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Abstract. The scientific article analyses the health care system of European countries and Lithuania in 
the context of complementary and alternative medicine. The article reviews the relationship between the 
traditions of conventional medicine and alternative and complementary medicine, patients’ attitudes 
towards the methods of complementary and alternative medicine, as well as dolphin-assisted therapy as 
one of the methods of complementary and alternative medicine. The impact on people with disabilities 
achieved by implementing the innovations of complementary and alternative medicine in the health 
system is reviewed. The aim is to investigate the links between conventional medicine and complementary 
and alternative medicine – specifically, dolphin-assisted therapy – through the impact on people with 
disabilities in implementing health system reforms. The research presents 147 interviews conducted with 
parents whose children with disabilities participated in dolphin-assisted therapy. The research data 
were processed by using qualitative content analysis. The research revealed that, from the point of view 
of parents raising children with disabilities, dolphin-assisted therapy is a health innovation that can be 
attributed not to complementary and alternative medicine, but rather to conventional medicine due to 
the complexity of the applied programme and methods. European Union countries treat complementary 
and alternative medicine methods in a different way, and the law adopted in Lithuania in 2020 opened 
opportunities for the development of conventional medicine and the regulation of complementary and 
alternative medicine, and the changes of health system reform expand the opportunities of integrative 
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medicine for the choice of innovative methods for people with disabilities that affect the quality of life 
and better response to needs.

Keywords: dolphin-assisted therapy, disability, complementary and alternative medicine (CAM), 
integrative medicine, healthcare innovation, healthcare policymaking, healthcare systems reforms.

1 Introduction

In recent decades, the interest in animal therapy has been growing, and its benefits 
and value are increasingly recognized. Despite well-known criticism (Marino, 2014), 
dolphin-assisted therapy is increasingly being integrated into the content of medicine, 
rehabilitation and special education (Kreivinienė et al., 2012; Matamoros et al., 2020; 
Moreno Escobar et al., 2024; Kreivinienė et al., 2025). Although extensive scientific 
literature has already covered this topic, however, there is not much research on Human-
Animal Interaction (HAI) and the explanations of the mechanisms of this interaction, 
and therefore it can be stated that the research base is not yet sufficiently saturated 
(Beetz et al., 2012; Žalienė et. al., 2018; Kreivinienė et al., 2025).

Animal-assisted therapy is one of the most recently developed methods of 
rehabilitation. It is a direct treatment with predetermined goals. Animal therapies 
focus on functional addictions, mental disorders, motor disorders, as well as situations 
of behavioural disorders (Radzevičienė, 2015; Žalienė et al., 2018; Taylor & Carter, 
2018).

Research on the effectiveness of animal therapy confirms positive social, emotional, 
psychological, and pedagogical changes. The research revealed that the improvement 
was of a psychological (courage, openness in communication, better communication 
with peers) and functional (language development, better physical functioning) nature 
(Kreivinienė et al., 2025; Matamoros et al., 2020; Moreno Escobar et al., 2024).

Upon analysing the effects of animal therapy on humans, we find various assessments 
in the biomedical research space. The fact that animal therapy, despite the historical 
aspect that allows the animal-human relationship to be seen as a positive human-nature 
relationship, is still very little explored cannot be overlooked. The implementation of 
animal therapy research and health practice requires legal regulation that protects both 
the researcher and the client who chooses health services of animal therapy.

1.1 Legal Frameworks of Complementary and Alternative Medicine

The WHO policy 2030 framework “Global Action Plan for Healthy Lives and Well-
being for All”, adopted in 2019, has already emphasized the importance of cooperation 
between the governments and responsible institutions of the European Union 
states and scientists in improving public health and developing the legal framework 
( Jankauskienė, 2011, p. 22). One of the strategic goals of the WHO framework “Global 
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Action Plan for Healthy Lives and Well-being for All” is to Strengthen health systems to 
ensure quality and accessibility (WHO, 2022).

We can also treat the ‘accessibility’ of animal therapy by splitting it into the 
diversified fields of traditional medicine, education, and social support. At the same 
time, from late 2020, animal-assisted therapies came into the field of legal regulation of 
health policy, as the uptake of innovation. Recently, the results of scientists’ research and 
their contribution to the legislative process in the implementation of a long-term state 
strategy in various areas of health policy have been increasingly valued.

In this article, the authors overview and strengthen the links between dolphin-
assisted therapy and conventional medicine in the context of the legal regulation of 
the health system. Here, dolphin-assisted therapy is a health innovation that can 
be attributed not to complementary and alternative medicine, but to conventional 
medicine due to the complexity of the applied programme and methods. However, 
without the search for legal frameworks of complementary and alternative medicine, 
it would not be possible to have such an assessment of this medical phenomenon and 
such a situation of dolphin therapy in Lithuania as it is today.

1.2 Legal Frameworks of Dolphin-Assisted Therapy

The experience and long-term work of the professionals of the Lithuanian Sea Museum 
in the field of dolphin therapy determined that Lithuania became the very first country 
in Europe where dolphin-assisted therapy was officially approved in 2013 as a method 
of wellness. Order No. V-374 of the Minister of Health of Lithuania dated 15 April 2013 
approved the hygiene norm HN 133:2013 “Services of Psycho-Emotional and Physical 
Education Provided in Dolphinariums. General Health and Safety Requirements” 
(Order No. V-374 of the Minister of Health of Lithuania, 2013). The constant process 
of improvement impacted the review and revision of this hygiene standard, as adopted 
in 2025 (see LR SAM, 2025 the draft legislative act No. 25-12132). 

This legal framework has played a very important role in the development of research 
on the effects of dolphin therapy on humans and practical activities in search of the most 
effective working model and methodology at both national and international levels. It 
can be stated that, out of the types of animal therapy, the attribution only of dolphin-
assisted therapy to health services is the result of this legislation. A holistic programme 
of dolphin therapy, developed by the author of the article, included not only meeting 
the psycho-emotional, motor and sensory needs of a person with disability, but also 
the well-being of his/her relatives, which allows to see actual approaches of integrative 
medicine. In dolphin-assisted therapy sessions, professionals work with people with a 
variety of disorders ranging from autism, various developmental disorders to cerebral 
palsy (see Kreivinienė, 2011; Kreivinienė & Mockevičienė, 2020; Kreivinienė & Paone, 
2023; Kreivinienė et al., 2025 and etc.). The sensory, motor and psychoemotional/
psychosocial impact of dolphin-assisted therapy has been proven by pilot studies, and 
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methodological guidelines for the implementation of practical activities have been 
developed.

According to the hygiene norm HN 133:2013 approved by the Republic of Lithuania, 
dolphin therapy involves specialists in biomedicine, medicine and social field who 
know the specifics of animal welfare and the person with disability (Order No. V-374 of 
the Minister of Health of Lithuania, 2013). Specialists of the Dolphin-Assisted Therapy 
Centre of the Lithuanian Sea Museum, in pursuit of the optimal result, have expanded 
the field of cooperation; they have been cooperating with specialists working in the 
client’s living environment – speech therapists, psychologists, social workers, family 
doctors, which, once again, confirms the importance of the integrity of medical and 
social services. Dolphin therapy in the Lithuanian Sea Museum has always been and is 
being developed as a scientific programme, and therefore, the joint work experience of 
a team of scientists and specialists is essential here (Kreivinienė & Žalienė, 2015). The 
aforementioned very first animal-assisted therapy defining Lithuanian hygiene norm 
HN 133:2013 opened the opportunities for further legal searches. However, many years 
later, Lithuania started to legislate and regulate complementary and alternative medicine 
on a scientific and legal basis (LR Seimas, 2020). The concept of complementary and 
alternative health care was not defined, either, and health services were not indicated in 
the Classification of Economic Activities. In 2014, the Department of Coordination of 
Non-Traditional Medicine Initiatives was established under the Ministry of Health of 
the Republic of Lithuania, one of the initiatives of which was the initiative of priority 
law enforcement – notably, to regulate the practice of non-traditional medicine as 
a construct of the assessment of the expected impact of legal regulation (Impact 
assessment of legislative initiatives, 2015). The aim of the initiative is to prevent unsafe 
services of the practice of non-traditional (complementary and alternative) medicine 
that can harm human health by creating a legal and safe environment of this activity for 
both service providers and consumers.

Option 1, which defines the concept of non-traditional medicine (CAM), was 
particularly important in this document, a new subclass of this activity was defined 
by CEA code 86 “Human Health Care and Social Work”, the scope of the activity of 
non-traditional medicine (CAM) and the nomenclatures of its groups, subgroups or 
services will be determined (see Annex 1 to the Certificate). 

The Department of Parliamentary Research of the Seimas (i.e., the Parliament) 
of the Republic of Lithuania (hereinafter – DPR) performed a detailed analytical 
informational work “Regulation of Non-Traditional Medicine in the European Union” 
(see Annex 7 to the Certificate), which revealed that different methods of non-
traditional medicine (CAM) have been legalized in EU countries. The legal regulation 
of the services in question differs substantially from one EU member state to another, 
although similar trends cannot be ruled out. The countries of the European Union 
also address the issues of qualification and licensing of specialists using the methods 
of non-traditional medicine (CAM) in different ways. It is a feature of EU countries 
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that the practice of scientific medicine is always legally regulated, although various 
types of non-traditional medicine (CAM) are also tolerated to a certain extent. In some 
countries (e.g., Austria, Greece, Italy, France), the activity of individuals practising non-
traditional medicine (CAM) is regulated by means of independent or state-sanctioned 
self-regulation. A voluntary register of providers of non-traditional medicine (CAM) 
services is available in Denmark and the United Kingdom to increase the protection of 
users of such services. In most European countries, state supervision is exercised of the 
regulation of medical practice, and consequently, the legal norms clearly define which 
methods of non-traditional medicine (CAM) can be used in the activity of healthcare 
professionals. In Central and Southern Europe, non-traditional medicine (CAM) is 
also allowed to be practised by doctors, and some methods are allowed to be practised 
only by doctors (for instance, in Slovenia, acupuncture, homeopathy, chiropractic, and 
osteopathy are allowed to be practised only by doctors); whereas, in Hungary, only 
doctors can practise homeopathy, anthroposophical medicine, traditional Chinese 
medicine and acupuncture, chiropractic, osteopathy, ayurveda and traditional Tibetan 
medicine). 

Meanwhile, in Northern Europe, non-traditional medicine (CAM) is mainly 
practised by people without medical education. In these countries, health care 
professionals are allowed to perform special medical procedures and treat serious 
illnesses, and other medical practices (such as non-traditional medicine (CAM)) are 
not subject to strict restrictions according to the list of regulated activities approved in 
the region. Only doctors with a university degree are allowed to treat infectious diseases, 
perform surgeries, anaesthesia, injections, radiographs, and prescribe medications. 
Legislation on non-traditional medicine (CAM) in some countries stipulates that this 
activity may be practised by both legal and self-employed persons (e.g., in Romania, 
Slovenia). 

After evaluating the experience of various countries, the obtained results of 
scientific and expert activities, the legislative process initiated by the Ministry of Health 
of the Republic of Lithuania, in 2018, a draft Law on Complementary and Alternative 
Health Care was prepared, which, after lengthy discussions in the medical, scientific, 
legal and other professional communities, various professional organizations, has been 
submitted for approval. The Seimas of the Republic of Lithuania, on 14 January 2020, 
approved the Law on Complementary and Alternative Health Care (CAHC) No. XIII-
2771, which took effect from the 1st of January, 2021. With this law, the Seimas of the 
Republic of Lithuania regulates the frameworks of the functioning of complementary 
and alternative health care in the Republic of Lithuania. The adopted legal act regulates 
the authorization of complementary and alternative health care activities of legal and 
natural persons: the right to provide permitted complementary and alternative health 
care services; procedures for the issue, review, suspension and revocation of permits 
for complementary and alternative health care institutions. A separate chapter of the 
law is devoted to the establishment of rules for the assessment of complementary 
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and alternative health care products, animals and other living organisms used in the 
provision of complementary and alternative health care services. In it, one of the groups 
in the field of health improvement services of complementary and alternative health 
care defined by law is a group of services in the field of folk medicine with one of the 
subgroups: a subgroup of services in the provision of which animals are used (see Chapter 
2, Article 3, Part 2). With the enactment of the law (2021), subsidiary legislation was 
actively developed (see LR Sveikatos apsaugos ministro įsakymas dėl HN 135:2020), 
including rules for the assessment of animals involved in the therapeutic process (see 
LR Sveikatos apsaugos ministro įsakymas 2020, No. V-2634), descriptions of therapists 
(LR Sveikatos apsaugos ministro įsakymas, 2020, No. V-2701 and the creation of 
postgraduate study programs at universities for training specialists of this type.

In summarizing this part, it is necessary to pay attention to the fact that Lithuania, 
as a member of the WHO, based all its legislative activities in the field of health 
policy on WHO documents (directives, programmes, strategies). It coincided that 
the WHO Traditional Medicine Strategy for 2014–2023 was developed in parallel 
with the Lithuanian complementary and alternative medicine initiatives, which was 
highly favourable for the Lithuanian health policy makers within the future prospect 
to the goals for 2030. WHO documents provide information, context, guidance 
and support to health policy makers, health promotion and health service planners, 
public health professionals, traditional and complementary medicine communities 
and other stakeholders on traditional and alternative medicine, existing or planned 
innovative practices, approaches of specialist training. The new strategy encompasses 
many stakeholders in the health initiatives and opens up new opportunities to solve 
the problems related to the evaluation, regulation and integration of traditional and 
complementary medicine into the health care system as an expression of integrative 
medicine. The WHO Traditional Medicine Strategy for 2014–2023 summarizes all 
the experience gained in the process of implementing the previous strategies (2002–
2005, 2004–2007, 2008–2013), assessing both the positive and negative aspects of this 
process (WHO Traditional Medicine Strategy, 2014–2023, p. 17). 

The WHO Traditional Medicine Strategy for 2014–2023 clearly expresses the idea 
of national health policy autonomy, which provides opportunities for the flexibility of 
legal regulation for all European countries, including Lithuania, in the contexts of EU 
health policy, taking over the advanced and innovative practices of various countries in 
the field of complementary and alternative medicine. The newly launched WHO health 
strategy 2030 continues this perspective with the vision of involving intersectoral 
action by multiple stakeholders. This also presupposes a cooperative need to share 
the impact of the methods of complementary and alternative medicine on the human 
organism and the individual’s social network at both national and international levels, 
thereby developing best practices for integrating the methods of complementary and 
alternative medicine into conventional medicine.
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2 Materials and Methods

In this article, the authors used qualitative research for the analysis of empirical 
research because qualitative research allows to study situations and events in the 
natural environment, which responds to the aspiration to describe and understand any 
phenomenon, revealing the expression of the quality of various senses and experiences 
avoiding digital meanings. According to Žydžiūnaitė and Sabaliauskas (2017), a 
researcher who needs a qualitative approach to his/her researched phenomenon 
must manage research strategies, because qualitative research includes studies about 
individuals. It is based on interviews and observations which help to identify the 
person’s internal psychological and behavioural characteristics in specific contexts 
and situations. This is especially important in conducting research in animal-assisted 
therapy programmes.

Longitudinal data were gathered from the Dolphin-Assisted Therapy Centre 
opening. Therefore, qualitative research was performed in 2015–2024 at the Dolphin-
Assisted Therapy Centre of the Lithuanian Sea Museum. In a qualitative study, 
147 parents (7 from Poland, 32 from Latvia, 1 from Russia, 3 from the UK, 1 from 
Estonia, and 103 from Lithuania), who raise children with disabilities and took part 
in therapeutic sessions with dolphins for two weeks, participated in a semi-structured 
interview. Purposive criterion sampling of the respondents was used according to three 
essential criteria:
•	 The children of all the respondents participated in a two-week complex dolphin-

assisted therapy programme;
•	 Children participating in the programme were aged 5 to 12 years at the time;
•	 All the respondents’ children who participated were diagnosed with ICD-10-CM: 

intellectual disabilities (F70–F79); pervasive and specific developmental disorders 
(F80–F89), and behavioural and emotional disorders with an onset usually 
occurring in childhood and adolescence (F90–F98).

•	 Parents were willing to participate in research.
The criterion-based sampling method is very efficient; thus, quality data can be 

collected (Rupšienė & Rutkienė, 2016; Robinson, 2014). This method is useful as far 
the researcher decides what needs to be known and sets out to find people who can and 
are willing to provide the information by virtue of knowledge or experience (Etikan, 
2016). The data were collected from the parents who provided information on changes 
in their children during the dolphin-assisted therapy and one month after completing the 
dolphin-assisted therapy, when the family returned to their place of residence. A total of 
147 interviews were collected in this period about 62 girls (42%) and 85 boys (58%) with 
disabilities. The respondents’ children were diagnosed (see Figure 1) with ICD-10-CM: 
intellectual disabilities (F70–F79) – 12 percent; pervasive and specific developmental 
disorders (F80–F89) – 62 percent, and behavioural and emotional disorders with an 
onset usually occurring in childhood and adolescence (F90–F98) – 26 percent.

https://www.zurnalai.vu.lt/social-welfare
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Figure 1. 
Distribution of the children of the respondents who participated in the complex dolphin-assisted therapy 
programme by disorder groups
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Complex dolphin-assisted therapy for these children was implemented in 
accordance with the rules of good clinical practice. Each of the children received a 
2-week intervention: 10 therapeutic sessions with dolphins 30 minutes each and 
neuro-sensory-motor function activities lasting 30 minutes three times per week (i.e., 
six sessions in total) after the dolphin-assisted therapy. They were provided at the 
Dolphin Therapy Centre’s sensory integration laboratory which has been adapted for 
carrying out activities of vestibular, proprioperceptive and tactile intervention. During 
the first week, the participants attended: five dolphin-assisted activity sessions in the 
water lasting 30 minutes each, conducted by a specialist and assisted by 1–3 Black Sea 
bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus ponticus); additionally, three times per week, 
individual neuro-sensory-motor interventions were carried out in the laboratory 
lasting 30 minutes each, delivered according to the testing results on the day of the 
arrival. The water pool where the neuro-sensory-motor interventions were held had 
a capacity of 60 m³ and an area of 55 m², with its depth ranging from 0.40 cm to 1.50 
m. The neuro-sensory-motor intervention sessions assisted by dolphins were organised 
while considering individual testing results, stimulating purposeful interventions of 
the vestibular, proprioperceptive and tactile systems. The activities in the water were 
arranged in compliance with the animal welfare principles and applying positive 
reinforcement for the animals. A two-day break was made after the first week, and the 
same activities like those on the first week were organised on the second week as well. 
The programme of individual activities was designed in compliance with the main 
aspects of the development of sensory systems. The general principles of intervention 
were as follows:
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•	 Gradual transition from a horizontal body posture to a vertical posture (from lying 
to sitting; from sitting to all-fours and/or standing); 

•	 Performance of the movements on stable ground and gradually moving to unstable 
ground;

•	 Training of balance while changing the size, height of the ground and gradually 
involving more complex exercises requiring coordination of movements;

•	 Correction of pathological movements and teaching on correct movements in daily 
activities;

•	 Increasing social competencies;
•	 Increasing verbal language;
•	 Feeling the boundaries of modulation;
•	 Modulating emotions;
•	 Stimulation of functional independence;
•	 The activities were held in compliance with the principles of movement control and 

movement development.
The texts of the interviews were grouped into topics (see Table 1), and the topics 

were subdivided into categories, which were expanded into second-level categories, 
and content analysis then was performed (Henwood & Pidgeon, 1994). Open coding 
was applied, writing notes and titles in the transcribed interview text (Elo & Kyngä, 
2008). The subcategory is accompanied by a number in parentheses indicating the 
respondent’s statement about the child’s condition, for example, (R5). 

Таble 1.
Interview topics

I. Retrospective of the child’s condition and situation.
The respondents are interviewed from the moment they choose to speak until they arrive for 

dolphin-assisted therapy: disorder, the condition of the child before the participation in the 
complex dolphin-assisted therapy, the main problems that led the parents to come to the com-
plex dolphin-assisted therapy.

II. Assessment of the change of the child’s condition in neuro-sensory-motor functions.
The respondents are interviewed about the observed qualitative and quantitative changes in the 

child’s condition from the first day of the participation in the complex dolphin-assisted therapy 
programme to 2 weeks after its completion.

The constructs of the research, despite a large sample, reflect the subjectively 
experienced world of the respondents who participated in the research – in terms of the 
change in children subjectively seen by them and the observed outcomes, and therefore 
they cannot always be generalized (Moilanen, 2000). For this reason, the reliability of 
research is constructed through the creation of the respondents’ realities (Newton, 
2009). Foucault (1999) states that for ages nobody wanted to listen to or hear people 

https://www.zurnalai.vu.lt/social-welfare
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with disabilities, as they were considered meaningless. Recently, however, there has 
been a growing interest in various sections of disability, according to Gudliauskaitė-
Godvadė et al. (2008), qualitative research opens up the possibility of ‘giving a voice’ to 
people and revealing their individual experiences.

3 Results

The results of the research are summarized in Table 2. The research data present the 
so-called reality par excellence, which the respondents talk about – how they see the 
condition of their children before participating in the complex dolphin-assisted therapy 
programme and what has changed after its application and was still changing two weeks 
before the interview. The respondents talk about pluralistic contexts, the necessary help 
and the impact of complex dolphin-assisted therapy, name the changes observed both 
during the therapy itself and after returning to their daily lives. 

Таble 2. 
Statements illustrating the results of the research

Category Subcategory Number of 
statements Illustrating statements

Retrospective 
of the condi-
tion of the 
child with a 
disability

Psychosocial 
condition

142 “Her social contact is very weak – eye contact 
is minimal” [R43].

“Her eye contact is very low... she is usually 
grumpy, in a bad mood, very non-autono-
mous, she seems all the time to be in ‘her 
own’ world” [R72].

Motor con-
dition

53 “He has a severe developmental delay, such a 
disturbance of movement can be seen, espe-
cially coordination and balance” [R1].

“It can be seen when walking it looks like the 
feet are ‘stretching’. These movements are 
very limited, not coordinated” [R16].

Sensory 
symptoms

147 “Very low self-confidence, something like 
very low self-esteem” [R142].

“Can’t even say if feels bad. It would be good 
to say – ‘headache’, ‘bellyache’ or so” [R22].

Assessment of 
the condition 
of a child with 
a disability 
after complex 
dolphin-as-
sisted therapy

Psychosocial 
condition

144 “We notice that a discussion appeared, what 
has never happened before – interest in 
new activities, new words, for example, we 
discuss what the difference between ‘allergy’ 
and ‘energy’ is, the dialogues on various top-
ics appeared” [R11].
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Category Subcategory Number of 
statements Illustrating statements

Motor con-
dition

15 “Coordination and balance have improved 
significantly” [R19].

“He is now taking the initiative himself to 
dress up, to put on shoes. Nervousness is 
reduced if something fails” [R61]

Sensory 
symptoms

147 “Everything improved significantly. For exam-
ple, more spontaneity emerged. You can see 
that he is interested in the environment: in 
the cafe he chooses the type of juice himself 
and it’s easier for him to decide, he expresses 
desires more boldly… Or decides on a 
menu” [R3].

“Echolalia, saliva accumulation, and rolling in 
the mouth decreased. He is less ‘obsessed’ 
on some item, pays more attention to the 
environment where he is”  [R113]. 

Dolphin-assist-
ed therapy 
as comple-
mentary and 
alternative 
medicine

Integrative 
medicine

53 “I share my experience here through all sorts 
of social networks because it’s best not to 
spend money somewhere on all sorts of 
other rehabilitations, but here because there 
is a clear impact” [R22].

“I would definitely go again because, obvi-
ously, the child has improved as much as 
we have not achieved [anything similar] in 
other rehabilitations in many years” [R63].

Health in-
novation

123 “I find it incredible how specialists work here 
with a child – so young, but come up imme-
diately, start talking, everyone knows you, it 
seems that we have been here for a hundred 
years” [R18].

“I was very impressed that, after each therapy 
– whether on water or on land, the specialist 
tells so in detail, explains, shares what was 
successful, what the goals [were], what was 
not successful, what will be tried further. 
Definitely impressing” [R14].

The research revealed that almost all families raising children with mental and 
behavioural disorders look for complementary and alternative methods of help. The 
vast majority of the respondents consider dolphin-assisted therapy as part of integrative 
medicine and position the understanding that ‘treatment’ and ‘rehabilitation’ are 
applied here, ask about “reimbursement of procedures from health insurance funds”, it is 

https://www.zurnalai.vu.lt/social-welfare
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likely that parents participating in the state support system (sanatorium, rehabilitation 
services) see most of the repetition of this formal support. Almost all the interviewees 
stated that, when participating in complex dolphin-assisted therapy, they observe the 
close relationship between the professionals and the child, the close attention of the 
professionals to parents, and the uniqueness of the dolphin’s communication with 
the child. According to the respondents, by participating in therapeutic sessions, it is 
possible to ‘rediscover’ a child with a disability, it seems like there is no longer a constant 
‘struggle’ for the child’s well-being – he/she is accepted here, he/she is treated in a quality 
manner, his/her individual needs are assessed. Some respondents stated that their 
expectations regarding the child’s changes were realistic, and that they did not expect a 
miracle, but there is a lack of competent specialists, a lack of innovative care methods, 
and also there is the need for comprehensive care in the state medical care system. The 
interviews revealed that, for many families participating in the complex assistance, this 
programme is like relaxation after a tense period of life – everyone is especially looking 
forward to the first meeting with dolphins. Interestingly, the respondents say they 
were particularly afraid of the first meeting with the dolphins, it was unclear how the 
programme would be going, and, when they ultimately came, their anxiety subsided, 
they became very proud of their child that he/she managed to integrate perfectly in 
communication with dolphins, specialists, and overcame challenges in complementary 
programmes for neuro-senso-motor skills.

4 Discussion

The lowest share of the respondents participating in the research were raising children 
with intellectual disabilities (F70–F79), i.e., only 12 percent, meanwhile, the majority of 
the respondents were raising children with pervasive and specific developmental disorders 
(F80–F89) – 62 percent, and behavioural and emotional disorders with an onset usually 
occurring in childhood and adolescence (F90–F98) – 26 percent. According to research, 
the same is true for complementary and alternative medicine services – complementary 
help in addition to medical, social, and pedagogical help is most commonly sought for 
children with behavioural and emotional disorders (Sandler et al., 2001). 

Summarizing the results of the research, three main categories were distinguished: 
the category retrospective of the condition of the child with a disability, with 
subcategories: psychosocial condition, motor condition, sensory symptoms; the category 
assessment of the condition of a child with a disability after complex dolphin-assisted 
therapy, with subcategories: psychosocial condition, motor condition, sensory symptoms; 
the category dolphin-assisted therapy as complementary and alternative medicine, 
with subcategories: integrative medicine, health innovation. It can be stated that the 
respondents were able to identify very precisely the needs of the participating children 
with disabilities as well as the changes after the complex programme of therapeutic 
sessions. 
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Regarding the category retrospective of the condition of a child with a disability, the 
respondents singled out the most problematic areas, as almost all the respondents 
talked about the problems of psychoemotional condition and sensory symptoms. The 
research by Salgueiro et al. (2012) and Taylor and Carter (2018) showed that similar 
problems were also identified by parents who participated in quantitative research and 
whose children received dolphin-assisted therapy. The respondents mention the most 
common psycho-emotional problems, such as lack of eye contact, delay of linguistic 
development, emotional stability or amplitude of emotional expression, and reactivity 
to the social context in everyday life:

“Proactively does not use language at all. Usually just repeats the commercials – the same and the 
same. He can’t even start talking to people, there’s no communication at all, he won’t tell even if 
something is wrong” [R30].

“He likes the home environment very much – as soon as he leaves it – [he] closes [in], avoids con-
tact with people” [R25].

“He started having depression. Very passive, no eye contact, very annoyed by smells, sounds, often 
cries, asks everyone for help. Sometimes it’s even hard to get him out of that trance state, he doesn’t 
even respond to his name” [R12].

The observed problems of motor condition – motor planning, initiation of action, 
etc. – were named by one-third of the respondents, although this is the least noticeable 
problem of the respondents, for which complex dolphin-assisted therapy is sought:

“Her movement coordination is impaired, but, at school, teachers say there are nervous tics as well” 
[R43]. 

“Her hands are as if paralysed because of tension – she keeps her fingers in a fist” [R19].

“He has a complex disability – walking is also disturbed, his development and fine motor skills are 
delayed. There seems to be no perception of the environment, no orientation” [R113].

Similar problems are mentioned in the works of other researchers, when parents 
name these motor problems as the reason for applying for dolphin-assisted therapy 
(Salgueiro et al., 2012; Nathanson et al., 1997; Nathanson, 1998; Stumpf & Breitenbach, 
2014).

The respondents mention a lot of sensory needs when talking about sensory 
problems, and all the respondents named certain sensory problems that manifest by 
psychological, social, motor, emotional symptoms:

“At this age, he does not yet know how to read or write” [R5].

“A very frequent change of emotions (...) sometimes is stubborn and lies on the floor – wants neither 
to go nor stand up” [R8].

“He’s so sad... especially lately, often even angry, he speaks very little... he usually does what he likes 
– so he sits and cuts with scissors during the day” [R100].

https://www.zurnalai.vu.lt/social-welfare
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“He coughs very much, wheezes, constantly moves, walks on his toes (...) well he doesn’t listen to 
an adult at all, a very complicated interaction. For example, sits, sways and sings the same song 
for himself. Sings...sings... sings and so the same and the same. Very many echolalias, and another 
big trouble is that he puts a lot of food in his mouth. He needs to be controlled all the time so that 
he doesn’t choke” [R115].

According to the authors Bundy and Murray (2002), children and adults with 
mental and behavioural disorders are often accompanied by sensory needs that need to 
be addressed in order to function better in society.

The respondents, when speaking about the category of assessment of the condition 
of a child with a disability after complex dolphin-assisted therapy, named essentially 
the same changes which they mentioned at arrival – they shared what changes they 
are observing, and how it changes their life as a family. Therefore, the following 
subcategories were distinguished: psychosocial condition, motor condition, and 
sensory symptoms. When speaking about the changes in psychosocial condition, they 
named: linguistic development, reduction of stereotypes, understanding of language, 
reduction of contradictory behaviour, better orientation in the environment and space, 
better concentration of attention, reduction of fears:

“Eye contact greatly improved. Immediately almost after the first session, we noticed a decrease in 
singing, he began to react to what I was saying – he turns around, does it. No more stuffing as much 
food into the mouth as before, he started dosing” [R115].

“His behaviour has improved significantly, he no longer objects so much, he seems to be more tol-
erant of change. He began to repeat more words, he seems to use them more purposefully. For 
example, he turns around and responds when you call him” [R141].

“In fact, he was very tired after the therapy, but very joyful, happy, he became so very positive, it 
seems that the child was changed. He is now basically so more positive and even performs tasks 
more willingly – he doesn’t resist as much as before” [R100].

“No longer afraid of darkness and adults” [R14].

Similar changes have been identified in studies by other authors (see Nathanson et 
al., 1997; Nathanson, 1998; Stumpf & Breitenbach, 2014; Griffioen & Enders-Slegers, 
2014; Matamoros et al., 2020), although, in some research, no improvement in overall 
autism scores has been observed (Salgueiro et al., 2012).

Only 15 respondents pointed out changes in the motor condition, although about 
one-third of them described the symptoms. The research by Salgueiro et al. (2012) 
confirms such findings, and the research conducted by the authors revealed a statistically 
significant change in fine motor skills and verbal development after the dolphin-
assisted therapy. The respondents mainly name the changes they noticed as changes 
in psychomotor skills – when they mention the child’s relaxation due to emotional 
stability, less muscle tension, better independence due to better motor planning, and 
self-empowerment in the environment:
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“She smiles at me again every day, communicates...  the language itself is so more significantly clear-
er and significantly more language than it was. After dolphin therapy she tells me about dolphins 
every day, would like to come back again very much, wants to visit them terribly. We even observe 
that the fingers of the hand seem outstretched, it is no longer as before that she is so worried about 
everything and her hands are in fists again” [R19].

“He became more agile, more confident, we even see that he started looking for communication 
with other children himself. He would never swing – he would run away just as soon as he saw 
the swing, and now he started to like the swing, we even started to teach him to ride a bike. The 
strangest thing is that he willingly goes to kindergarten, the educator said that more friendships 
were created” [R14].

Similar results were obtained in a study by Antonioli and Reveley (2005), which 
found greater relaxation in clients and a marked reduction in anxiety when assessing 
depressiveness. Physiological study of the dolphin as a relaxing factor in humans also 
confirms these results (Birch, 1998; Kreivinienė et al., 2025; Matamoros et al., 2020).

The reduction of sensory symptoms was assessed and noticed by all the respondents – 
the use of two hands, independence, emotional stability, tolerance of innovations, ability 
to wait, listen to instructions, motivation, better adaptation to unexpected situations, 
improved mood, sleep quality, etc. were mentioned:

“He became more relaxed, bolder, and became more interested in group activities” [R100].

“Started to use very many gestures, wants to express himself, and also that communication has 
become so more specific, in the sense that gentle endlessly” [R101].

“Walks, reads the names of the streets, began to enjoy walking different routes... we no longer need 
permanent notes when we want to change something. Now – we decided – we turned around and 
we are going the other way. Even started to taste new food, which was not the case before” [R106].

“No more drinking from a bottle, now just from a cup. Observes playing children and joins them 
specifically” [R8].

“He became more curious... He willingly climbs the stairs by himself, he is so much more positive 
than he used to be… Instead of high body tensions, only such twisting of fingers remained” [R135].

“You can see that self-esteem has changed significantly, he has even become consistent in his stories, 
self-confidence emerges in new situations” [R142].

Similar changes were recorded in the scientific study by Griffioen and Enders-
Slegers (2014). It can be discussed that dolphin-assisted therapy also has an additional 
therapeutic effect due to the client’s being in the water. After all, water therapy has a 
positive effect on many components of human activity: the control of breathing and 
its regulation, body stability and mobility, body rhythmicity and coordination, body 
firmness improve, self-esteem increases, social and emotional development is noticed. 
Water also allows the use of playful elements to accept a challenging stimulus (Gjesing, 
2002).

https://www.zurnalai.vu.lt/social-welfare
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In the category dolphin-assisted therapy as complementary and alternative medicine, 
two subcategories have been distinguished: integrative medicine and health innovation.

The respondents mostly talk about the cohesion of the state system with the dolphin-
assisted therapy programme, they consider that it is a programme that gives a boost, 
gives them the opportunity to combine traditional physiotherapy, art therapy, sensory 
integration methods with dolphin-assisted therapy, everything is provided in one place 
with good emotions, and the effect is felt not only on the child but also on relatives:

“You see, when my child is well, I am well, too, and the whole family is well” [R53].

“She burst with joy, happy, so full of good emotions, energy, constantly talked about dolphins, so I 
lived through and experienced everything with her” [R19].

“The relationship with the specialist is very close… this has never been the case and has never had 
such authority” [R101].

“Here material is prepared, you can see that the work is methodical and purposeful according to 
the very individual needs, what a child needs in particular” [R120].

Almost all the respondents consider dolphin-assisted therapy to be a health 
innovation that ‘cures’ by innovative methods:

“Well, this is a natural treatment here because, for us, the symptoms have decreased to such an 
extent that no medication has helped as much as the dolphins” [R145].

“It’s obvious, the dolphins do their job one hundred percent, that’s why I tell the child to try” 
[R102].

“For those two weeks, it was so much fun for me to observe both the dolphin therapies and the 
involvement of the professionals working at the centre and their relationship with me as a father, I 
have never seen such cooperation in medical institutions before” [R76].

“You really feel that your child and you are so important when you see how they all know how to 
work in another way only to achieve positive results and better well-being” [R89].

“Of course, therapy is expensive, but we haven’t received anywhere as much help as here, so we 
combine work and save money to just come, because the results tangibly compensate everything. 
We give our all to ensure that only the child is well and that only that improvement continues. With 
each arrival here, we have such a big leap forward... Such a really big step” [R103].

Summarizing the presented statements of the respondents about the changes in 
children, it is necessary to mention that the symptoms of children with mental and 
behavioural disorders and their severity depend to a large extent not only on individual 
developmental processes but also on the formed psychosocial experience. Many 
authors have shown that brain development depends on experience (research by Perry, 
Pollard, Blakley, Baker, and Vigilante, etc.). One of the essential principles of dolphin-
assisted therapy is experience and triangulation of interactions: animal-child-specialist. 
Recent research suggests that interpersonal interaction is an important source of 
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sensory experience. This development takes place by interacting with others in visual, 
auditory, and tactile ways (as researched by Trevarthen). Therefore, a well-chosen 
environment, communication, way of interaction, exercise or an enriching sensory 
diet promote human development and improve health (Kaiser, Gillette, & Spinazzola, 
2010; Wilbarger & Wilbarger, 2002; Kreivinienė et al., 2025; Matamoros et al., 2020). 

5 Conclusion

The theoretical implications and research results implicate and strengthen DAT as 
a method of complementary and alternative medicine with attributed functions 
of medicine and its different branches. From the point of view of parents raising 
children with disabilities, dolphin-assisted therapy applied in a complex way is a health 
innovation that can be attributed not to complementary and alternative medicine, but, 
instead, to rehabilitation service due to the complexity of its methods. According to the 
parents, most of the changes in children were observed one month after completing the 
dolphin-assisted therapy – the child’s psychoemotional state changed, autonomy skills 
were developed, social contact with others and verbal language expression improved, 
and neuro-senso-motor functions improved as well. The qualitative research conducted 
does not construct generalist knowledge; however, the content of the analysis essentially 
repeats the quantitative findings of other authors (such as Nathanson, Nathanson et al; 
Antonioli & Reveley; Griffioen & Enders-Slegers; Stumpf & Breitenbach, etc.). Such 
results could be attributed towards complementary methods which could be applied 
next to traditional methods based on the state-run level. Despite very positive results 
mentioned by families we must consider possible limitations of research itself, also 
individuality of child, DAT basic professional qualification, etc., which should not be a 
basis not to discuss DAT as an alternative method to early intervention or rehabilitation 
services.

In Lithuania, dolphin-assisted therapy as a method of complementary and 
alternative medicine began to take shape in 2013, with the enactment of the Hygiene 
Norm HN133:2013, which served as a basis for including, regulating, and licensing 
dolphin-assisted therapy as a method of complementary and alternative medicine 
in 2020. European Union countries treat complementary and alternative medicine 
methods differently. The research revealed unevenness in the base of the European 
Union’s health system and large gaps between countries in innovation in medicine and 
in the fields of health policy and integrative health policy. Supposedly, the differences 
that have emerged, on the one hand, open the way for medical tourism, and, on the 
other hand, presuppose a complicated situation with regard to the opportunity for 
people with disabilities to benefit from the complementary assistance. 

Meanwhile, this law adopted in Lithuania in 2020 opens up opportunities for the 
development of conventional medicine and the regulation of complementary and 
alternative medicine. The adoption of the Law on Complementary and Alternative 

https://www.zurnalai.vu.lt/social-welfare


23

Brigita Kreivinienė, Elvyra Acienė  
Towards the Integration of Complementary and Alternative Medicine: Dolphin-Assisted Therapy

Health Care marked the beginning of a new and very responsible phase of work within 
WHO strategy 2030, which enables the Ministry of Health to mobilize competent 
specialists and improve many leading orders, laws for the actual implementation of the 
law in Lithuania. 

Thus, it can be stated that the current reform of the health system expands the 
possibilities of the health policy for the choice, quality and better response to the needs 
of people with disabilities and animal welfare. In the field of animal-assisted therapy, this 
adoption of the law acquires a very important moment of the protection of a vulnerable 
client with a disability. Licensing of this service is the strictest form of public service 
regulation. However, clear animal welfare and testing requirements, requirements 
for specialists, methods, indications and contraindications will reduce the unsafe 
application of animal-assisted therapy in the country and are likely to professionalise 
this field and refine science and practice-based methods.
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