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I. Introduction 

Social cognitive theory (SCT) is a framework that explains how humans learn through observation. Stressing the 

importance of internal and external determinants, it suggests that new behaviors can be acquired by observing others 

[1, 2, 4]. Extending beyond this measure is cognitive comprehension wherein meaning is constructed from 

experience [21]. Human-animal interactions (HAI) center on meaning which is generated from experience. 

Delineating connections between social cognition, cognitive comprehension and HAI will help develop a better 

understanding of how such interactions influence social cognition, which in turn contribute to shaping one’s 

worldview. 

 

With these considerations in mind, this paper will explore the connections between SCT and cognitive 

comprehension with a focus on interactions that influence the latter. A discussion on how such premises influence 

the theoretical foundation for a dissertation prospectus will be offered as well. Albert Bandura has greatly 

influenced the contemporary view of how humans learn. In turn, cognitive comprehension helps explain how people 

interpret and make sense of the world. Serving as the foundational framework for learning, SCT and cognitive 

comprehension sheds light on how interpretations from experience derived from HAI culminate into one’s 

worldview. 

 

II. From Knowing to Understanding 

The cognitive perspective of learning relates to the capacity to construct meaning from representation and 

experience. Cognition stems from the Greek word that connotes knowing and the capacity to acquire knowledge 

through experience. As such, the acquisition of knowledge rests on prior knowledge [22]. Comprehension reflects 

on the capacity to understand conceptual meaning and make inferences with awareness [21], and especially with 

respect to one’s understanding concerning the nature of and consequences of thoughts and behavior [6, 10, 13]. 

Learning is based upon the two equally important competencies of cognition and cognitive comprehension. 

 

Throughout centuries, philosophers and theorists have developed numerous learning techniques. Aristotle was one 

of the first to conduct detailed investigations on learning in attempts to understanding how information is processed 

and understood through cognitive-emotional processes [5,17]. In scientific contexts, literature on learning has 

helped develop key insights on how one understands and makes sense of the world. 
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Bandura’s SCT stresses the role of observational learning with an emphasis on cognition and agentic trajectories 

[1]. Interactions between personal, behavioral, and environmental channels influence observed behaviors [2]. SCT 

serves as a framework to explain the stabilizing, comforting and motivating effects companion animals have on 

humans [4]. Observing companion animals can promote positive associations with certain dispositions and 

behaviors from which individuals can practice and learn. At the core of SCT lies the notion of perceived self-

efficacy, which pertains to the influence of inferential affective-cognitive processes on self and worldviews. 

Self-efficacy plays a role in one’s understanding of how to approach tasks and challenges. Perceived self-efficacy 

relates to one’s belief that he/she can successfully perform or master a given task [1] and is shaped by inferences 

drawn from experience [20], such as those that stem from human-animal interactions (HAI) in animal assisted 

therapy settings (AAT) [14, 19]. Perceived self-efficacy is influential in determining future outcomes. 

 

Those with high self-efficacy are more likely to engage in and plan for subsequent tasks or challenges rather than 

avoid them. Such experiences further reinforce a sense of personal efficacy and control [19]. In turn, they further 

the development of skills and competencies [1, 14, 19]. Perceived self-efficacy serves as a mirror to the self as it 

reflects on attentive, motivational, emotional and perceptual processes that correspond to mental life. 

 

Another key insight emerging from SCT pertains to one’s tendency to view the world through the personal lens. 

The lens is filtered with subjective meaning and thus aligns with one’s own understanding of the world. For 

example, a child’s enhanced sense of self-efficacy in connecting with and training a therapy animal assists him/her 

to develop competencies and skillsets that relate to caring for the self and relating to others [9, 19]. Without this 

fundamental quality, healthy attachment with others cannot be expedited [19]. In this regard, the way that one views 

and responds to events as processed through cognitive comprehension plays a large role in self-efficacy. 

 

SCT complements John Bowlby’s attachment theory [3]. Rise Van Fleet, founder of Animal Assisted Play Therapy 

(AAPT), highlights the important role self-efficacy plays in the development of healthy attachments [19]. As one 

of the main therapeutic goals, self-efficacy serves as the foundation to building healthy attachments. This notion is 

central to cognitive comprehension as it illustrates the importance of understanding how the interpretation of events 

with self-perception and awareness determine motivational, attitudinal and behavioral patterns. 

 

Attachment experiences are not only processed and stored, they transpire into what Jalongo [9] and Schore [18] 

cite as implicit knowing. This form of knowing is central to emotional communication and attunement within the 

human-companion animal bond as conveyed through mutual gazing [15], gesture, facial expression, body posture, 

tone of voice and even language [4]. The interpretative patterns are expanded upon over time, progressively 

emerging into positive thought-action repertoires and favorable expectations [9]. It is important to note, then, that 

becoming aware of how experiences are perceived and interpreted through personal lenses is an essential aspect of 

cognitive comprehension. 

Cognitive comprehension is an inferential process. Moving from processing data to understanding information [21], 

it is the bridge that connects perception and reasoning. Reaching beyond implicit knowing, cognitive 

comprehension requires a level of awareness from which the interactions between internal mechanisms and external 

functions merge to form rationalized representations and choices. Such interpretations illustrate the transition from 

acquiring knowledge to understanding it. 

 

III. Interactive Agents 

Cognitive comprehension specifically relates to personal agency and self-regulating mechanisms. For example, 

understanding how psychological and behavioural outcomes emerge from therapeutic settings requires the careful 

consideration of the individual, the therapist (i.e., human or animal) and the dynamic interactions that take place 

between the two [11]. The emotional health of the companion animal is not only key to the animal’s well-being, it 

is a predominant feature within the healthy human-animal relationship [7]. In AAT contexts, considering the 

disposition and temperament of the animal in terms of volition and personal preference with interacting with another 

is crucial [19]. Therefore, respecting personal agency among both parties is important as the human-animal 

relationship serves as a metaphor for the client-therapist alliance. Such representations influence the way in which 

the client understands and comes to terms with the client-therapist relationship and therapeutic process. 

 

Inferences are drawn from interactions between mental, emotional and physiological channels. How one views the 

self, others and the world influence emotional, psychological states and behavioural outcomes [1, 4, 16]. Exploring 

the emotional and cognitive connections of the individual is crucial to understanding the way he/she processes, 

interprets, understands and makes sense of the world. 

 

SCT suggests that people are not merely responding to events that occur within their environment. Rather, people 

take the active role by processing and interpreting information from which meaning is generated. This is part of 
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gaining a sense of control, thus building a stable sense of self [14, 19, 20]. Bandura points out people are capable 

of metacognition [2]. That is, individuals go beyond responding to experience merely via mimicry and social 

referents [12, 15]. Individuals make inferences from experience, which reflects on their own sense of understanding. 

 

Cognitive comprehension rests on how an individual processes experience. Kabat-Zinn suggests that removing 

perceptual filters enables one to engage in more open, aware, rational, perceptive and attuned states, which in turn 

promotes holistic and in-depth comprehension [10]. In contrast, biased, negative and narrow views profoundly 

influence the interpretation of experience and events. This sort of interference can lead one to lack reasoning, 

awareness and connectedness, thus impacting one’s level of understanding [11]. For example, a friendly animal can 

abate such views as humans are likely to associate friendly animals with positive experiences. Brown, Swanson, 

and Schiro-Geist cite the anxiolytic effects of companion animals on humans [4]. The simple act of petting a dog 

can induce physiological and mental changes that lead to the alleviation of stress and optimal functioning. 

 

Contemporary scholars elaborate on the neural mechanisms that underlie psychoanalysis. The right brain 

corresponds to implicit functions representing the emotional inner world of the unconscious, whereas the left brain 

reflects on explicit, higher level cognitive systems [18]. A neurological study has noted that a simple exposure to a 

photograph of one’s pet can reflect on the brain’s communication system and influence the way neurons transmit 

and process information [8]. Emotional and cognitive processes can influence the way one perceives and responds 

to an image of a pet, thus bearing influence on the subjective meaning from which it was generated. 

 

Bandura’s analysis of learning serves as a framework to explain how meaning and behavior stem from observation, 

as well as how emotional responses, attitudes and worldviews emerge from experience [1,2]. This information is 

essential for theoretical and practical foundations as much as it is for researchers and practitioners how are interested 

incorporating human-animal study frameworks into their work. SCT explains how information is processed through 

experience and how such information is transformed into meaning. Such mediational experiences can explain how 

individuals experience positive changes through HAIs. 

 

IV. Conclusion 

As outlined, SCT suggests that humans are driven to make connections between their external world and their inner 

nature concerning thoughts, feelings and behaviors. Extending beyond the mere act of observation, learning 

involves the synthesis of knowing, feeling and understanding through the heart, body and mind. Such processes are 

guided by mediational experiences that profoundly influence the way one gains an understanding of the self and 

the world. 

 

The human need and capacity to make sense of the world rests on agentic experiences that culminate into cognitive 

comprehension. Learning arises from perceptual experience and anticipated future possibilities. Humans do not 

passively undergo such experiences, rather they pay attention to and interpret events, ultimately providing an 

inferential platform from which their world is viewed. 

 

V. References 
 

[1] Bandura, A. (1993). Perceived self-efficacy in cognitive development and functioning. Educational Psychologist, 28(2), 117–148. 
doi:10.1207/s15326985ep2802_3 

[2] Bandura, A. (2001). Social cognitive theory: An agentic perspective. Annual Review of Psychology, 52, 1-26. 

[3] Bowlby, J. (1980). Attachment and loss (Vol. 3). Basic Books. 
[4] Brown, K., Swanson, L., & Schiro-Geist, C. (2014). Demonstrating the efficacy of animal-assisted therapy. American International 

Journal of Social Sciences,3(5), 1-6. 

[5] Ferkany, M., & Creed, B. (2014). Intellectualist Aristotelian character education: An outline and assessment. Educational Theory, 
64(6), 567-587. 

[6] Flores, P. J., & Porges, S. W. (2017). Group psychotherapy as a neural exercise: Bridging Polyvagal Theory and Attachment 

Theory. International Journal of Group Psychotherapy, 67(2), 202-222. doi.org/10.1080/00207284.2016.1263544 
[7] Hargrave, C. (2015). Anxiety, fear, frustration and stress in cats and dogs—implications for the welfare of companion animals and 

practice finances. Companion Animal, 20(3), 136-141. 

[8] Hayama, S., Chang, L., Gumus, K., King, G. R., & Ernst, T. (2016). Neural correlates for perception of companion animal 
photographs. Neuropsychologia, 85, 278-286. 

[9] Jalongo, M. R. (2015). An attachment perspective on the child–dog bond: Interdisciplinary and international research findings. 

Early Childhood Education Journal, 43(5), 395-405. 
[10] Kabat-Zinn, J. (2015). Mindfulness. Mindfulness, 6(6), 1481-1483. 

[11] Kestly, T. A. (2016). Presence and play: Why mindfulness matters. International Journal of Play Therapy, 25(1), 14-23. 

doi:10.1037/pla0000019 
[12] Lakoff, G. (2014). Mapping the brain's metaphor circuitry: Metaphorical thought in everyday reason. Frontiers in Human 

Neuroscience, 8, 1-14.  doi: 10.3389/fnhum.2014.00958 

[13] Lang, P. J. (2016). Imagery in therapy: An information processing analysis of fear–Republished article. Behavior Therapy, 47(5), 
688-701. 



Heotis, E., American International Journal of Research in Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences, 19(1), June -August-2017, pp. 01-04 

AIJRHASS 17-301; © 2017, AIJRHASS All Rights Reserved                                                                                                               Page 4 

[14] Maujean, A., Pepping, C. A., & Kendall, E. (2015). A systematic review of randomized controlled trials of animal-assisted therapy 

on psychosocial outcomes. Anthrozoös, 28(1), 23-36. 
[15] Palagi, E., Nicotra, V., & Cordoni, G. (2015). Rapid mimicry and emotional contagion in domestic dogs. Royal Society Open 

Science, 2(12), 1-9. 

[16] Porumbu, D. (2015). Self-efficacy -- Cognitive-motivational vector in performance achievement. Journal Plus Education, Special 
Issue(12A), 213-218. 

[17] Power, M., & Dalgleish, T. (2015). Cognition and emotion: From order to disorder. Psychology Press. 

[18] Schore, A. N. (2016). The right brain implicit self: A central mechanism of the psychotherapy change process. Unrepressed 
Unconscious, Implicit Memory, and Clinical Work, 2009, 73. 

[19] Sori, C. F., & Hughes, J. C. (2014). Animal-assisted play therapy: An interview with Rise VanFleet. The Family Journal, 22(3), 

350-356. 
[20] Van Der Roest, D., Kleiner, K., & Kleiner, B. (2015). Self-efficacy: The biology of confidence. Culture & Religion Review Journal, 

2015(2), 17-23. 

[21] Wang, Y., Valipour, M., & Zatarain, O. A. (2016). Quantitative semantic analysis and comprehension by cognitive machine 
learning. International Journal of Cognitive Informatics and Natural Intelligence (IJCINI), 10(3), 13-28. 

[22] Zucco, G. M., Priftis, K., & Stevenson, R. J. (2015). From blindsight to blindsmell: A mini review. Translational Neuroscience, 

6(1), 8-12. 
 

VI.   Acknowledgments 
Thanks to Dr. Rise Van Fleet for her contributions in developing Animal Assisted Play Therapy wherein the main focus is on both human and 

animal well-being. Thanks to Dr. Andrew Miller for emphasizing the importance of understanding the nuanced role human-animal interactions 

play in subjective well-being.   

   


