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To investigate if animal-assisted therapy (AAT) leads to higher consciousness in patients in a minimal-
ly conscious state during a therapy session, measured via behavioral reactions, heart rate and heart
rate variability.; In a randomized two treatment multi-period crossover trial, 10 patients in a minimally
conscious state participated in eight AAT sessions and eight paralleled conventional therapy sessions,
leading to 78 AAT and 73 analyzed control sessions. Patients’ responses during sessions were as-
sessed via behavioral video coding and the Basler Vegetative State Assessment (BAVESTA), heart rate
and heart rate variability (SDNN, RMSSD, HF and LF). Data were analyzed with generalized linear mixed
models.; Patients showed more eye movements (IRR = 1.31, 95% CI: 1.23 to 1.40, p <0.001) and active
movements per tactile input during AAT compared to control sessions (IRR = 1.13, 95% CI: 1.02 to 1.25,
p = 0.018). No difference was found for positive emotions. With BAVESTA, patients’ overall behavioral
reactions were rated higher during AAT (b = 0.11, 95% CI: 0.01 to 0.22, p = 0.038). AAT led to signifi-
cantly higher LF (b = 5.82, 95% CI: 0.55 to 11.08, p = 0.031) and lower HF (b = -5.80, 95% CI: -11.06 to
-0.57, p = 0.030), while heart rate, SDNN, RMSSD did not differ.; Patients in a minimally conscious state
showed more behavioral reactions and increased physiological arousal during AAT compared to control
sessions. This might indicate increased consciousness during therapeutic sessions in the presence of
an animal.; ClinicalTrials.gov NCT02629302.
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