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"Doctor Fluffy" Helps Teenagers Lower Their Defenses

In a spacious office filled with toys,

anh
Hitd

"Dr. Fang" is quietly at work with

X/

calming presence. Dr. Fang, a three-year-old male

two teenage patients. There's no

white coat, no medication—just a

cat affectionately nicknamed "Fangbiandai" (liter-
ally "convenience bag"), serves as an animal-assist-
ed therapy (AAT) companion at Jinan Zhi Shan
Psychological Hospital. Through quiet compan-
ionship, he helps create a warm, comforting space
where young people can begin to heal.

Animal-assisted therapy (AAT), which incorpo-
rates animals into structured treatment pro-
grammes, has seen rapid growth in mainland Chi-
na in recent years. At Jinan Zhi Shan Psychologi-
cal Hospital, "Fangbiandai" is one of the core
members of the hospital's AAT team. Since the
programme's launch in March, he has participat-
ed in over 500 sessions, proving especially effective
in offering emotional support to young people un-
der the age of 18.

"The relationship between the cats and the chil-
dren isn't just about companionship or play—it's a
therapeutic alliance," said Feng Jie, a psychothera-
pist and assistant to "Dr.Fang." She explained
that, in animal-assisted therapy, the role of the ani-
mal goes far beyond that of a household pet or a
cuddly companion. It's part of a structured clinical
intervention guided by specific goals, treatment
plans, and feedback mechanisms. The process in-
volves a triad of participants: the visitor, the thera-
py animal, and the psychotherapist.

While Dr. Fang is with the children, psychother-
apist Feng Jie quietly observes every detail. She re-

calls 2 moment when a young girl broke down
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while recounting a traumatic experience. "Sensing
her emotional turmoil, Dr. Fang gently climbed
onto her knee and gazed into her tear-filled eyes,"
Feng said. The soft warmth of the cat's body
seemed to soothe her—her sobs slowly faded. Lat-
er, the girl shared that, for the first time, she didn't
feel alone while crying. "It felt like Dr. Fang was
right there with her, listening to her heart," Feng
recalled.

"Fangbiandai" demonstrates all three key ele-
ments essential for building a sense of emotional
security: sensing emotions, offering immediate
feedback, and responding appropriately. "Perceiv-
ing, reacting to, and staying present with emotions
is a subtle and complex skill," said Feng. "And yet,
'Fangbiandai' seems to grasp it instinctively—it's
as if he understands the art of emotional connec-
tion by nature."

As a psychotherapist, Feng Jie observed that in-
teracting with "Fangbiandai" often helps children
lower their guard more effectively than traditional
therapy sessions or face-to-face consultations.

"In our group activities, we've noticed that
Fangbiandai treats everyone equally," she added.
"It's rare for Dr. Fang to leave anyone out—he
somehow manages to make each child feel seen
and included."

Dr. Fang's consultations begin at 9 a.m., with
most visitors being teenagers facing challenges
such as anorexia, emotional instability, and diffi-
culties in interpersonal relationships. According to
Feng Jie, around 10 children visit the clinic each

day. Each session typically lasts about 30 minutes,

though the duration may be adjusted depending
on the individual needs of the child.
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Dr. Fang's work schedule is also thoughtfully
managed—with a break from noon until around
4:30 p.m. "When we pet him and he walks away
two or three times, we know he's tired and doesn't
want close contact, so we let him rest," explained
Feng Jie. She added that "Fangbiandai" never forc-
es himself to interact or overextends—when he's
done, he simply walks away politely, never abrupt
or dismissive.

"Dr. Fang is deeply loved by visitors, who find a
sense of safety in the feeling of being seen and ac-
cepted,” said Feng Jie. "When one girl first ar-
rived, she described herself as tightly wound like a
spring—but now, she says she's learned to give her-
self a moment to soften." Feng noted that after just
a month with "Fangbiandai," many young visitors
show  noticeable  emotional  improvement.
"They've become more resilient—able to tolerate
stress a couple more times, and even begin to regu-
late their emotions on their own."

In Feng Jie's view, these children are inherently
kind and capable—it's the weight of external pres-
sures that hold them back. She hopes that Dr.
Fang's therapy sessions can serve as a buffer zone,
gently guiding them from isolation and defensive-
ness toward understanding and trust and eventual-
ly helping them reconnect with the broader world.

Animal-assisted therapy (AAT) is currently be-
ing piloted across the Mainland. For instance, the
PICU ward at the Psychological Health Centre of
West China Hospital, Sichuan University, wel-
comed three certified therapy dogs last year. In
2023, Beijing Anding Hospital's Adolescent De-
pression AAT Centre launched a "Canine Com-

panion Reading Programme"”, while Shenzhen

N

Kangning Hospital has begun training stray cats
to assist in its community psychological service sta-
tions.

On the corridor walls of Jinan Zhi Shan Psycho-
logical Hospital, informative displays explain the
science behind animal-assisted therapy. One panel
notes that stroking a cat for just 10 minutes can re-
duce levels of the stress hormone cortisol while
boosting feel-good hormones. Another highlight is
that a cat's purring—typically ranging from 25Hz
to 250Hz—has been found to help ease chronic
headaches caused by depression.

A section titled "Why It Works for Teenagers"
offers deeper insight: "Animals have clear emotion-
al boundaries—they don't interrogate you with
questions like 'What's wrong?' Instead, they simply
wag their tails, nuzzle up to you, and wordlessly

say, 'I'm here."" Unlike a lecture, they offer uncon-
ditional emotional support and secure attachment,
accepting all feelings without judgment. Their
presence brings warmth, positive reinforcement,
and a comforting sense of safety.

"We're hoping to conduct a dedicated study
on teenagers under anaesthesia to understand
better how our 'cat doctors' aid in their recov-
ery—that's one of our future research direc-
tions," said Feng Jie. She added that animal-as-
sisted therapy is increasingly recognised as a
promising trend. The hospital has long been fo-
cused on this field, particularly the role of pets
in supporting children's mental health. With the
help of 'Dr. Fang', she noted, they are also able
to gather valuable data to further validate its

therapeutic benefits.
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