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5. Resilience

4. Outside World

3. Home

2. Relationship

1. Safety

A Route-Map for Recovery



Principles 
of needs 
assessment
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Language – dog-centred

Identifying strengths, likes and gaps

Biological needs

Psychological needs

Social needs

Assigning RAG status



Needs 
Assessment 
Form
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Principles 
of Support 
Planning
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Trauma-informed

Turning needs into actions (sometimes!)

S.M.A.R.T

Organising by RAG status

Building on strengths and likes

Holistic

Control and management 

Systematic desensitisation and counter-conditioning hierarchies 



Support 
plan
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Safety

Key features:
Physical safety1

Psychological 
safety2

Predictability3

Control3

ʻI feel safe somewhereʼ
T h e  d o g  h a s  a c c e s s  t o  a  s a f e  s p a c e  i n  w h i c h  a l l  t h e i r  i m m e d i a t e  n e e d s  a r e  m e t  

w i t h o u t  h a v i n g  t o  b e  f r i g h t e n e d  ( e . g .  t h e y  d o n ’ t  h a v e  t o  l e a v e  i t  i n  o r d e r  t o  b e  

f e d )  a n d  t r i g g e r s  a r e  e l i m i n a t e d  /  m i n i m i s e d  e . g .  a  s e p a r a t e  r o o m ,  a  d e s i g n a t e d  

s p a c e  i n  a  l o w  t r a f f i c  a r e a  o r  a n  a r e a  t h e  d o g  h a s  c h o s e n .  T h e  d o g  s h o w s  s i g n s  o f  

f e e l i n g  s a f e  i n  t h i s  s p a c e  ( e . g .  m o n i t o r e d  w i t h  u s e  o f  p e t c a m ) ,  a c t i v e l y  u s e s  i t  a s  a  

s a f e  h a v e n  ( e . g .  r e t u r n s  t o  i t  w h e n  a n x i o u s )  a n d  a c c e s s  t o  t h i s  s p a c e  i s  n e v e r  

r e s t r i c t e d .  

• Immediate 
health needs

• Shelter

• Nutrition

• Toileting
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• Sleep

• Emotional well-
being

• Safe space

• Social support

Things to consider:

1 Lopresti-Goodman, S. M., Bezner, J., Ritter, C. (2015) 
Psychological distress in chimpanzees rescued from 
laboratories. Journal of Trauma & Dissociation 16 349/366.  

2 McGreevy, P. D., Henshall, C., Starling, M. J., McLean, A. N. & 
Boakes, R. A. (2014) The importance of safety signals in animal 
handling and training. Journal of Veterinary Behavior 9 382-
387. 

3 McMillan, F. D. (2020). Psychological Trauma and Posttraumatic 
Psychopathology in Animals. In: McMillan, F. D. (2020). Mental 
Health and Well-being in Animals (2nd edition). Boston: CABI, 
182-211.  



Relationship

Key features:
1. Developing the 
relationship (building 
trust and 
attachment)
2. Eliciting care from 
the relationship4

ʻI feel safe with youʼ
T h e  d o g  f e e l s  s a f e  w i t h  a t  l e a s t  o n e  p e r s o n .  T h a t  p e r s o n  c a n  a p p r o a c h  o r  

e n t e r  t h e  d o g ’ s  s a f e  s p a c e  w i t h o u t  c a u s i n g  d i s t r e s s  ( e . g .  t o  f e e d ) ,  b u i l d i n g  u p  

t o  b e i n g  t o u c h e d ,  g r o o m e d ,  h a n d l e d  e t c .  T h e  d o g  i n i t i a t e s  i n t e r a c t i o n s  a n d  

e n g a g e s  i n  a c t i v i t i e s  e . g .  p l a y ,  m a s s a g e ,  e n r i c h m e n t ,  t r a i n i n g .  T h e  d o g  s e e k s  

c a r e  f r o m  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  C o - r e g u l a t i o n .  

• Approach

• Eye contact

• Touch

• Consent
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• Handling

• Play 

• Activities

• Training

• Providing 
information

Things to consider 5,6:

4 Casswell, G., Golding, K. S., Grant, E., Hudson, J. & Tower, P. (2014)
Dyadic Developmental Psychotherapy (DDP): A framework for

therapeutic intervention and parenting. The British Psychological Society
2 19-27.

5 Corridan, C. L., Mills, D. S. & Pfeffer, K. (2009) Correlates of a
successful human-dog bond. Abstracts of the 7th International Veterinary
Behaviour Meeting, Edinburgh, Scotland.  

6 Payne, E., DeAraugo, J., Bennett, P. & McGreevy, P. (2016) Exploring
the existence and potential underpinnings of dog-human and horse
-human attachment bonds. Behavioural Processes 125 114-121. 



Home

Key features:
Security

Comfort
Physical and 
mental activity

What we want to achieve:
ʻI feel safe at homeʼ
T h e  d o g  e x p l o r e s  t h e  w h o l e  h o u s e  a n d  b u i l d s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  a l l  t h e  
p e o p l e  w h o  l i v e  i n  i t .  T h e  d o g  c o p e s  w i t h  a n y  o t h e r  p e t s  i n  t h e  h o u s e h o l d .  
D a y  t o  d a y ,  t h e  d o g  f e e l s  s a f e  i n  t h e  h o u s e  a n d  g a r d e n  a n d  c a n  c o p e  w i t h  
r o u t i n e  s i t u a t i o n s  a n d  e v e n t s  s u c h  a s  v i s i t o r s  c o m i n g  t o  t h e  h o u s e  ( o r  t h e r e  
i s  a  m a n a g e m e n t  p l a n  i n  p l a c e  t h a t  t h e  d o g  c a n  c o p e  w i t h ) .  

• Areas of the house

• Garden

• People l iving in the house

• Visitors to the house

• Other pets

• Routines and events e.g. hoovering
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Things to consider:



Outside 
World

Key features:
Fun
Exploration
Exercise

What we want to achieve:

ʻI feel safe in the worldʼ
T h e  d o g  i s  a b l e  t o  e n j o y  w a l k s  a n d  e x p l o r e  n e w  p l a c e s  /  a c t i v i t i e s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  

r o u t i n e  r e q u i r e m e n t s  l i k e  v e t  v i s i t s ,  g r o o m e r ,  d a y  c a r e  e t c .  

• Harness and 
lead

• Car

• One walk

• Several walks
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• New walks

• Activities

• Visiting places 
e.g. pubs, vets, 
groomers

Things to consider:



Resilience

Key features:
Development
Challenge
Coping skills

What we want to achieve:

ʻI feel safeʼ
T h e  d o g  i s  a b l e  t o  c o p e  w i t h  c h a l l e n g e s  o f  d a y  t o  d a y  l i f e  a n d  r e c o v e r  f r o m  

s t r e s s f u l  e v e n t s .  A  b a c k  u p  p l a n  i s  i n  p l a c e  f o r  m a n a g i n g  a c u t e l y  s t r e s s f u l  

e v e n t s .

• Specific 
challenges

• Building on 
coping skills 

• Secure 
attachment
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• Opportunities for 
problem-solving / 
work

• Freework

• Planning for 
problems

• Trauma first-aid7

Things to consider:

7 National Child Traumatic Stress Network (2006) Psychological First Aid:
Field operations guide 2nd edition. National Child Traumatic Stress Network /
National Center for PTSD. 



Therapeutic Care-Giving
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P.L.A.C.E

Dyadic developmental psychotherapy & 
therapeutic reparenting 8,9

The ʻotherʼ 95% - we can be mindfully 
therapeutic

Playfulness

Love

Acceptance

Curiosity

Empathy

Think about each from the point of view of the 
dog AND the care-giver

Rachel  Leather  MSc

8     Hughes, D., Golding, K. & Hudson, J. (2015) Dyadic Developmental
Psychotherapy (DDP): The development of the theory, practice and research
base. Adoption & Fostering, 39 (4) 356-365. 

9     Hughes, D. (2017) Dyadic Developmental Psychotherapy (DDP): An
attachment-focused family treatment for developmental trauma. Australian
and New Zealand Journal of Family Therapy, 38 595-605.  



Playfulness

Brings the 
ʻL.A.C.Eʼ alive

Closeness 
Confidence  

Connection10

Attunement: 
safety and 

reciprocity11

Safe haven / 
secure base12

Co-regulation
Repairing 
ruptures13

Self-care
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10    Cohen, L. J. (2001) Playful Parenting. New York: Ballantine Books
11    Hughes, D. A. (2009) Attachment-Focused Parenting: Effective Strategies to

Care for Children. New York: W. W. Norton & Co.
12 Hughes, D. & Baylin, J. (2012) Brain-Based Parenting: The Neuroscience of

Caregiving for Healthy Attachment. New York: W. W. Norton & Co. 
13 Becker-Weidman, A. (2011). Dyadic Developmental Psychotherapy:

Essential practices and methods. Maryland: Jason Aronson. 



Love

ʻLove has two hands: it  is 

kind and nurturing, but it  is 
also boundaries, guidelines 
to l ive by. Being held in two 
hands brings safety and 
comfort ʼ17

Unconditional love

ʻLove builds the limbic 

structures of the developing 

brainʼ14

From co-regulation to self-

regulation
The CARE system15

Social Pain16 
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14   Golding, K S. & Hughes, D. A. (2012) Creating Loving  
Attachments: Parenting with PACE to nurture confidence and
security in the troubled child. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers
p 23.

15   Panksepp, J. (1998) Affective Neuroscience. New York: Oxford
University Press. 

16   McMillan, F. D. (2016) The psychobiology of social pain: Evidence
for a neurocognitive overlap with physical pain and welfare
implications for social animals with special attention to the
domestic dog (Canis familiaris). Physiology & Behavior 167 154-
171. 

17  Golding, K S. & Hughes, D. A. (2012) Creating Loving  
Attachments: Parenting with PACE to nurture confidence and
security in the troubled child. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers
p 38.



Acceptance

Accepting the ʻ inner l ifeʼ of the dog

If your dog does not have any influence on you, 
you will  not have any influence on your dog –
shamelessly borrowed from Kim Golding!

Polyvagal Theory: acceptance vs evaluation 18,19

Behaviours and beliefs that compromise our 
acceptance

ACE Freework 20
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18   Porges, , S. W. (2011) The Polyvagal Theory: Neurophysiological foundations
of emotions, attachment, communication and self-regulation. New York: W. W.

Norton & Co.
19   Golding, K S. & Hughes, D. A. (2012) Creating Loving Attachments: Parenting

with PACE to nurture confidence and security in the troubled child. London:
Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 

20   Fisher, S. (2020) The science behind ACE Freework. Available at:
www.online.caninethinking.com [Accessed 19.07.21]. 

http://www.online.caninethinking.com/


Curiosity

ʻThrough curiosity, 
our perspectives can 
be increased and our 
responses 
transformedʼ22

Care-g iver  cur ios i ty  leads to  understanding

Ask quest ions instead of  g iv ing  instruct ions

Looking beyond behav iour:  

• Why is  i t  happening?

• What is  dr iv ing  the  behav iour?

• What is  my dog fee l ing?

• What is  h is  or  her  a im?

Encourag ing cur ios i ty  in  the  dog bui lds  conf idence  - The 
SEEKING system

• ACE Freework observat ions

• Bui ld  on strengths

• Gl immers 21 and tr iggers
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21 Dana, D. (2018) The Polyvagal Theory in Therapy: Engaging the
rhythm of regulation. New York: W. W. Norton & Co. 

22    Golding, K S. & Hughes, D. A. (2012) Creating Loving Attachments:
Parenting with PACE to nurture confidence and security in the troubled
child. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 



Empathy

Understanding leads to  empathy 

Empathy involves both cogni t ive  and emot ional  e lements

Emotional  contag ion 23 ,24

The ʻdance  of  attunement ʼ

Focus on the  exper ience not the  event  or the  behaviour

What empathy isn ʼ t :

• Reassurance

• Reasoning

• Problem-solv ing
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23 Sumegi, Z., Olah, K. & Topal, J. (2014) Emotional contagion in dogs as
measured by change in cognitive task performance. Applied Animal
Behaviour Science 160 106-115. 

24 Katayama, M., Kubo, T., Yamakawa, T., Fujiwara, K., Nomoto, K., Ikeda, K.,
Mogi, K., Nagasawa, M. & Kikusui, T. (2019) Emotional contagion from
humans to dogs is facilitated by duration of ownership. Frontiers in
Psychology 10 (1678).  



The 
empathy-
connection 
cycle25
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Fear

Behaviour

EmpathySoothing

Experience

25   Golding, K S. & Hughes, D. A. (2012) Creating Loving Attachments:
Parenting with PACE to nurture confidence and security in the troubled

child. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 

Management 
/ discipline

Containment



The 
autonomic 
ladder26
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26    Reproduced with kind permission from Deb Dana (personal
communication). 



Summary

Weʼre aiming to achieve a shif t in world view:

ʻThe world is a dangerous place (with some safe things 
in it) ʼ

Vs

ʻThe world is a safe place (with some dangerous things 
in it) ʼ

We can use mindful ly therapeutic interactions to create 
the safe and trusting relationships that are key to 
recovery.
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