to, maps and institutional affiliations. For journals that Elsevier publishes on behalf of a third party 

owner, the owner may set its own policy on these issues.  

• Maps: Readers should be able to locate any study areas shown within maps using common 

mapping platforms. Maps should only show the area actually studied and authors should not 

include a location map which displays a larger area than the bounding box of the study area. 

Authors should add a note clearly stating that "map lines delineate study areas and do not 

necessarily depict accepted national boundaries”.  During the review process, Elsevier’s 

editors may request authors to change maps if these guidelines are not followed.  
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• Institutional affiliations: Authors should use either the full, standard title of their institution 

or the standard abbreviation of the institutional name so that the institutional name can be 

independently verified for research integrity purposes.  

Studies in humans and animals 

Authors must follow ethical guidelines for studies carried out in humans and animals. 

Studies in humans. Work which involves the use of human subjects should be carried out in 

accordance with the World Medical Association Declaration of Helsinki: Ethical principles for medical 

research involving human subjects. 

Manuscripts should follow the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) 

recommendations for the conduct, reporting, editing and publication of scholarly work in medical 

journals and aim to be representative of human populations in terms of sex, age and ethnicity. Sex 

and gender terms should be used correctly, as outlined by WHO (World Health Organization). 

Manuscripts must include a statement that all procedures were performed in compliance 

with relevant laws and institutional guidelines and have been approved by the appropriate 

institutional committee(s). The statement should contain the date and reference number of the 

ethical approval(s) obtained. 

Manuscripts must also include a statement that the privacy rights of human subjects have 

been observed and that informed consent was obtained for experimentation with human subjects. 

This journal will not accept manuscripts that contain data derived from unethically sourced 

organs or tissue, including from executed prisoners or prisoners of conscience, consistent with 

recommendations by Global Rights Compliance on Mitigating Human Rights Risks in Transplantation 

Medicine. For all studies that use human organs or tissues, sufficient evidence must be provided that 

these were procured in line with WHO Guiding Principles on Human Cell, Tissue and Organ 

Transplantation. For clinical studies, a statement of informed consent having been obtained from a 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies/publishing-ethics#Authors
https://www.wma.net/policies-post/wma-declaration-of-helsinki-ethical-principles-for-medical-research-involving-human-subjects
https://www.wma.net/policies-post/wma-declaration-of-helsinki-ethical-principles-for-medical-research-involving-human-subjects
https://www.icmje.org/recommendations/
https://www.icmje.org/recommendations/
https://www.who.int/health-topics/gender#tab=tab_1
https://www.who.int/health-topics/gender#tab=tab_1
https://globalrightscompliance.com/project/do-no-harm-policy-guidance-and-legal-advisory-report/
https://globalrightscompliance.com/project/do-no-harm-policy-guidance-and-legal-advisory-report/
https://www.edqm.eu/documents/52006/286852/WHO+guiding+principles+on+human+cell%2C+tissue+and+organ+transplantation%2C+as+endorsed+by+the+63rd+WHA%2C+May+2010%2C+Resolution+WHA63.22.pdf/623474ce-1823-ea00-8462-51a144c6a791?t=1643722104036#:~:text=Cells%2C%20tissues%20and%20organs%20should,deceased%20persons%2C%20should%20be%20banned.
https://www.edqm.eu/documents/52006/286852/WHO+guiding+principles+on+human+cell%2C+tissue+and+organ+transplantation%2C+as+endorsed+by+the+63rd+WHA%2C+May+2010%2C+Resolution+WHA63.22.pdf/623474ce-1823-ea00-8462-51a144c6a791?t=1643722104036#:~:text=Cells%2C%20tissues%20and%20organs%20should,deceased%20persons%2C%20should%20be%20banned.
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patient or their nominated representative, paired with ethical approval for the study from a suitable 

institution, as required by the policies of the journal, may be considered sufficient evidence, but the 

journal reserves the right to request additional evidence in cases where it feels this is not sufficient. 

The source of the organs or tissues used in clinical research must be transparent and traceable. If 

your manuscript describes organ transplantation you must additionally declare within the 

manuscript that: 

• autonomous consent free from coercion was obtained from the donor(s) or their next of kin. 

• organs and/or tissues were not sourced from executed prisoners or prisoners of conscience. 

Studies in animals. All animal experiments should comply with ARRIVE (Animal Research: Reporting 

of In Vivo Experiments) guidelines. 

Studies should be carried out in accordance with Guidance on the operation of the Animals 

(Scientific Procedures) Act 1986 and associated guidelines, EU Directive 2010/63 for the protection 

of animals used for scientific purposes or the NIH (National Research Council) Guide for the Care and 

Use of Laboratory Animals (PDF) or those of an equivalent internationally recognized body. 

The sex of animals, and where appropriate, the influence (or association) of sex on the 

results of the study must be indicated and a statement included in your manuscript that such 

guidelines as listed above have been followed. 

Informed consent and patient details 

Authors must document in the manuscript that ethics committee approval and informed 

consent have been obtained for studies involving patients or volunteers (including organ/tissue 

donors). Key guidelines: 

• Appropriate consents, permissions and releases must be obtained if case details, 

personal information and images of patients or any other individuals are included in a 

publication, even if anonymized. 

https://arriveguidelines.org/
https://arriveguidelines.org/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/guidance-on-the-operation-of-the-animals-scientific-procedures-act-1986
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/guidance-on-the-operation-of-the-animals-scientific-procedures-act-1986
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/topics/chemicals/animals-science_en
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/topics/chemicals/animals-science_en
https://grants-nih-gov.uea.idm.oclc.org/grants/olaw/guide-for-the-care-and-use-of-laboratory-animals.pdf
https://grants-nih-gov.uea.idm.oclc.org/grants/olaw/guide-for-the-care-and-use-of-laboratory-animals.pdf
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• Patient and research subjects’ names, initials, hospital or social security numbers, dates 

of birth or any other personal or identifying information should never be used, even 

where consent has been provided. 

Written consents must be retained. They should not be provided to this journal unless this is 

specifically requested in exceptional circumstances, for example, when a legal issue arises. Only then 

should you provide copies of the consents, or evidence that all relevant consents were obtained. 

Personal details of any patient must only be included in your article or in any supplementary 

materials (including all images and videos) in cases where written permission has been given by the 

patient (or, where applicable, the next of kin). 

We advise you to review Elsevier’s policy on patient consent prior to preparing your manuscript. 

Writing and formatting 

File format 

We ask you to provide editable source files for your entire submission (including figures, tables 

and text graphics). Some guidelines: 

• Save files in an editable format, using the extension .doc/.docx for Word files and .tex 

for LaTeX files. A PDF is not an acceptable source file. 

• Lay out text in a single-column format. 

• Remove any strikethrough and underlined text from your manuscript, unless it has 

scientific significance related to your article. 

• Use spell-check and grammar-check functions to avoid errors. 

We advise you to read our Step-by-step guide to publishing with Elsevier. 

LaTeX 

https://beta-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/patient-consent
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/researcher/author/submit-your-paper
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We encourage you use our LaTeX template when preparing a LaTeX submission. You will be 

asked to provide all relevant editable source files upon submission or revision. 

Support for your LaTeX submission: 

• LaTeX submission instructions and templates 

• Journal Article Publishing Support Center LaTeX FAQs and support 

• Researcher Academy’s Beginners’ guide to writing a manuscript in LaTeX 

Double anonymized peer review 

This journal follows a double anonymized review process which means author identities are 

concealed from reviewers and vice versa. To facilitate the double anonymized review process, we 

ask that you provide your title page (including author details) and anonymized manuscript (excluding 

author details) separately in your submission. 

The title page should include: 

• Article title 

• Author name(s) 

• Affiliation(s) 

• Acknowledgements 

• Declaration of Interest statement 

• Corresponding author address (full address is required) 

• Corresponding author email address 

The anonymized manuscript should contain the main body of your paper including: 

• References 

https://mirrors.ctan.org/macros/latex/contrib/elsarticle.zip
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/latex
https://service-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/app/answers/detail/a_id/36917/supporthub/publishing/kw/latex/
https://researcheracademy-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/writing-research/technical-writing-skills/beginners-guide-writing-manuscript-latex
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• Figures 

• Tables 

It is important that your anonymized manuscript does not contain any identifying information such 

as author names or affiliations. 

Read more about peer review. 

Title page 

You are required to include the following details in the title page information: 

• Article title. Article titles should be concise and informative. Please avoid abbreviations 

and formulae, where possible, unless they are established and widely understood, e.g., 

DNA). 

• Author names. Provide the given name(s) and family name(s) of each author. The order 

of authors should match the order in the submission system. Carefully check that all 

names are accurately spelled. If needed, you can add your name between parentheses 

in your own script after the English transliteration. 

• Affiliations. Add affiliation addresses, referring to where the work was carried out, 

below the author names. Indicate affiliations using a lower-case superscript letter 

immediately after the author's name and in front of the corresponding address. Ensure 

that you provide the full postal address of each affiliation, including the country name 

and, if available, the email address of each author. 

• Corresponding author. Clearly indicate who will handle correspondence for your article 

at all stages of the refereeing and publication process and also post-publication. This 

responsibility includes answering any future queries about your results, data, 

methodology and materials. It is important that the email address and contact details of 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/reviewer/what-is-peer-review
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your corresponding author are kept up to date during the submission and publication 

process. 

• Present/permanent address. If an author has moved since the work described in your 

article was carried out, or the author was visiting during that time, a "present address" 

(or "permanent address") can be indicated by a footnote to the author's name. The 

address where the author carried out the work must be retained as their main affiliation 

address. Use superscript Arabic numerals for such footnotes. 

Abstract 

You are required to provide a concise and factual abstract which does not exceed 250 words. 

The abstract should briefly state the purpose of your research, principal results and major 

conclusions. Some guidelines: 

• Abstracts must be able to stand alone as abstracts are often presented separately from the 

article. 

• Avoid references. If any are essential to include, ensure that you cite the author(s) and 

year(s). 

• Avoid non-standard or uncommon abbreviations. If any are essential to include, ensure they 

are defined within your abstract at first mention. 

Keywords 

You are required to provide 1 to 7 keywords for indexing purposes. Keywords should be 

written in English. Please try to avoid keywords consisting of multiple words (using "and" or "of"). 

We recommend that you only use abbreviations in keywords if they are firmly established in 

the field. 

Highlights 
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You are required to provide article highlights at submission. Highlights are a short collection 

of bullet points that should capture the novel results of your research as well as any new methods 

used during your study. Highlights will help increase the discoverability of your article via search 

engines. Some guidelines: 

• Submit highlights as a separate editable file in the online submission system with the 

word "highlights" included in the file name. 

• Highlights should consist of 3 to 5 bullet points, each a maximum of 85 characters, 

including spaces. 

We encourage you to view example article highlights and read about the benefits of their 

inclusion. 

Tables 

Tables must be submitted as editable text, not as images. Some guidelines: 

• Place tables next to the relevant text or on a separate page(s) at the end of your article. 

• Cite all tables in the manuscript text. 

• Number tables consecutively according to their appearance in the text. 

• Please provide captions along with the tables. 

• Place any table notes below the table body. 

• Avoid vertical rules and shading within table cells. 

We recommend that you use tables sparingly, ensuring that any data presented in tables is 

not duplicating results described elsewhere in the article. 

Figures, images and artwork 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/researcher/author/tools-and-resources/highlights
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Figures, images, artwork, diagrams and other graphical media must be supplied as separate 

files along with the manuscript. We recommend that you read our detailed artwork and media 

instructions. Some excerpts: 

When submitting artwork: 

• Cite all images in the manuscript text. 

• Number images according to the sequence they appear within your article. 

• Submit each image as a separate file using a logical naming convention for your files (for 

example, Figure_1, Figure_2 etc). 

• Please provide captions for all figures, images, and artwork. 

• Text graphics may be embedded in the text at the appropriate position. If you are 

working with LaTeX, text graphics may also be embedded in the file. 

Artwork formats 

When your artwork is finalized, "save as" or convert your electronic artwork to the formats listed 

below taking into account the given resolution requirements for line drawings, halftones, and 

line/halftone combinations: 

• Vector drawings: Save as EPS or PDF files embedding the font or saving the text as 

"graphics." 

• Color or grayscale photographs (halftones): Save as TIFF, JPG or PNG files using a 

minimum of 300 dpi (for single column: min. 1063 pixels, full page width: 2244 pixels). 

• Bitmapped line drawings: Save as TIFF, JPG or PNG files using a minimum of 1000 dpi (for 

single column: min. 3543 pixels, full page width: 7480 pixels). 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/author/artwork-and-media-instructions
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/author/artwork-and-media-instructions
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• Combinations bitmapped line/halftones (color or grayscale): Save as TIFF, JPG or PNG 

files using a minimum of 500 dpi (for single column: min. 1772 pixels, full page width: 

3740 pixels). 

Please do not submit: 

• files that are too low in resolution (for example, files optimized for screen use such as 

GIF, BMP, PICT or WPG files). 

• disproportionally large images compared to font size, as text may become unreadable. 

Figure captions 

All images must have a caption. A caption should consist of a brief title (not displayed on the 

figure itself) and a description of the image. We advise you to keep the amount of text in any image 

to a minimum, though any symbols and abbreviations used should be explained. Provide captions in 

a separate file. 

Color artwork 

If you submit usable color figures with your accepted article, we will ensure that they appear 

in color online. 

Please ensure that color images are accessible to all, including those with impaired color 

vision. Learn more about color and web accessibility. 

For articles appearing in print, you will be sent information on costs to reproduce color in 

the printed version, after your accepted article has been sent to production. At this stage, please 

indicate if your preference is to have color only in the online version of your article or also in the 

printed version. 

Generative AI and Figures, images and artwork 

https://www.w3.org/WAI/perspective-videos/contrast/
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Please read our policy on the use of generative AI and AI-assisted tools in figures, images and 

artwork, which can be found in Elsevier’s GenAI Policies for Journals. This policy states: 

• We do not permit the use of Generative AI or AI-assisted tools to create or alter images in 

submitted manuscripts. 

• The only exception is if the use of AI or AI-assisted tools is part of the research design or 

methods (for example, in the field of biomedical imaging). If this is the case, such use must 

be described in a reproducible manner in the methods section, including the name of the 

model or tool, version and extension numbers, and manufacturer. 

• The use of generative AI or AI-assisted tools in the production of artwork such as for 

graphical abstracts is not permitted. The use of generative AI in the production of cover art 

may in some cases be allowed, if the author obtains prior permission from the journal editor 

and publisher, can demonstrate that all necessary rights have been cleared for the use of the 

relevant material, and ensures that there is correct content attribution. 

Supplementary material 

We encourage the use of supplementary materials such as applications, images and sound 

clips to enhance research. Some guidelines: 

• Cite all supplementary files in the manuscript text. 

• Submit supplementary materials at the same time as your article. Be aware that all 

supplementary materials provided will appear online in the exact same file type as received. 

These files will not be formatted or typeset by the production team. 

• Include a concise, descriptive caption for each supplementary file describing its content. 

• Provide updated files if at any stage of the publication process you wish to make changes to 

submitted supplementary materials. 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/generative-ai-policies-for-journals
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• Do not make annotations or corrections to a previous version of a supplementary file. 

• Switch off the option to track changes in Microsoft Office files. If tracked changes are left on, 

they will appear in your published version. 

Video 

This journal accepts video material and animation sequences to support and enhance your 

scientific research. We encourage you to include links to video or animation files within articles. 

Some guidelines: 

• When including video or animation file links within your article, refer to the video or 

animation content by adding a note in your text where the file should be placed. 

• Clearly label files ensuring the given file name is directly related to the file content. 

• Provide files in one of our recommended file formats. Files should be within our 

preferred maximum file size of 150 MB per file, 1 GB in total. 

• Provide "stills" for each of your files. These will be used as standard icons to personalize 

the link to your video data. You can choose any frame from your video or animation or 

make a separate image. 

• Provide text (for both the electronic and the print version) to be placed in the portions 

of your article that refer to the video content. This is essential text, as video and 

animation files cannot be embedded in the print version of the journal. 

We publish all video and animation files supplied in the electronic version of your article. 

For more detailed instructions, we recommend that you read our guidelines on submitting video 

content to be included in the body of an article. 

Research data 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/researcher/author/policies-and-guidelines/artwork-and-media-instructions/media-specifications
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/researcher/author/policies-and-guidelines/artwork-and-media-instructions/media-overview
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/researcher/author/policies-and-guidelines/artwork-and-media-instructions/media-overview
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We are committed to supporting the storage of, access to and discovery of research data, 

and our research data policy sets out the principles guiding how we work with the research 

community to support a more efficient and transparent research process. 

Research data refers to the results of observations or experimentation that validate research 

findings, which may also include software, code, models, algorithms, protocols, methods and other 

useful materials related to the project. 

Please read our guidelines on sharing research data for more information on depositing, 

sharing and using research data and other relevant research materials. 

For this journal, the following instructions from our research data guidelines apply. 

Option B: Research data deposit, citation and linking. You are encouraged to: 

• Deposit your research data in a relevant data repository. 

• Cite and link to this dataset in your article. 

• If this is not possible, make a statement explaining why research data cannot be shared. 

Data statement 

To foster transparency, you are required to state the availability of any data at submission. 

Ensuring data is available may be a requirement of your funding body or institution. If your data is 

unavailable to access or unsuitable to post, you can state the reason why (e.g., your research data 

includes sensitive or confidential information such as patient data) during the submission process. 

This statement will appear with your published article on ScienceDirect. 

Read more about the importance and benefits of providing a data statement. 

Data linking 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/about/policies-and-standards/research-data
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/researcher/author/tools-and-resources/research-data
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/researcher/author/tools-and-resources/research-data/data-guidelines
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/researcher/author/tools-and-resources/research-data/data-statement
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Linking to the data underlying your work increases your exposure and may lead to new 

collaborations. It also provides readers with a better understanding of the described research. 

If your research data has been made available in a data repository there are a number of ways 

your article can be linked directly to the dataset: 

• Provide a link to your dataset when prompted during the online submission process. 

• For some data repositories, a repository banner will automatically appear next to your 

published article on ScienceDirect. 

• You can also link relevant data or entities within the text of your article through the use 

of identifiers. Use the following format: Database: 12345 (e.g. TAIR: AT1G01020; CCDC: 

734053; PDB: 1XFN). 

Learn more about linking research data and research articles in ScienceDirect. 

Research Elements 

This journal enables the publication of research objects (e.g. data, methods, protocols, 

software and hardware) related to original research in Elsevier's Research Elements journals. 

Research Elements are peer-reviewed, open access journals which make research objects 

findable, accessible and reusable. By providing detailed descriptions of objects and their application 

with links to the original research article, your research objects can be placed into context within 

your article. 

You will be alerted during submission to the opportunity to submit a manuscript to one of 

the Research Elements journals. Your Research Elements article can be prepared by you, or by one 

of your collaborators. 

Article structure 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/researcher/author/tools-and-resources/research-data/data-base-linking
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/researcher/author/tools-and-resources/research-elements-journals
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Article sections. Divide your manuscript into clearly defined sections covering all essential elements 

using headings. 

Glossary. Please provide definitions of field-specific terms used in your article, in a separate list. 

Acknowledgements. Include any individuals who provided you with help during your research, such 

as help with language, writing or proof reading, in the acknowledgements section. Include 

acknowledgements only in the title page since this journal follows a double anonymized peer review 

process. Do not add it as a footnote to your title. 

Author contributions: CRediT. Corresponding authors are required to acknowledge co-author 

contributions using CRediT (Contributor Roles Taxonomy) roles: 

• Conceptualization 

• Data curation 

• Formal analysis 

• Funding acquisition 

• Investigation 

• Methodology 

• Project administration 

• Resources 

• Software 

• Supervision 

• Validation 

• Visualization 

https://credit.niso.org/
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• Writing – original draft 

• Writing – review and editing 

Not all CRediT roles will apply to every manuscript and some authors may contribute through 

multiple roles. We advise you to read more about CRediT and view an example of a CRediT author 

statement. 

Funding sources. Authors must disclose any funding sources who provided financial support for the 

conduct of the research and/or preparation of the article. The role of sponsors, if any, should be 

declared in relation to the study design, collection, analysis and interpretation of data, writing of the 

report and decision to submit the article for publication. If funding sources had no such involvement 

this should be stated in your submission. 

List funding sources in this standard way to facilitate compliance to funder's requirements: 

Funding: This work was supported by the National Institutes of Health [grant numbers xxxx, 

yyyy]; the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Seattle, WA [grant number zzzz]; and the United States 

Institutes of Peace [grant number aaaa]. 

It is not necessary to include detailed descriptions on the program or type of grants, 

scholarships and awards. When funding is from a block grant or other resources available to a 

university, college, or other research institution, submit the name of the institute or organization 

that provided the funding. 

If no funding has been provided for the research, it is recommended to include the following 

sentence: 

This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, 

commercial, or not-for-profit sectors. 

Appendices. We ask you to use the following format for appendices: 

https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/researcher/author/policies-and-guidelines/credit-author-statement
https://www-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/researcher/author/policies-and-guidelines/credit-author-statement
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• Identify individual appendices within your article using the format: A, B, etc. 

• Give separate numbering to formulae and equations within appendices using formats such 

as Eq. (A.1), Eq. (A.2), etc. and in subsequent appendices, Eq. (B.1), Eq. (B. 2) etc. In a similar 

way, give separate numbering to tables and figures using formats such as Table A.1; Fig. A.1, 

etc. 

References 

References within text. Any references cited within your article should also be present in your 

reference list and vice versa. Some guidelines: 

• References cited in your abstract must be given in full. 

• We recommend that you do not include unpublished results and personal 

communications in your reference list, though you may mention them in the text of 

your article. 

• Any unpublished results and personal communications included in your reference 

list must follow the standard reference style of the journal. In substitution of the 

publication date add "unpublished results" or "personal communication." 

• References cited as "in press" imply that the item has been accepted for publication. 

Linking to cited sources will increase the discoverability of your research. 

Before submission, check that all data provided in your reference list are correct, including 

any references which have been copied. Providing correct reference data allows us to link to 

abstracting and indexing services such as Scopus, Crossref and PubMed. Any incorrect surnames, 

journal or book titles, publication years or pagination within your references may prevent link 

creation. 
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We encourage the use of Digital Object Identifiers (DOIs) as reference links as they provide a 

permanent link to the electronic article referenced. 

Reference format. This journal does not set strict requirements on reference formatting at 

submission. Some guidelines: 

• References can be in any style or format as long as the style is consistent. 

• Author names, journal or book titles, chapter or article titles, year of publication, 

volume numbers, article numbers or pagination must be included, where applicable. 

• Use of DOIs is recommended. 

Our journal reference style will be applied to your article after acceptance, at proof stage. If 

required, at this stage we will ask you to correct or supply any missing reference data. 

Reference style. Indicate references by adding a number within square brackets in the text. You can 

refer to author names within your text, but you must always give the reference number, e.g., "as 

demonstrated [3,6]. Barnaby and Jones [8] obtained a different result ....". 

Number references in the order they appear in your article.    

Abbreviate journal names according to the List of Title Word Abbreviations (LTWA). 

Examples: 

Reference to a journal publication: 

[1] J. van der Geer, T. Handgraaf, R.A. Lupton, The art of writing a scientific article, J. Sci. Commun. 

163 (2020) 51 – 59. https://doi-org.uea.idm.oclc.org/10.1016/j.sc.2020.00372. 

Reference to a journal publication with an article number: 

[2] J. van der Geer, T. Handgraaf, R.A. Lupton, 2022. The art of writing a scientific article. Heliyon. 19, 

e00205. https://doi-org.uea.idm.oclc.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.e00205. 

https://www.issn.org/services/online-services/access-to-the-ltwa/


207 
 

Reference to a book: 

[3] W. Strunk Jr., E.B. White, The Elements of Style, fourth ed., Longman, New York, 2000. 

Reference to a chapter in a book: 

[4] G.R. Mettam, L.B. Adams, How to prepare an electronic version of your article, in: B.S. Jones, R.Z. 

Smith (Eds.), Introduction to the Electronic Age, E-Publishing Inc., New York, 2020, pp. 281 - 304. 

Reference to a website: 

[5] Cancer Research UK, Cancer statistics reports for the UK. 

http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/aboutcancer/statistics/cancerstatsreport/, 2023 (accessed 13 

March 2023). 

Reference to a dataset: 

[6] M. Oguro, S. Imahiro, S. Saito, T. Nakashizuka, Mortality data for Japanese oak wilt disease and 

surrounding forest compositions [dataset], Mendeley Data, v1, 2015. https://doi-

org.uea.idm.oclc.org/10.1234/abc12nb39r.1. 

Reference to software: 

[7] E. Coon, M. Berndt, A. Jan, D. Svyatsky, A. Atchley, E. Kikinzon, D. Harp, G. Manzini, E. Shelef, K. 

Lipnikov, R. Garimella, C. Xu, D. Moulton, S. Karra, S. Painter, E. Jafarov, S. Molins, Advanced 

Terrestrial Simulator (ATS) v0.88 [software], Zenodo, March 25, 2020. https://doi-

org.uea.idm.oclc.org/10.1234/zenodo.3727209. 

Reference style. All citations in the text should refer to: 

• Single author: the author's name (without initials, unless there is ambiguity) and the year of 

publication. 

• Two authors: both authors' names and the year of publication. 
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• Three or more authors: first author's name followed by 'et al.' and the year of publication. 

Citations can be made directly (or parenthetically). Groups of references can be listed either first 

alphabetically, then chronologically, or vice versa. Examples: "as demonstrated (Allan, 2020a, 2020b; 

Allan and Jones, 2019)" or "as demonstrated (Jones, 2019; Allan, 2020). Kramer et al. (2023) have 

recently shown". 

The list of references should be arranged alphabetically and then chronologically if necessary. More 

than one reference from the same author(s) in the same year must be identified by the letters 'a', 

'b', 'c', etc., placed after the year of publication. 

Abbreviate journal names according to the List of Title Word Abbreviations (LTWA). 

Examples: 

Reference to a journal publication: 

Van der Geer, J., Handgraaf, T., Lupton, R.A., 2020. The art of writing a scientific article. J. Sci. 

Commun. 163, 51–59. https://doi-org.uea.idm.oclc.org/10.1016/j.sc.2020.00372. 

Reference to a journal publication with an article number: 

Van der Geer, J., Handgraaf, T., Lupton, R.A., 2022. The art of writing a scientific article. Heliyon. 19, 

e00205. https://doi-org.uea.idm.oclc.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.e00205. 

Reference to a book: 

Strunk Jr., W., White, E.B., 2000. The Elements of Style, fourth ed. Longman, New York. 

Reference to a chapter in a book: 

Mettam, G.R., Adams, L.B., 2023. How to prepare an electronic version of your article, in: Jones, B.S., 

Smith, R.Z. (Eds.), Introduction to the Electronic Age. E-Publishing Inc., New York, pp. 281–304. 

Reference to a website: 

https://www.issn.org/services/online-services/access-to-the-ltwa/
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Cancer Research UK, 2023. Cancer statistics reports for the UK. 

http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/aboutcancer/statistics/cancerstatsreport/ (accessed 13 March 

2023). 

Reference to a dataset: 

Oguro, M., Imahiro, S., Saito, S., Nakashizuka, T., 2015. Mortality data for Japanese oak wilt disease 

and surrounding forest compositions [dataset]. Mendeley Data, v1. https://doi-

org.uea.idm.oclc.org/10.17632/xwj98nb39r.1. 

Reference to software: 

Coon, E., Berndt, M., Jan, A., Svyatsky, D., Atchley, A., Kikinzon, E., Harp, D., Manzini, G., Shelef, E., 

Lipnikov, K., Garimella, R., Xu, C., Moulton, D., Karra, S., Painter, S., Jafarov, E., & Molins, S., 2020. 

Advanced Terrestrial Simulator (ATS) v0.88 (Version 0.88) [software]. Zenodo. https://doi-

org.uea.idm.oclc.org/10.5281/zenodo.3727209. 

Web references. When listing web references, as a minimum you should provide the full URL and 

the date when the reference was last accessed. Additional information (e.g. DOI, author names, 

dates or reference to a source publication) should also be provided, if known. 

You can list web references separately under a new heading directly after your reference list or 

include them in your reference list. 

Data references. We encourage you to cite underlying or relevant datasets within article text and to 

list data references in the reference list. 

When citing data references, you should include: 

• author name(s) 

• dataset title 

• data repository 



210 
 

• version (where available) 

• year 

• global persistent identifier 

Add [dataset] immediately before your reference. This will help us to properly identify the 

dataset. The [dataset] identifier will not appear in your published article. 

Preprint references. We ask you to mark preprints clearly. You should include the word "preprint" or 

the name of the preprint server as part of your reference and provide the preprint DOI. 

Where a preprint has subsequently become available as a peer-reviewed publication, use the formal 

publication as your reference. 

If there are preprints that are central to your work or that cover crucial developments in the 

topic, but they are not yet formally published, you may reference the preprint. 

Reference management software. Most Elsevier journals have their reference template available in 

popular reference management software products. These include products that support Citation 

Style Language (CSL) such as Mendeley Reference Manager. 

If you use a citation plug-in from these products, select the relevant journal template and all 

your citations and bibliographies will automatically be formatted in the journal style. We advise you 

to remove all field codes before submitting your manuscript to any reference management software 

product. 

If a template is not available for this journal, follow the format given in examples in the 

reference style section of this Guide for Authors. 

Submitting your manuscript 

Suggest reviewers 

https://citationstyles.org/
https://citationstyles.org/
https://www.mendeley.com/reference-management/reference-manager/
https://service-elsevier-com.uea.idm.oclc.org/app/answers/detail/a_id/26093/
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To support the peer review process, we ask you to provide names and institutional email 
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Appendix B 

Realist Synthesis Evidence Appraisal Criteria, Process of its Application and Outcomes 

 
The RAMESES (Realist And Meta-narrative Evidence Syntheses: Evolving Standards) projects 

provide guidance and standards for realist research projects (https://www.ramesesproject.org/), 

including some guidance on the quality assessments for realist reviews, which differ from those of 

more traditional literature reviews. For instance, the focus of quality assessment lies more on the 

relevant data points within a piece of research than the methodology of the research itself (Dada et 

al., 2023). Three concepts are applied in considering the data available: relevance, richness and 

rigour. Relevance considers whether a point of data can add to the theory-building or testing 

process, and its assessment may be similar to the exclusion and inclusion criteria used in traditional 

systematic reviews. Richness considers how valuable data is in terms of contributing to the 

programme theory. Rigour is an assessment of the credibility or trustworthiness of the method that 

was used to generate the data in question (Dada et al., 2023; Wong et al., 2014). Rigour is also 

assessed in relation to the coherence of the programme theory created, which may be done in 

regard to its explanatory strength compared to previous theories. Thagard (1989) explained a theory 

as more coherent if it was simple, explained a greater range of evidence and was in line with existing 

theories on the topic.  

Guidance on how to define and apply these concepts remains unclear and differs across the 

literature. Dada et al. (2023) provide a diagram that may be used to aid the assessment and 

reporting of the three R’s (see Figure B.1). For the purpose of this review, the three R’s will be 

assessed in the following manner. 

https://www.ramesesproject.org/
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Figure B.1 

Considerations for applying relevance, richness and rigour in realist reviews. Taken from Dada et al. (2023, p. 509) 
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Conceptualisation of the Three R’s 

Relevance will be assessed through the inclusion and exclusion criteria typical for a 

traditional systematic review, which was described as an appropriate way to interpret relevance 

(Dada et al., 2023; Hunter et al., 2022). 

As the assessment of richness remains not well defined, possibly due to being a more recent 

concept (Booth et al., 2013), the current authors will use the subsequent four-point scale based on 

descriptions by Dada et al. (2023) alongside a consideration of how many relevant quotes were in 

each of the articles: 

0 = no data of value, 1 = limited data of value, may be found in other articles, but adds to the 

evidence base, 2 = some data of value, 3 = lots of data of value 

Given the uncertainties that remain in the field of quality assessment for realist reviews, 

particularly around rigour, Dada et al. (2023) suggest that instead of using prescriptive traditional 

assessment tools that aren’t in line with realist methodology, researchers should use their own 

knowledge to judge a study’s and data’s rigour and document this transparently. This may be done 

through the design of individualised tools or guiding questions that may be based on traditional 

checklists. Based on these suggestions, and as uncertainties remain regarding how to best assess 

rigour in realist reviews, a combined approach was chosen. Firstly, a standard critical appraisal tool 

for qualitative studies was used to gather methodological quality information. The appraisal tool 

created by the Oxford Centre for Evidence-Based Medicine (2020, CEBM) was used for this purpose 

to gather information for the rigour assessment (see Table B.1 for an example of this). CEBM was 

selected as it has a long history of conducting research and considering its quality (see their website, 

https://www.cebm.ox.ac.uk/). Additionally, CEBM provides a quality assessment tool specific to 

qualitative research that outlines what to look for and where to likely find information to answer 

each question, thus not only being easier to use but also likely reducing interpretation bias and 

increasing comparability of outputs.   

https://www.cebm.ox.ac.uk/
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Table B.1 

Example of information gathered via the CEBM quality assessment tool for Thieleman et al. (2022) 

CEBM Questions Rating Options: Yes – No - Unclear 

Rationale for research: Does the paper 

describe an important clinical problem and 

is the question clearly formulated? 

Yes - The purpose of this study was to investigate how 

bereaved individuals experience a grief-specific care 

farm and the perceived effects of the visit on their 

lives 

Was a qualitative approach appropriate? Yes – investigation of individuals’ experiences 

Was the sampling strategy appropriate for 

the approach? 

Yes – anyone who visited the farm for the relevant reasons in 

the study timeframe 

What were the data collection methods? Yes – survey with open-ended questions 

How were data analysed and how were 

these checked? 

Yes – content analysis with elements of interpretations – 

themes were generated by one author and 

reviewed by other authors; they only included 

themes that came up in at least 10% of responses 

Is the researcher’s position described? No 

Do the results make sense? Yes – themes/ concepts presented appear credible and 

answer the research question; however, quotes 

were not linked to specific participants 

Are the conclusions drawn justified by the 

results? 

Yes – the analysis/ results explain why people behave in the 

way they do; data fits the existing knowledge base; 

discussion & conclusions draw on specific examples; 

no ‘so what’ recommendations were offered 

Are the finding transferable to other clinical 

settings? 

Yes – sample had a good age range; also range of reasons of 

losses and persons that were lost; further 

descriptions provided regarding participants' 

income, previous exposure to farm animals, and 

time since loss. The sample was predominantly 

female. 

 

Alongside other information from each study, this information was then applied to the 

three-point rating scale created by Morton et al. (2021, supplementary file 3) for their realist review, 

see Table B.2. This approach was chosen to best combine the variations in rigour descriptions that 

are found in the literature, such as that by Wong et al. (2014), who state that rigour assesses the 

quality of the methodology of the study, ‘whether or not the method used to generate a particular 



219 
 

piece of data is credible and trustworthy’ (p.35), and that by Dada et al. (2023), who discuss that the 

data itself, rather than the study, should be assessed for rigour.  

 

Table B.2 

Rigour assessment guidance taken from Morton et al. (2021) 

Useful 

Questions 

Is this data likely to be biased? 

Is it dealt with critically?  

Is it from a real-world example or theoretical speculation? 

Was the data gathered in some depth over time or in a quick “snapshot”?  

Is it safe to generalise from this data? 

Low Rating A low rating might mean data appear uncritically treated and at a high risk of bias 

(e.g. from a promotional article for a service) or simply descriptive and superficial in 

its reporting of basic facts from an intervention programme (e.g. from a short news 

article). 

Medium 

Rating 

A medium rating might mean data appears with some attempt at critical evaluation 

and is from a real-world example, but is limited in scope and generalisability, or in 

depth and detail. 

High Rating A high rating might mean data is of good depth and detail and is from a critical 

evaluation of at least one real-world example, gathered over a sustained period using 

a range of robust measures and an appropriate sample of participants. 

 

The assessment scale from Morton et al. (2021) was interpreted along six criteria in regard 

to the study and relevant data points: depth and detail, longitudinal assessment, critical evaluation 

of the data and whether data is from a real-world example or theoretical, robustness of measures 

used and appropriateness of sample. Each category was interpreted along a traffic light scale: green, 

orange, red, except for two categories that only had a green and red rating (see Table B.3). The 

amalgamation of those fed into an overall rigour rating of high, medium or low.  
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Table B.3 

Rigour assessment details per criteria and for the overall rigour rating, interpreted based on the 

rigour assessment guidance from Morton et al. (2021) 

Criteria Description 

Detail and Depth green = study’s primary focus is on animals, theme/ extensive 

discussion about animals, author interpretations & relevant 

quotes 

orange = study’s primary focus is not mainly on animals, but has 

themes or extensive discussion about them and author 

interpretations & relevant quotes 

red = study’s primary focus is not animals, no overarching themes or 

extensive discussion about animals, some to no relevant 

quotes and only or mainly author interpretations 

Longitudinal green = more than one time-point 

red = only one time-point 

Critical evaluation green = names data analysis methodology, immersion into data 

through transcripts being read multiple times, authors' 

deliberated the process of analysis and/ or results together 

(e.g., Greenhalgh & Taylor, 1997) 

orange = not meeting one of the criteria for a green rating 

red = not meeting 2+ of the criteria for a green rating 

Real-world example green = yes 

red = no 

Robustness of 

measures 

green = interview or focus group are semi-structured (Adhabi & 

Anozie, 2017); for surveys to be purposeful, include open-

ended questions & be piloted (Robinson & Leonard, 2024) 

orange = semi-structured interview or focus group or in-depth survey 

but with influencing factor possibly reducing output quality 

(e.g., time delay between intervention & data collection) 

red = interviews/ focus groups are not semi-structured, too few 

participants, open-comment boxes in surveys are limited or 

questions lead 
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Table B.3 (continued) 
 

Criteria Description 

Appropriateness of 

sample (i.e., is the 

sample in line with 

population under 

investigation in the 

synthesis) 

green = adults (16+) attending the care farm primarily due to their 

mental health 

orange = like green, but additional influencing factors like 

unemployment or substance use are present in the sample 

red = not adult age range, not attend care farm primarily due to 

mental health 

Overall robustness 

rating 

High = 0-1 red, 0-1 orange, 4+ green 

Medium = 0-2 red, 0-2 orange, 3+ green 

Low = 3+ red, 3+ orange, 2 or less green 

 

Assessment of the Three R’s 

It is important to note that a level of implicit bias remains when considering realist review 

quality assessments, as the concepts are not well defined. This also makes comparability of quality 

assessments difficult, as the review by Dada et al. (2023) demonstrates that many authors don’t 

define the three R’s or how they assess for them well if at all. Additionally, Dada et al. (2023) report 

on different ways different authors have interpreted and conceptualised the three R’s, henceforth, 

making comparability even more difficult. This will remain a problem until the three concepts and 

their assessment will become defined and their definitions accepted in the literature. 

Furthermore, the rigour assessment considers whether relevant data points may be biased. 

All data may be biased in as much as participants who decided to partake in the studies may differ 

from those who decided not to in regard to how much they benefit from the interventions, are 

reflective, and are willing to discuss their thoughts and feelings. As this is a general consideration 

inherent to much research, this will not be considered as ‘bias’ in the rigour assessment but is 

important to remain aware of in considering the coherence and generalisability of the IPT. 
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The three R’s were considered during full-text screening of reports. 169 articles were 

assessed for eligibility and relevance using the inclusion and exclusion criteria defined. 12 articles 

remained to be assessed for richness and rigour; given the scarcity of data on the topic, these 

assessments did not lead to exclusions of further articles; instead, they were reported transparently, 

and their impact was discussed alongside the theory coherence rigour assessment. Additionally, 

given the tight inclusion and exclusion criteria used for the relevance assessment, the authors did 

not expect a richness rating of 0, despite relevant quotes per study ranging from none to twenty. 

See Table B.4 for outcomes of the richness and rigour assessment and Table B.5 for details of the 

rigour assessment. 

 

Table B.4 

Richness and rigour assessment outcomes 

Authors & Year Richness Rating (0-3) Rigour Rating (low to high) 

Cacciatore et al., 2020 3 medium 

Ellingsen-Dalskau et al., 2016 1 medium 

Gorman & Cacciatore, 2023 3 medium 

Granerud & Eriksson, 2014 2 low 

Hassink et al., 2010 1 low 

Iancu et al., 2014 1 medium 

Leck et al., 2015 1 medium 

Pedersen et al., 2012 3 high 

Poulsen et al., 2020 1 high 

Schreuder et al., 2014 1 medium 

Steigen et al., 2022 2 medium 

Thieleman et al., 2022 3 medium 
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On gathering information for the rigour assessment through the CEBM, a few points are 

worth noting. There seemed to be a general variation regarding how study participants were 

sampled and based on what criteria, alongside variations in the descriptions of the participants, 

where some studies only mentioned age or gender. Most studies used semi-structured interviews to 

gather data. Analysis approaches varied, and the depth in which they were described did so too, 

thus, it is unclear whether some studies' quality was reduced, e.g., as authors either didn’t mention 

the shared discussion of data outputs or whether this didn’t happen in the first place. The results 

provided generally made sense and were in line with the research questions of the individual 

studies; however, most studies were poor at tracking quotes back to participants or their 

demographic characteristics. The conclusions drawn seemed generally in line with existing theories 

and expectations, but recommendations for practice were hardly made by authors. Transferability 

and generalisability of data varied according to potential methodological flaws and a lack of variation 

in participants. Overall, methodological qualities vary between studies, as would be expected.  

Programme Theory Coherence Assessment 

In considering the coherence and generalisability of the IPT created, as suggested by Dada et 

al. (2023) to be important, it becomes clear that as with assessing the three R’s on a data level, 

guidance on how to assess theory coherence in realist reviews is limited. However, Dada et al. (2023) 

propose that the rigour of the programme theory should also be assessed, suggesting using criteria 

by Thagard (1989), namely, whether a theory can explain the data and does so better than previous 

theories, is simple making few assumptions, and is in line with existing credible evidence.  

To the authors' awareness, the current IPT is the first one to amalgamate evidence as to the 

mental health benefits of care farm animals; prior to this, evidence was available in the form of 

theories that lacked empirical substantiation in the field. Therefore, the IPT creates an improved 

understanding of the topic.  



224 
 

As to the point of simplicity with few assumptions, it is unclear how this is defined. The IPT 

created is a synthesis of information gathered from twelve studies, and relevant data between 

studies was not contradictory. However, in the spirit of transparency, some of the elements of 

CMOcs arose less frequently than would have been anticipated. Therefore, a level of assumption 

remains as to how the data was put in relation to one another in the CMOcs and the IPT.  

This is likely related to most of the studies not having had a central focus on care farm 

animals, thus, these studies presented fewer data points related to these animals to be able to be 

included in this synthesis (as can be noted from the richness assessment above). This may not be a 

reflection of these data points not having been observed or not being observable, but possibly 

rather a consequence of a differential focus of investigation.  

Theory coherence may have been enhanced by only including studies with richness ratings 

of 2 or 3, however, given that this is the first IPT on the topic and the scarcity of the existing data 

overall, the authors prioritised breadth of data over frequency. This decision was also made 

considering that none of the data that arose appeared ‘unusual’ or was ‘unexpected’, i.e., all data 

was felt to be analogous to our existing understanding of mental health and what may affect it, 

albeit in different contexts, such as that a sense of connection may improve people’s mental health 

(e.g., Haslam et al., 2022) or that engagement in meaningful activity provides a purpose (e.g., 

Hooker et al., 2020). 
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Table B.5 

Details of rigour assessment along the six criteria and overall rigour rating 

Author & 
Year 

Depth & detail? Longi-
tudinal? 

Critical evaluation? Real-world 
example? 

Robust Measures? Appropriate sample? Rigour 
rating 

Cacciatore et 
al., 2020 

Primary focus is not animals, 
Animal-related theme, 

10 relevant quotes & many 
author interpretations 

No Thematic Analysis, 
Doesn’t specify data immersion or 
data deliberation between authors 

Yes Semi-structured 
interviews (21) 

Yes Medium 

Ellingsen-
Dalskau et al., 
2016 

Primary focus is not animals, 
Animal-related theme, 

1 relevant quote & some author 
interpretations 

No Modified version of systematic text 
condensation, 

Data immersion & data 
deliberation between author are 

specified 

Yes Semi-structured 
interviews (10) 

Influencing factor of 
unemployment 

Medium 

Gorman & 
Cacciatore, 
2023 

Primary focus is on animals 
Animal-related themes 

16 relevant quotes & many 
author interpretations 

No Thematic analysis, 
Doesn’t specify data immersion or 
data deliberation between authors 

Yes Survey (120) developed 
based on criteria & 
tested on selected 

participants 

Yes Medium 

Granerud & 
Eriksson, 
2014 

Primary focus is not animals 
Animal-related theme 

4 relevant quotes & some author 
interpretations 

No Inspired by grounded theory, 
Data immersion is specified, 

Doesn’t specify data deliberation 
between authors 

Yes Semi-structured 
interviews (20), some 

participants are former 
farm attendees 

Influencing factor of drug 
addictions (for some 

participants) & unemployment 

Low 

Hassink et al., 
2010 

Primary focus is not animals 
No animal-related theme 
0 relevant quotes (author 

interpretations only) 

No Analysis approach unclear, 
Doesn’t specify data immersion, 

Data deliberation between authors 
is specified 

 

Yes Semi-structured 
interviews (16) 

Yes  Low 

Iancu et al., 
2014 

Primary focus is not animals 
No animal-related theme 

1 relevant quote & some author 
interpretations 

No Doesn’t specify analysis approach, 
Data immersion & data 

deliberation between authors is 
specified 

Yes Semi-structured 
interviews (14) 

Yes Medium 
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Table B.5 (continued) 

Author & 
Year 

Depth & detail? Longi-
tudinal? 

Critical evaluation? Real-world 
example? 

Robust Measures? Appropriate sample? Rigour 
rating 

Leck et al., 
2015 
 

Primary focus is not animals 
No animal-related theme 

1 relevant quote & some author 
interpretations 

Yes – 
across 2 

time-
points 

Discourse & thematic analysis 
techniques, 

Doesn’t specify data immersion or 
data deliberation between authors 

Yes Survey at 2 time points (216 
& 137 respondents) & semi-
structured interviews (33) 

Influencing factor of drug 
addictions (for some 

participants) 

Medium 

Pedersen et 
al., 2012 

Primary focus is on animals 
Animal-related themes 

16 relevant quotes & many author 
interpretations 

No Modified version 
of systematic text condensation, 

Data immersion & data 
deliberation between author are 

specified 

Yes Semi-structured interviews 
(8) but one year after the 

intervention 

Yes  High 

Poulsen et 
al., 2020 

Primary focus is not animals 
No animal-related theme 
0 relevant quotes (author 

interpretations only) 

Yes – 
across 3-4 

time 
points 

Interpretative phenomenological 
analysis, 

Data immersion & data 
deliberation between author are 

specified 

Yes 28 participants across 20 
semi-structured interviews 

& 9 focus groups 

Influencing factor of 
refugee status of 

participants & 
unemployment 

High 

Schreuder 
et al., 2014 

Primary focus is not animals 
No animal-related theme 

2 relevant quotes & some author 
interpretations 

No Interpretative phenomenological 
analysis, 

Data immersion & data 
deliberation between author are 

specified 

Yes Semi-structured interviews 
(9) 

Yes Medium 

Steigen et 
al., 2022 

Primary focus is not animals 
No animal-related theme 

5 relevant quotes & many author 
interpretations 

Yes – 
across 1-4 

time-
points 

Qualitative content analysis, 
Data immersion is specified, 

Doesn’t specify data deliberation 
between authors 

Yes 9 participants across 20 
semi-structured interviews 

Influencing factor of 
unemployment/ out of 

school (for some 
participants) 

Medium 

Thieleman 
et al., 2022 

Primary focus is not animals 
No animal-related theme but 
extensive relevant discussions 
20 relevant quotes & author 

interpretations 

No Content analysis & qualitative 
content analysis, 

Doesn’t specify data immersion, 
Data deliberation between authors 

is specified 

Yes Survey (115) developed 
based on criteria & tested 
on selected participants 

Yes Medium 
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Appendix C 

Interview Participant Information Sheet 

Interview Participant Information Sheet  

You And Your Care Farm Animals: Exploring How They Benefit You  

You have been approached by your care farm because they think you might be interested in taking 

part in this research. This study explores why and how care farm animals impact people who have 

experienced adverse life events or trauma. It is important to understand why this study is being 

done and what your participation would involve. Please read carefully through the below 

information and do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions. My contact details are at 

the bottom of this form. 

1. What is this study about and why is it being done? 

This study aims to better understand why care farm animals may have a positive impact on humans 

who have experienced adverse life events or trauma. Despite many people loving animals and 

greatly enjoying their company little scientific knowledge exists as to why animals have this effect on 

humans. It is important that a better understanding of this is established, as this can support the 

development of animal-assisted interventions for people who have experienced adverse life events 

(or other mental health difficulties). For some people, animal-assisted interventions can seem 

preferable over traditional talking therapy for various reasons and whilst we know that animal-

assisted interventions are beneficial for humans, we need to better understand why so that they can 

be standardised and offered more frequently. 

2. What would taking part involve? 

If you are considering taking part in this study, you have the opportunity to contact the researcher to 

discuss any questions or concerns that you may have (see contact details at the end of this form). 
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Please also note that you can request the interview schedule (i.e., the questions that will be asked in 

the interview) if you wish; you can do so any time before or after agreeing to take part in the study. 

If you would like to take part, you will be asked to complete three short pre-interview forms (either 

digitally or on paper; all digital elements of this study will be conducted via the survey platform ‘Jisc’) 

that will take no longer than 10 minutes to complete. This will include a very brief eligibility 

questionnaire; if based on this you are eligible to take part you will be asked to complete a consent 

form and an information gathering questionnaire. You may ask care farm staff or others to assist you 

in completing these, if required. Then, the researcher will contact you to arrange a date for a face-

to-face interview which will happen on the premises of the care farm that you regularly visit. The 

interview will last approximately one hour to 1.5 hours, and you can ask the interviewer for a break, 

if required. If you and the care farm are in agreement, the interview will happen in the company of 

your preferred care farm animal and can involve an activity, such as taking the animal for a walk. The 

interview will be audio recorded and you might be asked to wear a little microphone. The researcher 

might also take some notes throughout. 

Photo elicitation: Just prior to the interview, you have the option to take a photograph of an animal-

related aspect of the care farm that carries the greatest meaning for you. It cannot include humans 

in a way that they may be identifiable. If you wish to do this, then discussing why you’ve taken the 

photograph you have may lead into the start of the interview. This is an optional element of your 

participation in the study. If your photograph should be included in the write-up and publication of 

the study you have the option to be credited for this in any way you like (e.g., full name, initials, 

first/last name only, pseudonym).  

Interview questions: The interview is ‘semi-structured’. This means that the researcher has a set of 

questions they would like to ask, but that based on your answers they may also ask further 

questions not noted in the previously defined set of questions. During the interview, you will be 

asked questions about how you relate to your preferred care farm animal or other care farm 
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animals, as well as how they may or may not have helped you in managing the adverse life event(s) 

you have experienced. Please note, that you will not directly be asked to talk about your adverse life 

experiences. We want to find out why and how you benefit from the company of and interactions 

with care farm animals in relation to your adverse life experiences, so some possible questions might 

be: “What words would you use to describe how you feel when you are with the care farm animals?” 

or “Do you feel the care farm animals have helped you manage the adverse life events you’ve 

experienced differently?” If you are unsure about what you might be asked in the interview, please 

contact the researcher and they can provide you with the set of interview questions, but please be 

aware that given the ‘semi-structured’ nature of the interview it is not possible to fully predict what 

questions you may be asked. Please be reassured that if during an interview you do not wish to 

answer a question you can advise the researcher of this, and they will move to the next question. 

Please also note that you can request for a care farm staff member to be present for some or all of 

the interview if required, however, they will not be able to speak for you but only be present for 

your comfort. 

3. Who can take part in the study? 

Inclusion criteria:  

• You have to be at least 18 years old.  

• You have to identify as having experienced one or multiple adverse life events or trauma at 

any point in your life. A trauma or adverse life event might be anything that you have 

experienced that has been highly upsetting and that has stayed with you emotionally and/ or 

has led to some changes to your life or to your feelings about yourself, others and/ or your 

life. 

• You have to currently be regularly visiting a care farm where you are accessing an animal-

related intervention or support in relation to the above adverse life experience(s) and feel 
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able to reflect on this intervention/ support. 

Animal related intervention/ support could be defined as: “any intervention that 

intentionally includes or incorporates animals as part of a therapeutic or ameliorative 

process or milieu” (Kruger & Serpell, 2010, p.36). This could involve working with a farm 

animal, taking care of them or their surroundings or purely enjoying their company, as well 

as anything in between.  

4. What are possible benefits of taking part? 

For your participation, you will be compensated with a £10 Amazon voucher. Otherwise, there are 

no specific identified benefits that you may gain from taking part in this study aside from knowing 

that you have helped the development of this area of research and intervention. 

5. What are possible risks or disadvantages of taking part? 

It is important that you are aware of potential ways that this study could impact you before agreeing 

to take part. Whilst you will not directly be asked to talk about the adverse life event(s) you have 

experienced, we will ask you to consider the impact of care farm animals on these experiences. It is 

possible that during or after the interview you may experience distressing thoughts, feelings or 

memories about these or other things you have experienced. If this should happen during the 

interview and you feel distressed, please let the interviewer know so that this can be discussed. They 

may suggest a break or termination of the interview. If you should feel distressed at any point after 

the interview, please seek further support from the care farm staff, talk to your GP or you can 

contact the Samaritans, who are a confidential 24/7 listening service on 116 123. We would like to 

emphasise that it is important you don’t feel you have to be alone when you are in distress. 

Whilst for the purpose of this study your identity will remain anonymous, if the researcher felt that 

you or someone else was at imminent risk of any form of harm it is their duty of care to take 

necessary actions and speak to appropriate others to ensure everyone’s safety as much as possible. 
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‘Appropriate others’ may be the care farm managers, a crisis team or safeguarding teams. In most 

cases, the researcher will discuss this with you before speaking with others. 

If you are unsure whether partaking in the study could be too distressing for you, then please re-

consider your interest or discuss your concerns with the care farm staff. 

6. What happens with the information that is collected about me? 

The audio recording of the interview will be transferred onto a secure location as soon as possible 

after the interview. The interview will be transcribed whereby your name will be replaced with a 

participant ID, e.g., ‘participant 1’ or a fake name. All other possible identifiable information will also 

be removed (e.g., names of people or places you might refer to). You are given the opportunity to 

review the transcript of the interview before it is analysed. The recording will be deleted as soon as 

the transcription is completed. In further analysis, write-up and potential publication of the study 

your unique participant ID will be used, which means your identity will remain protected. There will 

be one password protected document also stored in a secure location which will link all participants 

IDs to their names. This is important in case of withdrawal (see next question). All information will 

be dealt with in compliance with the UK’s Data Protection Act (Gov.uk, 2018). 

7. Do I have to take part in this study? What if I change my mind? 

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Whether you take part or not will not affect the 

support or engagement you receive from the care farm you regularly visit. If you have agreed to take 

part but change your mind, you can do this at any time. This means, you can change your mind and 

withdraw from the study before, during or after the interview. After completion of the interview (or 

after review of the transcript; see point 8 below) you have the opportunity to withdraw for four 

weeks; after the four weeks have passed you will no longer be able to withdraw your data as it will 

already have been analysed. If you would like to withdraw you can contact the researcher asking to 

do so verbally or via the contact details at the end of this form. You will not have to give any reason 
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for wanting to withdraw. If you decide to withdraw, any information held about you (e.g., the 

interview recording or transcription) will be deleted. 

8. Will I be told about the results of the study? 

Unfortunately, it won’t be possible to provide information about your individual results. However, if 

you wish, after completion of the study, you can be emailed a summary of the results. You can 

request this when you sign the consent form. 

You will also have the opportunity to review the transcript of your interview. This is optional. The 

purpose of this would be for you to be able to remove anything that upon reading it you decide you 

no longer want to be included, as well as to add clarity to points, if you wish to do so. You will be 

offered this at the end of the interview, and you can request this for up to two weeks after the date 

of your interview via the researcher’s contact details. If you decide to review your transcript you can 

request a digital or printed copy; printed copies will be passed on through the care farm. After 

receipt of the transcript, you will have three weeks to review this and provide commentary. You can 

return your commentary via email or on paper (via the care farm). If three weeks have passed and 

the researcher has not heard back from you they will assume that you do not wish to make 

adaptations to your transcript. 

9.  Is there anything else I should know? 

If you would like further information about this study, please contact the researcher via the below 

contact details. If you would like to make a complaint or have a concern about this study, you can 

also contact the researcher via the below contact details. Please note that ethical approval for this 

research has been sought and gained through the University of East Anglia’s Faculty of Medicine and 

Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee. If you would like to make a complaint or have a concern 

about this study and would like to speak to someone unrelated to this study, you can contact 

Professor Sian Coker via s.coker@uea.ac.uk. 

mailto:s.coker@uea.ac.uk
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10. I would like to take part – what’s next? 

Please ensure you have read this participant information sheet carefully, understood everything and 

been in contact with the researcher, if needed. 

If you would like to take part, you can complete the pre-interview forms either digitally or on paper.  

Digital completion: If you’d like to complete them digitally, please scan the below QR code or enter 

the URL into the search bar of your web browser. This will bring you to a page where you can find a 

digital copy of the participant information sheet you have just read. If you consent to continue you 

will be directed to a brief eligibility questionnaire. If you meet the criteria required for participation 

in this study you will be directed to a digital consent form, which includes some points that you have 

to agree to in order to be able to take part, and some optional points too. Once you’ve agreed to all 

required parts you will be directed once more to a brief information gathering questionnaire. The 

researcher will be made aware once you’ve completed this and will soon after be in touch to further 

discuss your participation and arrange a mutually convenient date for the interview. 

Paper copy completion: If you prefer to complete the pre-interview forms on paper, please ask the 

manager at your care farm for these. They will provide you with the brief eligibility questionnaire, 

which includes a box for you to tick that allows the care farm to pass your contact details to the 

researcher. This form will be stored safely in a locked filing cabinet on the care farm. Once the 

researcher has received a scan of this form and you meet eligibility criteria, they will get in contact 

to arrange a mutually convenient date for the interview. On the day of the interview, you will be 

asked to complete the consent form and the information gathering questionnaire (both on paper). 

 

URL: https://app.onlinesurveys.jisc.ac.uk/s/uea/care-farm-animals-interview-participants  

QR code: 

https://app.onlinesurveys.jisc.ac.uk/s/uea/care-farm-animals-interview-participants
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If at any point you should have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact the researcher via 

the contact details below. 

Thank you for your interest in this study. 

 

 

Jessica Fath 

Norwich Medical School 

Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences 

University of East Anglia 

NORWICH 

NR4 7TJ 

j.fath@uea.ac.uk  

Project supervisor: Dr Bonnie Teague (b.teague@uea.ac.uk). 

  

mailto:j.fath@uea.ac.uk
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Appendix D 

Interview Participant Eligibility Questionnaire 

Eligibility Questionnaire - Interview Participants 

Please note that the questions below are required to be answered to determine whether you are 

eligible to take part in this study. 

1. What is your age range? * 

☐ Under 18   ☐ 18 to 24   ☐ 25 to 34 

☐ 35 to 44   ☐ 45 to 54   ☐ 55 to 64 

☐ 65 to 74   ☐ 75 or older 

2. Do you self-identify to have experienced one or multiple adverse life events or trauma at 

any point in your life? * 

A trauma or adverse life event might be anything that you have experienced that has been 

highly upsetting and that has stayed with you emotionally and/ or has led to some changes 

to your life or to your feelings about yourself, others and/ or your life. 

☐ Yes 

☐ No 

3. Are you currently accessing an animal-related intervention/ support on this care farm in 

relation to the adverse life event(s) or trauma you’ve experienced? * 

Animal related intervention/ support could be defined as: “any intervention that intentionally 

includes or incorporates animals as part of a therapeutic or ameliorative process or milieu” 

(Kruger & Serpell, 2010, p.36). This could involve working with a farm animal, taking care of 

them or their surroundings or purely enjoying their company, as well as anything in between. 

☐ Yes 

☐ No 
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4. Do you feel able and safe to reflect on your experiences with animal-assisted 

interventions/ support in relation to the adverse life event(s) or trauma you have 

experienced during a 1:1 interview? * 

(please note: you will not be asked to talk about the adverse life event(s) or trauma you have 

experienced). 

☐ Yes 

☐ No 

Consent to contact: do you agree for the care farm to pass your name and contact details to the 

researcher so that they may contact you to discuss the next steps of your participation in this 

research? Please note that if you do not agree you will not be able to participate in this study. 

☐ Yes 

☐ No 

Name: ________________________________________  

Email address: ___________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix E 

Interview Participant Consent Form 

Interview Participant - Consent Form 

If you would like to participate in this research, it is important that you read and sign this consent 

form. Please note that the below consent form includes some points that you have to agree to in 

order to be able to take part, and some optional points too. The required points are marked with an 

asterisk *. 

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for the above study. ☐ * 

2. I understand the possible risks of taking part. I understand that I will not directly be asked 

about the adverse life events I have experienced, but that the nature of the interview and 

study topic might bring up thoughts, feelings or memories related to this. I understand what I 

can do if participation in the study should distress me. ☐ * 

3. I understand that if the researcher felt concerned about my imminent safety or the imminent 

safety of others, it is their duty of care to take necessary actions and contact other authorities 

to ensure everyone’s safety as much as possible. I understand that in most cases the 

researcher will aim to discuss this with me before talking to necessary others. ☐ * 

4. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw within four 

weeks after completion of the interview or receipt of the transcript without giving any reason 

and that in this case, my data will be removed from the study and destroyed. ☐ * 

5. I understand that the interview will be audio recorded. ☐ * 

6. I understand that my data will be protected and anonymised and that only the researcher and 

her supervisors will have access to information linking my data to my identity. If the study 
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should be published, I understand that the publication will not contain any information that 

could identify me. ☐ * 

7. I have had the opportunity to discuss my involvement or any questions with the researcher, 

and had my questions answered satisfactorily. ☐ * 

8. I agree that other researchers may access my anonymised data (i.e., the interview 

transcriptions and anonymised demographic information) and use it for other research 

purposes and publications. This helps research progress faster as it avoids for the same 

research to be repeated unnecessarily. It can also allow for research to be verified and for its 

results to be combined with other similar studies, and thus, make findings more robust.  

(optional) ☐ 

9. I would like to be sent a summary of the final results of the study. (optional) ☐ 

 If you ticked this box, please provide an email address below: 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

* Name of Participant: ________________________________________________ 

* Date: ____________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix F 

Information Gathering Questionnaire 

Additional Information Gathering - Interview Participants 

We would like to gather some demographics data and other relevant information about you and 

your experiences at the care farm and with the animals to get a better idea of who is partaking in 

this study. Most of these questions are voluntary, so you can skip those that you don't want to 

answer. Please note that the required questions are marked with an *. 

Demographics Data 

1. What gender do you identify with? 

☐ Female      ☐ Trans-female 

☐ Male      ☐ Trans-male 

☐ Non-binary     ☐ Other 

2. What is your ethnicity? 

☐ White British or Other White 

☐ Black British or Other Black 

☐ British Asian or Other Asian 

☐ Any other Mixed / Multiple ethnic background 

☐ Any other ethnic background 

3. Geographic Living Status 

☐ Urban    ☐ Sub-urban    ☐ Rural 
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4. Do you have a pet at home? If so, what type of pet and how many? If you like you can 

share a little bit about them here. 

 

 

 

 

Information about your experiences 

1. Aside from attending the care farm, are you currently receiving any treatment or support 

for the adverse life event(s) or trauma you have experienced?  

☐ Yes 

☐ No 

2. Have you previously received any treatment or support for the adverse life event(s) or 

trauma you have experienced?  

☐ Yes 

☐ No 

If you would like to give information in regard to the above two question about current or past 

treatment/ support that you have received you can do so in this box. 
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Care Farm and Animal-Related Information 

1. Which care farm are you regularly visiting at the moment? * 

 

 

2. Can you briefly describe what the animal-related intervention/ support that you engage 

with on this care farm involves? * 

 

 

 

3. How often do you receive this animal-related intervention/ support at the care farm? * 

 

 

4. How long have you received this animal-related intervention/ support at the care farm 

for? * 

 

 

 

5. Is there an animal that you feel you have particularly bonded with on the care farm? If so, 

can you tell us a little bit about this animal? 
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Appendix G 

Participant Debrief 

Participant Debrief 

You And Your Care Farm Animals: Exploring How They Benefit You  

Thank you for your participation in this study exploring the mechanisms through which care farm 

animals impact humans with a history of adverse life events. We appreciate that participation can 

cause distress for some people. 

If you should feel distressed following your participation in this study, please don’t feel that you 

have to be alone with this and know that support is available. If you feel comfortable doing so, you 

can also speak to your friends or family for support, as well as care farm staff. 

You can also access the following for further support: 

• Speak to your GP. 

• If you need more urgent support you can contact the NHS helpline 111 option 2. 

• Contact the Samaritans – they are a 24/7 confidential listening service – you can call them via 

116 123. 

• SANE offer email and phone support. You can call them on 0300 304 7000 between 4pm and 

10pm every day of the year, and even ask for a call back; you can email them via 

support@sane.org.uk. 

 

Thank you for your participation in this study. 

mailto:support@sane.org.uk
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If you should have any questions about this research project, you can contact the primary researcher 

Jessica Fath (j.fath@uea.ac.uk). Alternatively, you can contact the project supervisor Dr Bonnie Teague 

(b.teague@uea.ac.uk). 

If you would like to make a complaint or have a concern about this study and would like to speak to 

someone unrelated to this study, you can contact Professor Sian Coker via s.coker@uea.ac.uk.  

The study received ethical approval from the University of East Anglia Faculty of Medicine and 

Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee. 

Kind regards, 

Jessica Fath 

 

  

mailto:j.fath@uea.ac.uk
mailto:s.coker@uea.ac.uk
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Appendix H 

Ethics Approvals 

Original ethics application ETH2324-0011 for which approval was granted on 29th November 2023.
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Ethics amendment ETH2324-1318 for which approval was granted on 19th January 2024. 
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Appendix I 

Reflexive Journal Excerpts 

Below are a few excerpts from my reflexive journal written at different time points: after an 

initial visit of farm two, after my first interview, after my fourth and fifth interview (on farm 1, 

conducted on the same day), after my sixth and seventh interview (on farm 2, conducted on the 

same day), a brief reflection after completion of all ten interviews, reflections on the analysis 

process and on using the reflexive journal. Also, see an example of the summary notes I took after 

each interview to note the main points that stood out to me. 

Reflections after having visited farm 2 for the first time: 

Seeing farm 2 today was great; everyone was so friendly, and luckily, the weather was 

perfect. I’m so excited to get started with this project and come back here to learn more 

about the atmosphere of the farm and the animals. And how big is Flora! Can she even still 

see with those ears flopping into her face?! More practically, I need to think about what 

[manager name] said about the animals ‘just’ being one part of the farm and not 

overfocusing on them. This feels tricky, as obviously my topic is the animals, and I don’t mean 

to dismiss the other aspects of the farm, but equally, maybe I am putting too much focus on 

the animals by only exploring their impact rather than the impact of the farm as a whole? 

Equally, the project needs a focus, plus I love animals… I wonder if the end product of the 

project will show anyway that everyone sees the animals as one of the many helpful aspects 

of the farm? I guess I’m not saying they are THE most important aspect, but only one? I need 

to think about how to discuss this next time with [manager name] so that he feels I’ve heard 

his concern. 

Reflections after my first interview 
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PP1 didn’t have any suggestions on what I could do or ask differently and said he actually 

enjoyed the conversation as it helped him reflect on the reason why he benefits from the 

farm and the animals so much. It was quite funny to listen to him talk about how much he 

loves the pigs dearly, and then how this love turns into his love and appreciation for when 

the pigs on the farm turn into bacon and sausages once or twice a year. I guess maybe that’s 

just a different way of benefitting from the animals and a true appreciation of the life cycle 

of all beings?  

Reflections after interviews four and five 

Farm 1 has such a lovely atmosphere. Literally, feels like a family. Everyone was sharing 

lunch and being so kind and supportive of each other; some chatter, but also some silences; it 

just felt so comfortable. Anyway, it was lovely that they invited me to have lunch with them, 

which in a way felt like I was able to see another side of the farm aside from the animals and 

the obvious and the interviews with my participants. On top of that, I was welcomed after 

the second interview to stay for a bit longer and join a board game, again, such a familiar 

and supportive and welcoming atmosphere. More in relation to my project, what I did notice 

from today’s interviews (and the previous two, really) is that participants really appreciate 

the farm as a whole. I guess [manager name] has approached these particular individuals as 

she felt they might for one, be willing and able to participate in this study, but also as they 

must have some affinity to the animals (I’m sure they have farm participants who do not feel 

so connected to the animals), but even with these participants describing such a close 

connection to the animals and how they benefit from this, I could also really hear what 

[manager of farm 2] said to me last summer, namely, that the animals are just one of the 

elements that make the farm great and helpful. That really hit home today, I think. I’ll have 

to think about and talk to my supervisor about how to make sense of that in my final analysis 
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and write-up. Whilst the focus of my thesis is of course the animals, it would be wrong to 

dismiss this impression that seems to be forming so clearly? 

Reflections after interviews six and seven 

I really thought I loved the atmosphere on farm 1, but now having been ‘back’ on farm 2 and 

this time, properly engaged with some farm participants, this really is something. How can 

the ‘feeling’ of the two farms be so different? I mean, as far as I can tell from the two 

interviews on farm 2 today, the content about the animals etc. is going to be roughly the 

same and maybe everything participants will say is roughly the same, but why do the farms 

‘feel’ so differently then? Both give off a sense of family and welcoming, but in really 

different ways that I can’t even describe. Farm 1 is so much smaller with less people and less 

animals… how do the farm participants differ? Or is it the sense that farm 2, through being 

so much bigger and more open spaced… is that a sense of freedom that I feel because of the 

environment itself and its spaceyness? I wonder if this difference that I feel will come out at 

all in the data… how would I even notice that? And would it be because of my feelings of the 

farm or because the farms are actually different? If it’s my feelings, how can I protect the 

analysis from that? 

Also, I loved how participant six talked about the goats and named all of them as if they were 

her friends. I guess maybe she does see them as her friends?! 

Interview summary notes written down shortly after interview 10 

- Being needed – the crash broke him and he felt he couldn’t do anything, but the animals give 

him a sense that he still can do things and even can be needed 

- Not just about making animals happy, but also sense that focus on animals helps distract 

from the rest of the rubbish stuff ? 
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- Areas that animals have helped: self-worth, not being judged, doing things that thought 

wouldn’t be able to do anymore 

- Focus on the animals instead of other rubbish going on, push through own limitations and 

worries by prioritising the animals  

- Physical health improvements on the farm also help outside of the farm 

- Dragonfly – standing for new beginnings, but also at the farm the dragonfly he saw that was 

missing its back end, but still going about life and resonates with him as he’s struggling 

inside but going about life AND then the frog that somehow survived the lawn mower 

unscathed, like PP10 did also survive his crash when he feels he shouldn’t have! Is this 

identification with the animals here? Or is this something else ?  

Reflections after all interviews  

Two main reflections: animals are amazing. Love them! And secondly, care farms are 

amazing, people take SO much from them. And, like [manager of farm 2] said last year, every 

single participant has literally said that the animals are super important to them, but they 

are ultimately just one element of the farm. I’ll miss not being able to go back to the farms to 

soak up more of the atmosphere! There is so much untapped power on these farms; how are 

we as society not making more use of this?  

Reflections on the analysis process 

Below are two reflective excerpts written during the analysis process, namely one excerpt 

written after I’d turned the codes into CMOcs, and one written after I’d recognised the benefits of 

writing out the CMOc statements and looking back at the quotes as a way of enhancing the analysis 

and output. 

Coming towards the end of coding, I felt excited to move into the analysis stage and to start 

to create my CMOcs that would become the (refined) programme theory. On having written 
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every code on a sticky note and thinking about the connections, I hadn’t realised how difficult 

this process would be. Despite previous merging of codes, many codes and connections still 

felt to be overlapping and it felt difficult to create CMOcs that were distinct from each other. 

I spent a lot of time looking at the big piece of paper filled with sticky notes and shuffling the 

sticky notes around, drawing and erasing arrows. I then looked at examples of programme 

theories in other realist evaluation research and found one where the diagram of their 

programme theory is presented in an outward circle (i.e., context in the centre, mechanisms 

as first lines around and outcomes on the outside). This felt meaningful as a way to 

conceptualise my own data and helped me draw out my first sets of CMOcs. These were then 

discussed in supervision, where we reflected together on the different themes and 

connections, bouncing thoughts off each other, rearranging some connections, merging 

some codes and consequently renaming some Cs, Ms, and Os. It felt that the process of 

shared discussion and reflection about the data was the most meaningful way to make sense 

of the data, as it allowed for our thought processes to bounce off each other and build on 

each other. This collaborative reflexivity is suggested as an important element of qualitative 

research by Olmos-Vega et al. (2022). 

Once the final three CMOcs had been created, I wrote them out into statements to ensure 

that the diagrammatic connections created made sense. I phrased the CMOcs as ‘if… then… 

because…’ (Leeuw, 2003) with the ‘if’ representing the context, the ‘then’ the outcome and 

the ‘because’ the mechanisms. Through this process, I recognised some errors in my phrasing 

and sense-making, such as how ‘maternal feelings’ could be an outcome of the context of 

‘animals having desired human traits’. Through also looking back at the quotes, I was able to 

make sense of such errors and either rectify them by removing the elements, merging them 

with other, more relevant ones or re-writing the statements so that they were in line with 

participants' quotes. This part of the process felt satisfactory as I experienced it as the final 

steps of sensemaking of the data and looking at the refined programme theory, I felt that the 
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contents and connections were both meaningful and coherent and overall, reflective of the 

data I had gathered and thus, hopefully reflective of the farm participants' experiences. 

Learning from using the reflexive journal (written during the portfolio write-up process) 

I have always valued the learning that I can take from written or verbal reflections, but 

despite this, thinking back to the start of the thesis project, I felt some resistance to keeping a 

reflexive journal. This was possibly because it felt like there was so much to do for this project, so 

spending time writing a journal about the process felt like an extra task, when usually, when I write 

reflections, this happens in moments of my choice. In hindsight, I am very pleased that I was 

disciplined enough to (mostly) keep to writing a reflective journal, and that I noted down at least a 

few sentences at most points during the project, because I think it helped my process of making 

sense of the project itself as well as its data and all the processes involved in it.  

I believe keeping a reflexive journal has also improved my interview skills and helped to 

frame my perspectives for every next interview. Whilst I didn’t adapt the interview schedule based 

on an interview, writing reflections afterwards meant I was more aware of occurring themes, which I 

was able to notice better during subsequent interviews and thus, explore further. Whilst given the 

time restricted nature of the DClinPsy thesis, I wasn’t able to fully follow proposed guidance for 

realist interviews (i.e., conduct multiple rounds of interviews with the same people using previously 

acquired data to influence subsequent interviews, RAMESES, 2017), keeping the journal meant that I 

was to some degree able to ‘refine’ or ‘test’ themes that had stood out and explore them further in 

follow-up questions, given that I knew they had been mentioned previously, and might thus, be 

relevant for hypothesis building and the programme theory. 
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Appendix J 

Quality and Publication Standards for Realist Synthesis 

Quality and publication standards for realist syntheses were designed by the RAMESES 

project (Realist And Meta-narrative Evidence Syntheses: Evolving Standards, 

https://www.ramesesproject.org/). 

Realist Synthesis Quality Standards 

The realist synthesis quality standards suggest considering the quality of a realist synthesis 

along eight standards (Wong et al., 2014, pp. 31-36). These standards were considered during the 

planning, execution, analysis and write-up of the empirical project. Table J.1 outlines the eight 

quality standards, their description and how these were or weren’t met or considered. 

 

Table J.1 

Realist synthesis quality standards as outlined by (Wong et al., 2014, pp. 31-36) and how these were 

reported in this realist synthesis. Unless otherwise stated, references to specific sections refer to 

chapter two 

Quality Standard Description How standards were considered/ applied 

1. The research 

problem 

The topic is appropriate for 

a realist approach, and the 

research question is 

constructed suitably for a 

realist review. 

Animal-assisted activities on care farms may be 

seen as a healthcare ‘intervention’; a better 

understanding of the mechanisms driving change in 

these interventions will be helpful for the 

development of this programme and related 

(healthcare) policies; the research question was 

constructed considering the generative causation 

underpinning realist principles. 

2. Understanding & 

applying the 

underpinning 

principles of 

realist reviews 

The review demonstrates 

understanding & application 

of realist philosophy; realist 

logic underpins the analysis. 

See description of realist principles in ‘Methods’. 

 

https://www.ramesesproject.org/
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Table J.1 (continued) 
 

Quality Standard Description How standards were considered/ applied 

3. Focusing the 

review 

The review question is 

sufficiently & appropriately 

focused. 

The review was purposefully focused on care farm 

animals as one particular ‘intervention’ on care 

farms as a way of enhancing our understanding of 

particular aspects of care farms better, rather than 

aiming to begin by understanding such a 

multifaceted intervention in itself. The review was 

further streamlined by focusing on adults and the 

impact of the animals on them from farm 

participants' perspective. 

4. Constructing & 

refining a realist 

programme 

theory 

An initial programme theory 

is identified and developed. 

See introduction – no current programme theory 

exists on care farm animals. 

5. Developing a 

search strategy 

Data found via the search 

strategy is able to develop, 

refine or test a programme 

theory. 

Given the temporal constraints of the doctoral 

programme during which this thesis was conducted, 

it was not possible to conduct multiple rounds of 

searches and explore multiple types of sources (e.g., 

social media content) on the topic to further 

establish/ enhance/ create an initial programme 

theory; however, the search strategy used was able 

to identify relevant data for a programme theory.  

6. Selection & 

appraisal of 

documents 

Ensuring that selected 

material contains material 

with sufficient rigour; 

sources need to allow the 

reviewer to make sense of 

the topic area and to 

develop/refine/test a 

programme theory. 

All reports were assessed for relevance, richness 

and rigour in line with recommendations by Dada et 

al. (2023) and Wong et al. (2014), see Appendix B 

for details. Given the scarcity of data on the topic, 

no reports were excluded on rigour and richness. All 

sources were able to add to some degree to the 

programme theory. 

7. Data extraction Data extraction processes 

capture necessary data to 

enable a realist review. 

Any data that clearly referenced the impact of care 

farm animals was extracted. Data was not extracted 

if it did not clearly reference the impact to be 

related to the care farm animals or only referenced 

activities with them. Data extracted was 

comprehensive enough to form CMOcs and an 

initial programme theory. 

8. Reporting The synthesis is reported 

using the guidelines by 

Wong et al. (2013). 

See Table J.2, which outlines how the publication 

guidelines for realist syntheses were considered and 

met.  
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Realist Synthesis Publication Standards 

Publication standards also exist for realist syntheses. Table J.2 is a summary of these 

standards recommended by Wong et al. (2013, p. 4), and a description regarding how they were 

reported in this realist synthesis. It is the authors’ belief that all reporting standards were met 

through qualitative reflection. 

 

Table J.2  

Realist synthesis publication standards as outlined by Wong et al. (2013, p. 4) and how these were 

reported in this realist synthesis in chapter two. Unless otherwise stated, references to specific 

sections refer to chapter two 

Article Section Description Reported in document? 

1. Title Name document as a realist 

synthesis in the title. 

Yes 

2. Abstract  To include brief detail on: 

study’s background; review 

question; search strategy; 

methods of selection, appraisal, 

analysis and synthesis of 

sources; main results; 

implications  

Yes 

3. Introduction – 

Rationale for review 

Explain why review is needed 

and what it may contribute. 

Yes – rationale for review is outlined 

throughout introduction  

4. Introduction – 

Objectives and focus 

of review 

State objectives of review/ 

review question; define and 

give rationale for focus of 

review. 

Yes – stated at end of introduction  

5. Methods – Changes 

in the review process 

Describe & justify changes 

made to initially planned 

review processes. 

No – this was not described as the evaluation 

was conducted as initially designed  

6. Methods – Rationale 

for using realist 

synthesis 

Explain why a realist synthesis 

approach was most 

appropriate. 

Yes – stated under ‘Methods – Design’ 
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Table J.2 (continued) 
 

Article Section Description Reported in document? 

7. Method – Scoping 

the literature  

Describe & justify initial process 

of exploratory scoping of 

literature. 

Yes – outlined throughout the introduction 

and ‘Methods – Step 1’ 

8. Method – Searching 

processes 

Provide rationale for how 

iterative searches were done; 

details on sources accessed for 

information; for electronic 

databases should provide: 

name, search terms, dates, last 

date searched. 

Yes – see ‘Methods – Step 1-5’ 

9. Method – Selection 

& appraisal of 

documents 

Explain & justify inclusion & 

exclusion criteria used; outline 

quality assessment used. 

Yes – see ‘Methods – Step 3-4’ 

10. Method – Data 

extraction 

Describe, explain & justify 

which data was extracted. 

Yes – see ‘Methods – Step 4’ 

 

11. Method – Analysis & 

synthesis processes 

Describe analysis & synthesis in 

detail. 

Yes – see ‘Methods – Step 5’ 

12. Results – Document 

flow diagram 

Consider using flow diagram to 

report number of documents 

assessed for eligibility and 

included; provide reasons for 

exclusion & source of origin of 

documents. 

Yes – see ‘Methods – Step 3’ 

13. Results – Document 

characteristics 

Describe characteristics of 

included documents. 

Yes – see Table 1 in ‘Results’ 

14. Results – Main 

findings 

Present key findings with 

specific focus on theory 

building & testing. 

Yes – see ‘Results’ 

15. Discussion – 

Summary of findings 

Summarise main findings 

considering evaluation 

questions, purpose, 

programme theory and 

intended audience. 

Yes – see ‘Discussion’ section 
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Table J.2 (continued) 
 

Article Section Description Reported in document? 

16. Discussion – 

Strengths, limitations 

& future research 

directions 

Discuss strengths & limitations 

considering all steps of the 

evaluation process and 

trustworthiness of the 

explanatory insights emerged; 

future direction of the 

programme. 

Yes – see ‘Discussion’ section 

17. Discussion – 

Comparison with 

existing literature 

If appropriate, compare and 

contrast findings to existing 

literature.  

As appropriate – existing data is limited; 

findings were discussed in light of some 

other existing theories that may explain why 

and how animals may be able to have 

positive impacts on humans. 

18. Discussion – 

Conclusion & 

Recommendations  

List main implications in 

context of other relevant 

literature; if appropriate, offer 

recommendations for 

policy/practice. 

Yes – see ‘Discussion – Implications for policy 

and practice’ 

19. Discussion – Funding If relevant, state funding source 

& role played by funder and 

conflicts of interest. 

Yes – reported after the ‘Discussion’ 
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Appendix K 

Quality and Reporting Standards for Realist Evaluation 

Quality and reporting standards for realist evaluations were designed by the RAMESES 

project (https://www.ramesesproject.org/).  

Realist Evaluation Quality Standards 

The realist evaluation quality standards suggest considering the quality of a realist 

evaluation along eight standards (Wong et al., 2017, pp. 21-29). These quality standards were 

considered during the planning, execution, analysis and write-up of the empirical project. However, 

given the temporal constraints of this Doctorate in Clinical Psychology programme, meeting some of 

these quality standards was not possible and thus needed to be adapted. Table K.1 outlines the eight 

quality and reporting standards, their description and how these were or weren’t met or considered. 

 

Table K.1 

Realist evaluation quality standards as outlined by Wong et al. (2017, pp. 21-29) and how these were 

reported in this realist evaluation. Unless otherwise stated, references to specific sections refer to 

chapter four 

Quality Standard Description How standards were considered/ applied 

1. Evaluation 

purpose 

Realist evaluation 

approach is appropriate; 

evaluation questions are 

framed in line with realist 

evaluation methodology. 

A clear evaluation purpose was stated in the form of a 

research question and explanations regarding the 

literature gap that this evaluation will (begin to) fill 

(see introduction); in ‘Methods’, justification for why 

this approach was used is provided; the research 

question is phrased in line with realist evaluation 

methodology. 

2. Understanding & 

applying realist 

principles of 

generative causation 

in realist evaluations  

A realist principle of 

generative causation is 

applied. 

Generative causation refers to CMOcs and how their 

elements influence each other; results were 

presented in this manner. 

https://www.ramesesproject.org/
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Table K.1 (continued) 
 

Quality Standard Description How standards were considered/ applied 

3. Constructing and 

refining a realist 

programme theory 

An initial programme 

theory is identified or 

refined. 

The evaluation was used to refine an initial 

programme theory; however, given temporal 

limitations, only one type of data was used (i.e., 

interview data). Discussion of findings in regard to 

applicability in different contexts (e.g., mental health 

recovery) are presented. Implications of the refined 

programme theory are outlined. 

4. Evaluation design Evaluation design is 

justified and described; 

ethical clearance was 

obtained if required. 

Ethical clearance was acquired. Given temporal 

limitations, the evaluation consisted of one stage only 

instead of multiple rounds of theory refinement. The 

evaluation was conducted as originally planned. 

5. Data collection 

methods 

The methods chosen are 

suitable for gathering data 

needed in a realist 

evaluation. 

Interviews were the chosen data collection method, 

and the required data was obtained through them. 

Enough data was gathered to test and refine all 

elements of the initial programme theory. However, 

given temporal constraints, only one round of 

interviews was used to collect data to refine the initial 

programme theory, i.e., data could not be 

triangulated. Also, data collection was not ‘multi-

method’ as data was only acquired through 

interviews; this was also related to temporal 

constraints. Consequently, these factors are 

limitations to the design and coherence of the refined 

programme theory.  

6. Sample 

recruitment strategy 

Participants can provide 

sufficient data for a realist 

evaluation.  

Purposive sampling methods were used, impacting 

the representativeness of the sample. There was only 

one stage of interviews, which did not allow for 

multiple rounds of theory refinement, given temporal 

constraints. The sample was not diverse in regard to 

gender or ethnicity, but had a good age range. 

Participants provided sufficient and relevant data 

during interviews to allow for the initial programme 

theory to be refined. 

7. Data analysis The analysis is 

retroductive and in line 

with the realist principle of 

generative causation. A 

realist logic of analysis is 

applied to develop/ refine 

the programme theory.  

The principles of generative causation and 

retroduction were inherent to the analysis of data. 

The initial programme theory was tested and refined; 

the elements that were not refined were highlighted 

in blue in the refined programme theory diagram. 

Interrelated CMOcs were created and outlined. The 

iterative retroductive nature of the analysis is further 

detailed in chapter five (extended methodology) 

under ‘analysis process’. 
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Table K.1 (continued) 
 

Quality Standard Description How standards were considered/ applied 

8. Reporting The evaluation is reported 

using the guidelines by 

Wong et al. (2016). 

Findings and implications 

are clear and reported in 

line with realist 

assumptions. 

See Table K.2, which outlines how the reporting 

guidelines for realist evaluations were considered and 

met. 

Findings are clearly reported and follow from the data 

and analysis. Implications are outlined and 

recommendations for further research are made. 

The report considers how the mechanisms and 

outcomes are specific to the contexts they are 

triggered by and considers (see discussion) how the 

findings may or may not apply to other groups.  

 

Realist Evaluation Reporting Standards  

Reporting standards also exist for realist evaluations. Table K.2 is a summary of the reporting 

standards recommended by Wong et al. (2016, pp. 4-5), and a description regarding how they were 

reported in this realist evaluation. It is the authors’ belief that all reporting standards were met. 

 

Table K.2 

Realist evaluation reporting standards, as outlined by Wong et al. (2016, pp. 4-5) and how these 

were reported in this realist evaluation. Unless otherwise stated, references to specific sections refer 

to chapter four 

Article Section Description Reported in document? 

1. Title Name the document as a realist evaluation in the title. Yes 

2. Abstract To include brief detail on: programme under 

evaluation, programme setting, purpose of evaluation, 

evaluation question & objectives, evaluation strategy, 

data collection, documentation, analysis methods, key 

findings, conclusions – if required brief detail about 

participants & sampling process – needs to be 

sufficiently detailed so that its clear a realist 

evaluation was used & a programme theory was 

developed/ refined. 

Yes 
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Table K.2 (continued) 
 

Article Section Description Reported in document? 

3. Introduction – 

Rationale for 

Evaluation 

Explain the purpose of the evaluation & implications 

for its focus & design. 

Yes – under ‘research 

question’ at the end of 

introduction, the purpose 

& implication are stated 

(i.e., to better understand 

the impact of care farm 

animals on adults with a 

history of adverse life 

events). 

4. Introduction – 

Programme 

theory 

Describe the initial programme theory underpinning 

the programme. 

Yes – presented as a 

diagram in the 

introduction.  

5. Introduction - 

Evaluation 

questions, 

objectives, 

focus  

State evaluation question & objective; also, whether & 

how a programme theory was used to define the 

scope & focus of the evaluation. 

Yes – see under ‘research 

question’ at the end of 

the introduction. 

6. Introduction – 

Ethical approval 

Detail the ethical approval gained. Yes – presented under 

‘Methods - Ethics’. 

7. Methods – 

Rationale for 

using realist 

evaluation 

Explain why this approach was chosen & (if relevant) 

adapted. 

Yes – stated under 

‘Methods – Research 

Design’. 

8. Methods – 

Environment 

surrounding the 

evaluation  

Describe the environment in which the evaluation 

took place. 

Yes – across the paper, 

the environment ‘care 

farm’ is clearly stated 

repeatedly; under 

‘Methods – Participants’, 

more details about the 

participating care farms 

are also provided. 

9. Methods – 

Describe 

programme 

under 

evaluation 

Provide details about the programme under 

evaluation. 

Yes – see ‘Methods – 

Participants’ for details 

about the participating 

care farms & the animal-

related activities offered. 

10. Methods – 

Describe & 

justify 

evaluation 

design 

Description & justification of the design that was 

planned, what was done and why. 

No – this was not 

described as the 

evaluation was conducted 

as initially designed. 
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Table K.2 (continued) 
 

Article Section Description Reported in document? 

11. Methods – Data 

collection 

methods  

Describe & justify data collection 

methods; also, how they fed into 

developing or refining the 

programme theory; describe steps 

taken to enhance trustworthiness of 

data collection & documentation 

Yes – interview details & justification 

are described under ‘Methods’; the 

‘Methods - Analysis’ section in 

chapter four and the extended 

analysis process description in chapter 

five (additional methodology) outline 

how the data collected was used to 

refine the programme theory. 

Research integrity was maintained by, 

e.g., manually checking transcripts for 

accuracy or validating 

codes/themes/CMOcs with other 

authors (see ‘Methods- Analysis’). 

12. Methods – 

Recruitment process 

& sampling strategy 

Describe how recruitment was done 

& how the sample contributed to the 

development/ refinement of the 

programme theory. 

Yes – outlined under ‘Methods - 

Participants’; further details in 

chapter five (additional 

methodology). 

13. Methods – Data 

analysis 

Describe in detail how the data was 

analysed. 

Yes - outlined under ‘Methods - 

Analysis; further details in chapter five 

(additional methodology). 

14. Results – Details of 

participants 

Report who took part in the 

evaluation, details of the data they 

provided and how this was used to 

develop/ refine the programme 

theory. 

Yes – outlined under ‘Methods – 

Participants’. 

15. Results – Main 

findings 

Key findings, linking them to 

contexts, mechanisms and outcomes 

and how they were used to refine 

the programme theory. 

Yes – see ‘Results’ section. 

16. Discussion – 

Summary of findings 

Summarise main findings considering 

evaluation questions, purpose, 

programme theory and intended 

audience. 

Yes – see first few paragraphs of the 

‘Discussion’ section, including diagram 

of the full refined programme theory. 

17. Discussion – 

Strengths, 

limitations, future 

directions 

Discuss strengths & limitations 

considering all steps of the 

evaluation process and 

trustworthiness of the explanatory 

insights emerged; future direction of 

the programme; implications. 

Yes – see ‘Discussion’ section; only 

some limitations, strengths and 

implications could be named in the 

main paper (chapter four); further 

details around these can be found in 

chapter seven (critical appraisal and 

discussion). 
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Table K.2 (continued) 
 

Article Section Description Reported in document? 

18. Discussion – 

Comparison with 

existing literature  

If appropriate, compare and contrast 

findings to existing literature and 

similar programmes. 

As appropriate – existing data is 

limited; findings were briefly 

discussed in reference to mental 

health recovery perspectives and 

attachment theory. Further 

references of the findings to existing 

literature can be found in chapter 

seven (critical appraisal and 

discussion). 

19. Discussion – 

Conclusion & 

recommendations 

List main conclusions; if appropriate, 

provide recommendations  

Yes – see ‘Discussions – Implication & 

Conclusion’. 

20. Discussion – Funding 

& conflict of interest 

If relevant, state funding source & 

role played by funder and conflicts of 

interest. 

Yes – reported after the ‘Discussion’. 

 

 

 

 

 


