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Abstract

Former special educator and therapist, Regula Fehr, intervenes, since June 2017, with her 

dog in 6 homes for children and adolescents. Her concept of Integrative Zootherapy is the 

conjunction of  therapeutic and socio-educational approaches. The children, mostly placed 

because of parental difficulties, display a lack of attachment and are often in a withdrawal 

and oppositional schema. That makes it very challenging for educators, parents and aid 

professionals to help them. Neuroscience has shown that the conditions necessary for 

concentration and learning are goodwill, active listening, and non-judgement, all areas 

where dogs excel. A relationship with an animal releases oxytocin, an essential hormone for 

bonding and development which increases openness and trust in relationships.  It also 

reduces stress, anxiety and aggressive behavior. The examples, taken from zootherapy 

interventions in homes for children in Geneva,  illustrate how therapy by and with a dog 

encourages a positive imitation and learning pattern, enhances social skills, and works as a 

regulator, motivating or calming a child or even a group of children. This aid, offered within 

a structure, helps therapy and daily life to connect and be coherent, improving the emotional 

security and social behavior of the children. 

Keywords: Zootherapy, education, attachement, affective security, positive emotions, social 

skills, non-judgement, dog 

Work like a dog 
Why present a zootherapy project, particularly one which takes place in homes for children, at

a conference on school psychology? The answer is that this approach, which links therapeutic

and socio-educational elements in the presence of a dog, can easily be transferred to other

domains,  such  as  schools  (Friesen,  2009),  with  great  success.  In  fact,  therapy  dog

interventions in schools are  becoming increasingly common in certain regions of Europe.

Working as an educational specialist in homes for children in Switzerland, I have seen the

profile of the young people change over several years. A health problem forced me to question

the way we were handling this new situation. So  I began to ask: «Currently, what therapy

exists which can really help children and adolescents placed in homes?». This was the birth of

a  concept  “Integrative  Zootherapy”,  easy  to  introduce  into  pre-existing  structures:.
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Throughout  2017 and 2018 I  was able  to  test  my ideas  and this  explains  why my work

colleague (and friend) is... a dog!

There is no better way to understand a project than to share experiences from the field.  This

in mind, I will present certain theoretical aspects quite briefly, while others will be more fully

developed, particularly those which I deem especially relevant. 

« Mutant »  young people

For the last several years, some educational methods of the past have had less and less control

over  young  people  in  Europe.  This  is  because  the  profile  of  the  latter  has  changed

dramatically  over  time.   Jean-Paul  Gaillard  (2014),  a  cofounder  of  the  Institute  of  the

Systemic of the 3rd Generation, speaks of « mutant children ». Children in a stimulating and

loving environment, are usually able to grow and thrive. They respond to authority based on

bonds and understanding rather than force. 

However, children in homes have to deal with serious family issues and lives full of ruptures

and deficiencies. Their development is often highly disrupted.  Their aggressivity turns inward

against themselves and, feeling anxious,  they spend hours in front of screens.  Often their

relationships are lived by interfaces. Needs and desires merge, their tolerance for frustration is

reduced to nearly zero. Sometimes they can not even leave the home to use outside structures

and help that might be available to them. Those who are the worst off quit school and drop out

of the social system, suffering from mental and behavioral disorders at a younger and younger

age. Society is changing, but the resources and techniques for helping these children have

evolved too slowly. Young people are suffering and educators are exhausting themselves.

In the face of all this, bringing help into the heart of homes for children seemed to be an

obvious answer. Having recently completed training in zootherapy, I naturally wondered if

mediation with a dog could change the dynamic enough that these children could open up and

accept help.

Zootherapy

Zootherapy is practised, in many ways and within diverse domains such as psychotherapy and

physiotherapy, in educational settings, schools etc., by a therapy team consisting of a trained

zootherapist  and  a  carefully  selected,  educated,  and  prepared  animal.  Zootherapy  is  a

discipline adapted to the needs of today, where everything is fast-paced and a relationship
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with nature is often lacking. It is proven that petting an animal brings benefits such as lowered

blood pressure and reduced heart rate (Servan-Schreiber, 2003), but of course the animal itself

is  neither  an  educator  nor  a  therapist.  However,  this  soothing  interaction  supports  and

reinforces the work of the zootherapist and his relationship with the patient. (Arenstein, 2013)

Attachment 

How can we explain the observed effects of zootherapy? By combining various experiments

and research in the fields of psychology, neurobiology and evolutionary biology, a work of

integration  has  been  developed  and  conceptualized  which  proposes  an  interdisciplinary

theoretical  foundation  for  zootherapy.  (Julius,  Beetz,  Kotrschal et al.,  2014).  In  the  last

century, René Sptiz, John Bowlby, Mary Ainsworth and others have undertaken early research

and theorized  the  functioning  of  attachment  (Lehotkay,  2012).  Indeed,  the  quality  of  the

parent-child bond is essential for the social, emotional and even cognitive development of the

child (Julius  et al., 2014). Lyons-Ruth (2003) suggests seeing the attachment system as the

psychological version of the immune system, trying to combat and reduce stress, much like

the immune system is fighting against physical disease. Subsequently, neuroscience research

has  helped  to  evolve  these  theories,  indicating  links  between  cognition,  motivation  and

attachment, also highlighting the detrimental effects of punitive education. (Coenen, 2004).

The release of oxytocin, and other various hormones, is the response of the brain to a positive

relationship  exchange:  breastfeeding,  kissing  or  any  strong  social  bond  experienced  with

affection.  This  hormone,  essential  for  emotional  bonding  and  development,  increases

confidence  in  others,  facilitates  learning  and  also  reduces  stress,  anxiety,  and  aggressive

behavior. A child with a secure attachment pattern produces oxytocin in the presence of his

parents, as well as in the presence of other caregivers. (Julius et al., 2014).On the other hand,

an insecure or disorganized attachment schema interferes with age-appropriate developmental

tasks, such as the ability to overcome situations of insecurity, exploration of the environment

and the establishment of coherent relations and self-confidence (Lyons-Ruth, 2003.) When the

child develops behaviors such as withdrawal and refusal of help, oxytocin can no longer be

released in the presence of caregivers. As a result, the child cannot find comfort and trust in

relationships. The mere presence of caregivers may actually trigger anxiety and stress.  Thus,
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the already great, perhaps even overwhelming, challenge presented to teachers, educators and

other caregivers takes on another dimension (Möhrke, 2011).

However,  studies have shown that a child,  even one with an insecure attachment

pattern,  can  release  oxytocin  in  a  positive  relationship  with  an  animal,  which

prevents the withdrawal reaction (Julius et al., 2014)

Lacking stable bonds, most children and adolescents placed in homes have constructed an

insecure attachment  style.  Because of this,  they are often in a  schema of withdrawal and

rejection. These theories of attachment make it possible to grasp the amplitude, complexity

and paradox of the problem of children placed in homes.

In a zootherapy session, they are no longer in opposition but can accept the zootherapist as a

friend of animals, thus trust can be built and a bond established (Möhrke, 2011; Putsch, 2013).

Filling  in  early  childhood  gaps,  such  as  emotional  or  sensory  deficits  (Prescott,1975)  is

delicate with adolescents. As a professional caregiver, you can’t cuddle them any more. 

Zootherapy permits  exceptional  sessions  of  “catch up”,  accompanying them with

soothing, meaningful words while they pet a dog.

Why a dog?

Even if not esteemed equally everywhere,  dogs (canis familiaris) are found in every culture

and on every continent, due to an incredible trans-historical and trans-cultural phenomenon

(Guillo, 2009).  Dogs can be found in many cultures' mythology as a go-between and link

between the visible and the invisible worlds. Anubis in Egypt, Cerberus in Greece and Xolotl

among the Aztecs accompanied their death. In India, Kala Bhairava, the guardian of temples

and travelers, is the manifestation of Shiva, who deals with the passage of time. He is often

represented in the presence of a dog, which is his vahana, his vehicle. Feeding and caring for

dogs is one way to show devotion to Kala Bhairava. (Marceau, 2018). 

The Mahabharata, one of the most ancient books in the world, begins with a beaten puppy and

at the end justice is done: Dharma, the god of the gods becomes a dog. (ibid)    

Canis familiaris, the domestic dog, by far the first domesticated animal, has moved away from

his ancestor the wolf. Molecular biology methods date the birth of this species to between

140,000 years and 50,000 years ago.  Discoveries of bones and rock paintings demonstrate the

regular  presence of  dogs alongside humans since at  least  33,000 years  (Bouvresse,  2010,
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Guillo, 2009). Certain researchers even believe that this alliance dates back to the emergence

of  homo  sapiens  300,000  years  ago,  when  certain  wolves  formed  protective  perimeters,

serving as a security membrane around groups of humans, and that it is this synchronization

that led to co-evolution. (Budiansky, 2001, Shipman, 2011). As an effect of this association,

their  brains  specialized,  each  in  complementary  fields.  Humans  have  gradually  taken

responsibility  for  anticipation  and  organization,  while  dogs  pay attention  to  sensory  data

(hunting, guarding...) and protection (cold, predators, emotions) (ibid). 

Dogs, wolves and humans are all social species. Like humans, young wolves stay with their

own group after they become adults, unlike other animals such as foxes. No other animal has

performed such varied tasks for another species.  This interspecies link,  perpetuating itself

through time without one needing the other for its survival, is special and unique in the animal

kingdom. For millennia,  mutual aid and cooperation developed. (Bouvresse, 2010, Guillo,

2009)

Does  our  unconscious  bear  traces  of  this  long  inter-species  friendship,  echoing  our  own

deepest nature?

The education of dogs and children

Guided first and foremost by a desire for pleasure and play, children and dogs share the same

dynamic of life. They play, roam, and explore without any specific goal and can easily use

aggressive behaviors to make themselves understood… (Collignon, 2010).  These common

traits facilitate the approach of creating of a reciprocal relationship between the two.

The similarities between puppy and child development, as well as their similar educational

theories, are striking. In fact, a great deal of research has been based on animal behavior and

then  generalized  and  modeled  for  humans,  as  in  the  example  of  attachment  theories

(Lehotkay, 2012, Weiss, 2010).

Needs, goals and objectives

Children who are suffering do not need what society usually offers, such as different training

programs, a multitude of leisure and goods, and sporadic care which is detached from daily

life. These children need exactly the opposite.

So what do these children mainly need ? What can the companionship of a dog bring to

them ?
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Children and young people placed in homes need: 

- the attention of a caring adult, welcoming them where they are and not where they should be

The accompaniment exists in a real or a symbolic way. Children feel that a dog 

accepts everyone as he is, without condition, taking time for them without hurrying. 

And with a dog, one can go into the interior of an institution, right into the bedrooms.

- the sensitivity and power to construct relationships and a positive self-image

Establishing a relationship with a dog is motivating. It takes caring attention and the 

ability to put oneself in the other's shoes. These are factors that promote social skills, 

which leads to more satisfactory relationships.  A dog (canis familiaris), with the help

of a zootherapist brings attachment and unconditional love to children (homo 

sapiens), enhancing emotional security. 

- to be supported when dealing difficult family relationships

While walking with a dog, the most common theme discussed is relationships, 

sometimes about friends, often about family.  Also, a dog can become a pleasant 

mediator in a difficult relationship between parents and children.

The goals and objectives of this concept are interconnected through bonding: from emotional

security to complex social skills necessary to living in society. Of course, every culture favors

different  forms  and  rules  for  functioning  in  society,  but  everywhere  it  is  important  to

recognize the codes of social structures and to insert them. Bonding and learning with a dog

facilitate the development stages necessary to be in connection with others and so be able to

participate in society.     
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To resume, the goals and the objectives of providing support to these children are :

Emotional security and comfort

Close proximity with the animal
Clarify structure and limits
Non-judgement 
Experiencing many positive emotions

Attachment

Positive reinforcement
Sensitive and appropriate responsiveness 
Finding their place and role
Self-esteem and self-determination

Sociability

Social skills 
Recognize acceptable interactions
Increasing tolerance for frustration
Awareness of their own operational schemas

The concept 

Integrative Zootherapy is  built  on these reflections  and research,  alternating individual  or

small group sessions, with the participation of the dog-zootherapist team in the life of the

group.

It revolves around two key elements: 

Therapeutic : Bonding, positive emotions, social skills, emotional security, 

Socio-educational : Bringing together therapy, learning and everyday life

This mediation with a dog's presence naturally brings:

Holistic support 

Emotional security, touch, confidence, self-esteem, relaxation

Physical stimulation, coordination, endurance, walks, games

Cognitive precision, attention, empowerment, accountability, 

refinement of verbal and nonverbal language

Social communication, respect, empathy, cooperation, 

mediation of delicate relationships, principles of communal life
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A dog's presence encourages openness,  relaxes the atmosphere and creates an exceptional

social learning environment that combines limits and mutual respect with joy, pleasure and

tenderness. Time spent in the group reinforces the benefits of the individual therapy sessions,

making it easier for the children to generalize and apply the tools learned in therapy in their

daily lives. This concept can be quickly adapted to existing urban homes, its implementation

is both easy and economical. So, let's have a closer look at this socio-educational therapy in

actual home settings.

IN THE FIELD

Since June 2017, my dog Molie and I work together as a therapy team. In a period of over a

year, we have worked in six different homes and accompanied approximately fifty children

and youth. What we experienced and achieved exceeded even my most optimistic imaginings.

As expected, the strengths of this approach seems to be the bonding and positive emotions it

creates, which in turn lead to increased emotional security and social skills in the children.

The names and life histories of children have been modified to safeguard their anonymity. 

Riding the waves 

Molie begins to wag her tail in front of the door to the home. If it does not open quickly

enough to suit her, she tries to open it with her paw. She is ready to get to work! As a team,

we  spend  an  average  of  two  to  five  hours  twice  per  week  in  a  home.  During  these

interventions, I often have the impression of "surfing" on waves, each one different from the

next,  and flexibly adapting myself to the bumps and hollows.

My car is a veritable treasure trove and the contents change constantly: cloth to protect sofas

and beds, dog food, games for Molie and for children, Montessori materials to support school

work…  Working with several programs, I must prepare for and adapt to each one, and also to

the different atmosphere of each group and of each young person.

Upon arrival on this particular day, I had planned a long walk with a boy whom I will call

Arthur.  However,  the  educator  takes  me aside  and asks  if  we could  perhaps  go see  Eva

instead.  She  is  in  a  bad  state.  Indeed,  upon  seeing  us,  she  releases  her  tension,  crying,

cuddling Molie, and telling the therapy team how her mother treated her when they last spoke
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on the phone. It is because of this that the planned long walk with Arthur and Molie will be

short.

Immediate effects 

What is striking about working with a dog is the immediacy of it. There is no delay between

diagnosis  and  care.  Upon  observating  how  a  child  behaves  with  the  dog,  intervention

immediately follows. I serve as an interpreter for my dog, putting into words what I observe

and can deduce from her reactions. Because the children like Molie, they try to understand her

and be good to her. This, gently guides them towards adopting a more appropriate relationship

schema. 

Lena is 14 years old and is very authoritarian, speaks loudly and demands the obedience of

Molie.  The dog backs away, does not perform or only reluctantly does what Lena asks of her.

I explain to Lena that Molie does not like things being imposed upon her. This is a something

that Lena understands very well. I suggest that she whisper to Molie, using words such as

"please" and "thank you". Lena sees from the change in Molie's behavior that her own new

tone of language has an immediate effect. The more she speaks and acts gently, the better

Molie  listens  and  this  is  how they  can  create  a  relationship  together.  Lena  also  uses  an

authoritarian tone with her friend. Because of this, her friend regularly sends her packing,

which of course annoys Lena. So I invite her to try to apply what she has just learned with

Molie to her interactions with her friend, and observe what happens, as there's nothing to lose

by trying. 

Claire, 4 years old, does not look adults in the eye, can not concentrate on an activity, gets

overly excited, and runs about without listening to any adult. Claire loves Molie.  She wants

to pet the dog and have her obedience. In order to have this, Claire stops running and focuses

on Molie. She learns to look at her and establish quiet contact. After a few sessions, I notice

that Claire looks me in the eyes when she speaks to me. Real changes are taking place and she

is bonding with the people around her. 

In a dark room

Olivia, 17 years old, has suffered since childhood due to a complicated family history. She has

little contact with them, but waits for her mother and father to understand and accept her. It's

been  two  years  since  she  quit  school  and  in  recent  months  she  has  also  abandoned  all
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therapeutic workshops and sports activities. Often, as on this particular day, she is still in bed,

the window blinds down, her bedroom in complete disarray.

I go to see her, opening her door a bit. In a very small voice she asks us to leave, saying that

she feels too badly to see us. I "accidentally" allow Molie to run into the room. She happily

passes  between  the  piles  of  clothes  on  the  floor  and,  after  a  small  detour  through some

overflowing rubbish, she looks back at me to ask if she may climb up onto the bed. To Olivia ,

I say "Sorry !  Molie really wanted to see you. Is she bothering you or she can come up on the

bed? »   She gives her consent and I put a towel down so that Molie may get on the bed

without  making  it  untidy.  She  immediately  climbs  up  and  cuddles  with  Olivia,  who  is

comforted by this affection. Thanks to Molie, who creates this opening, she and I can slip

through it and begin our work. 

Molie is good at asking to go out. She looks at Olivia, whines and nibbles gently at her T-

shirt. Sometimes Olivia gets out of bed and, after a little stroll with Molie and me, goes down

to see the educators or goes to an activity. Sometimes Molie and I leave empty handed and

Olivia stays in her darkened room. But whatever happens, Olivia will have experienced a

small moment of real happiness and warmth on this day, because the affection and attention of

Molie are never feigned. Olivia often says to Molie: "You are the only one who understands

me." This is a phrase that I often hear from the young people that Molie and I work with.

However, it is always the child himself who makes contact with Molie. For it is necessary to

coax her, to flatter her, to respect her, and she rewards their efforts amply. Molie does not like

obligations and constraints. Bonding with her is teaching them to open up to a relationship

with mutual respect.

A special relationship

Clearly, Molie has a specific, different relationship with every child. Often she manages to

make their way into their bedrooms and into their hearts. 

Arun, 16 years old, finds himself alone in Switzerland and is worried about the survival of his

parents. Between studying for his school exams and doing his basketball training, he usually

likes to spend a little time with Molie, either to pet her, talk to her or to play. At one point,

experiencing a lot of insecurity about his future and concerns about his family, he begins

isolating himself from everyone, including Molie. I see Molie and Arun glance at each other.
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Sometimes he even sticks out his tongue at the dog.   I also am most intrigued by the fact that

Molie does not attempt to approach him, which is not usual for her. When I can no longer

hold back, I finally ask Arun: « Tell me, what is going on between you and Molie ? » 

He answers: « Molie understands me. She knows when I feel so badly that I can't bear any

contact. »  His feelings finally expressed, he leans down and calls Molie, who comes to him

for a hug. The ice is broken, the relationship is restored and Arun slowly resumes contact with

the others.

Olivia, previously discussed above, has invested a lot Molie. She fears the approach of her

18th birthday, as do many young people placed in homes and struggling. Reaching the age of

legal adulthood compromises the continuity of their lives, as it means the end of living in a

home for children and adolescents. Olivia is not ready for autonomy and has no project or

plan for her future. 

An educator and I are trying to talk with Olivia to help her make a plan for her future. Olivia

can barely speak. After about ten minutes, Molie starts whining and whimpering. Finally, she

climbs up to chew on Olivia's t-shirt, until she bursts into tears. At that moment, Molie looks

at me, calms down, lets herself be cuddled by Olivia. Then she lies down quietly on the floor

to sleep. 

Molie certainly felt Olivia's enormous distress, which she had bottled up deep inside herself.

Molie's behavior, confusing and strange to us at first, allowed Olivia to release her tension and

then finally express herself. This bond she created with Molie is a bridge between her and the

outside world. Thanks to this bond, she could truly communicate with us, talk about herself,

her feelings, her anxieties and her wishes. 

Who's afraid of the big, bad wolf 

John, the trainee, wants to work with the therapy team and David, age 9, who fears dogs. The

first step is to check David's willingness to participate in this project. Willing to overcome his

fears of dogs, he discovered that Molie - and other dogs - can be afraid of him if he speaks

harshly. Then he learned how to handle Molie and how to set limits, either with words or a

gesture of the hand. Now he dares give her treats and pet her. David particularly loves having

this special moment alone with two caring adults who listen attentively and without judgment.
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I  could also see that  the example of my interventions started to influence John's  style  of

education. He is a beginning trainee in the domain of social work. My guess is that John

himself was often scolded and reproved as a child. Little by little, when he began to scold

David, I could watch him check himself. He would soften his words and note the positive

aspect of what David was doing. The example of positive education with children, as with

dogs, is contagious.       

Peter, age 14, was once attacked by a dog. At our first meeting, he was hiding from Molie, so

great was his terror of dogs. Such fear complicates life in the city. To avoid being anywhere

near a dog, you may have to get off your bus before you get to your destination, change sides

of the sidewalk, avoid public parks, etc. ... Peter was quite motivated to learn how to stop

being  afraid  of  dogs.  Now we  take  many  walks  together  and  he  says  that  Molie  is  his

« girlfriend ». During our walks, he discusses his relationship with his parents, and talks about

how hard it is for him to have friends, or a girlfriend, all of this highlighted by his difference.

Due to cerebral palsy, his movements are halting and his speech is difficult to understand. We

speak of all this during our walks, helping him to rebuild himself as a boy proud of his way of

being, and of his mature thinking.

Three's a crowd

Many children,  and even adolescents,  with severe family difficulties have not reached the

stage of development where the other (the first “other” being the mother) is accepted as a

person with needs and rights. The introduction of the third is even more difficult. Working

with a dog introduces precisely this element - a third party who opens up and leads to the

outside, as the father who takes the hand of his child to show him the world. Development can

not be imposed, grows at its own pace. The speed is not ours to choose.

So for  these  children,  living  in  a  group,  as  is  necessary  when living  in  a  home,  is  very

difficult.  They  can’t  adapt,  can’t  put  themselves  in  the  place  of  another.  But  sometimes,

miraculously, a group of children who operate in a schema of jealousy, accusations and rude

words, motivate themselves around the well-being of Molie, managing to eat a quiet meal,

with no arguments or shouting. They are proud when they can get Molie to sleep when she

needs a nap. It is easier for them to empathize with a dog than with their peers. And step by
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step, they can learn to extend this empathy to others. It is clear that the presence of Molie acts

on the atmosphere and inter-relational dynamics of the group.

Educators  also welcome us with a  smile.  Molie  goes around and says hello  to everyone,

hoping for a cuddle.

The art of slowness and inefficiency

Not running, just being and enjoying the moment, with no activity other than watching a dog

or  feeling  it  against  you.  This  all  goes  against  the  tendencies  of  modern  society,  where

everything must be done quickly, organized and productive.

When I am with a child or an adolescent, Molie always joins us. She puts a paw or her head

on him. The young person does not want to move at all, so as not to disturb the dog. Worries

and  the  smartphone  are  set  aside.  Sometimes  we  chat,  sometimes  we  remain  in  silence.

Between « have » and « to do » slips a fluffy ball of fur who invites people just to be and to

feel the moment.   

Young people today, like all of us, are under pressure to do everything just right, to succeed.

Efficiency is the watchword. There is nothing less suited to this than a dog. He can be loud,

disorderly and stubborn. But all of this brings him closer to children and young people who

feel different.   

A path to the future

I can see children and young people change, step by step. The usefulness of this approach is

quite evident. However, no established zootherapist position exists yet within the educational

system. There is no official recognition in Switzerland, nor does it receive funds. 

As a general rule, services to the public are unprofitable. Education, skill training, health care

and social work are by definition non-profit areas. They are investments in the future of a

society.  In Switzerland, most of these services have been delegated to the state, which pays

for them through our taxes.  This creates an organized and coded administrative system that

often reacts slowly to new demands. How can a system easily open up to new concepts, and

reach people in need? 

It’s  uplifting  to  observe  how  children  and  adolescents  evolve  with  a  dog. Integrative

Zootherapy  has  great  potential  for  facing  some of  the  problems that  modern  society  has
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created, and it is suited to a variety of settings, such as schools. Its exact path is not yet laid

out, but it is clearly a promising way into the future. 

If Molie and I have given you the inspiration and desire to try out Integretive Zootherapy, we

will welcome the news.
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