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It’s not about creating
therapy dog programs.
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About This Guide

Therapy dogs have become an increasingly valued part of first responder wellness initiatives, peer
support teams, and critical incident response efforts. While many people recognize the comfort a
therapy dog can provide, fewer understand the true value these teams bring to a peer support
program.

This isn't a guide on how to train a therapy dog. There are wonderful organizations that specialize
in that. Instead, this guide looks at therapy dogs through the lens of peer support and first
responder wellness, exploring how therapy dog teams help create connection, reduce barriers,
and become a meaningful part of a comprehensive wellness program. Because at the end of the
day, itisn't the dog that changes lives. It's the human connection the dog helps make possible.

One of the most common misconceptions is that therapy dogs are the intervention. They are not.
The relationship is the intervention.
The conversation is the intervention.
The connection is the intervention.

A therapy dog helps create the conditions where those things become more likely to happen.

By lowering perceived threat, fostering psychological safety, and inviting interaction without
expectation, therapy dog teams often create opportunities that traditional approaches cannot.
They don't replace peer supporters, mental health professionals, or comprehensive wellness
programs. Instead, they serve as catalysts for the human connection that has always been at the
heart of effective peer support.

Throughout this guide, we will explore the science behind canine-assisted support, clarify
common misconceptions, discuss the importance of trained therapy dog teams, and provide
practical guidance for agencies interested in thoughtfully incorporating therapy dogs into their
wellness initiatives. Along the way, we will continually return to one central idea:

The goal has never been for someone to connect with the dog. The goal has always been to help
someone reconnect with another person. When therapy dogs become part of a peer support
program, their greatest value isn't simply providing comfort. It's helping create the kind of
environment where people feel safe enough to connect. And in peer support, that connection is
where the real work begins.
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Chapter 1: Connection Comes First

Why Therapy Dogs Matter in Peer Support

Myth: Therapy dogs are successful because they make people feel better.

Reality: While therapy dogs often bring comfort, their greatest value isn't simply making someone
feel better. They help create an environment where people feel safe enough to connect. The
relationship between people remains the true intervention. Therapy dogs simply help create the
opportunity for that relationship to begin.

Why This Matters

If you've been involved in peer support for any length of time, you've probably experienced this...
You check in with someone after a difficult incident.

"How are you doing?"

“I'm fine."

End of conversation.

Unfortunately, trust isn't something we can expect, demand, or ask for. It has to be created.

For many first responders, especially those working in environments where strength, self-reliance,
and emotional control are deeply valued, reaching out for support can feel uncomfortable. Even
the simple question, "How are you doing?" is often met with an automatic, "I'm fine," regardless of
what's really going on beneath the surface.

Therapy dogs help change the environment before a single word is spoken.

Their presence often lowers defenses, softens the atmosphere, and creates opportunities for
interaction that feel natural rather than forced. A person may not be ready to talk about the
difficult call they handled yesterday or the cumulative stress they've been carrying for years, but
they may be willing to ask, "What's her name?" or "Can | pet him?"

Those seemingly simple interactions aren't the goal—they're the beginning.

They create moments where trust can start to form, where barriers begin to come down, and
where meaningful peer support has a chance to grow.

At its core, peer support has always been about connection. Therapy dogs don't replace that
connection. They help make it easier to find.
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What's Happening Beneath the Surface

Have you ever noticed how differently you feel walking into different rooms?

Sometimes you walk into a room and immediately feel at ease. People are smiling, someone says
hello, there's laughter in the background, and without even realizing it, you relax a little.

Other times, you walk into a room and it feels completely different. The room is quiet. People
seem tense. Maybe everyone is focused on the screens, a difficult call just came in, or there's an
unspoken feeling that something isn't quite right. Even if no one says a word, you can feel the
difference.

That's because our brains and bodies are constantly taking in information from the world around
us. Long before we consciously think about it, we're paying attention to facial expressions, tone of
voice, body language, movement, and the overall atmosphere. Without even realizing it, we're
continually asking one simple question:

"Am | safe here?"

If the answer feels like "yes," we naturally become more relaxed. We breathe a little easier, think a
little more clearly, and feel more open to connecting with the people around us.

If the answer feels like "no," our bodies begin preparing to protect us. We may become quieter,
more guarded, more reactive, or simply want to be left alone.

For first responders, that response can become even stronger.

Dispatchers, firefighters, law enforcement officers, EMS personnel, and other first responders
spend their careers in environments where staying alert isn't just helpful—it's necessary. They're
trained to notice what others miss, anticipate what could go wrong, make quick decisions, and
stay ready for whatever happens next. Over time, that way of operating can become second
nature.

Even during a break, after a difficult call, or at the end of a shift, many first responders find
themselves still scanning the environment, still listening for the next radio transmission, or still
feeling like they need to be "on." Their brains haven't done anything wrong—they've simply become
very good at doing the job.

A calm therapy dog can gently change the feeling of that environment.

Without saying a word, a therapy dog brings something that's often in short supply during a busy
shift: a sense of calm, predictability, and acceptance. Their relaxed presence can help soften the
atmosphere, making the environment feel just a little safer and a little less demanding.
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That doesn't mean the dog is fixing stress or healing trauma.
It means the environment has changed in a way that makes connection feel a little easier.

Researchers have a name for this automatic process of detecting cues of safety or danger:
neuroception. You don't need to remember the word to understand the idea. What's important is
this: when people feel safer, they're often more willing to engage, more open to conversation, and
more receptive to support.

And that's exactly where peer support begins.

What This Looks Like in Real Life

Imagine a dispatcher who has just worked a difficult call involving CPR instructions for a child. The
callis over, but the shift isn't. Another call comes in. The radios continue. Someone asks a
question across the room. Before long, it feels like just another day.

A peer supporter notices they've been unusually quiet and decides to check in.
"How are you doing?"

"I'm okay."

"Everything alright?"

"Yeah...I'm fine."

The conversation ends almost as quickly as it began. Not because the dispatcher didn't need
support, but because sometimes opening up feels like one more thing to do when you're already
carrying so much.

Now imagine that same moment a little differently.

A therapy dog and handler stop by the communications center during the shift.
The dispatcher looks up.

"Who's this?"

They smile.

"Can | pet her?"

"What kind of dog is she?"

"My family had a golden retriever when | was growing up."
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For a few minutes, the conversation isn't about work. There isn't any pressure to explain how
they're feeling or talk about the call. They're simply interacting with the dog, sharing a story,
smiling, and taking a brief break from the demands of the day.

A few minutes later, the handler or peer supporter says, "Sounds like today has been a long one."
This time, instead of "I'm fine," the response is different.

"Yeah...that CPR call has been sticking with me."

The therapy dog didn't make the dispatcher talk.

The therapy dog didn't fix the stress.

The therapy dog simply helped create a moment where connection felt a little easier.

And sometimes, that's all peer support needs.

Peer Support Perspective

As peer supporters, it's easy to feel like we need to have the perfect words.

We wonder if we're asking the right questions, choosing the right time, or saying the right thing. We
can put a lot of pressure on ourselves to be the reason someone finally opens up.

But meaningful conversations rarely begin because someone asked the perfect question.
They begin because someone felt safe enough to answer honestly.
That's one of the greatest strengths of a therapy dog.

Atherapy dog doesn't expect anything from the person in front of them. There's no pressure to
talk, explain, or relive a difficult experience. The interaction is simple, genuine, and free of
expectation. In that moment, people get to choose how much—or how little—they want to
engage.

As peer supporters, that's an important reminder for us too. Our role has never been to convince
someone to talk. Our role is to create an environment where talking feels safe if they choose to.
Therapy dogs help us do that.

Not because they replace peer support.
Not because they're the intervention.

But because they help create the opportunity for the relationship that follows.
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Key Takeaways

Therapy dogs are valuable because they help create opportunities for connection—not because
they replace human support.

Feeling safe is often the first step toward meaningful conversation.

A therapy dog can help lower barriers and create a more approachable environment, but the
relationship between the peer supporter and the individual remains the true intervention.

Small moments of connection often lead to the conversations that matter most.

The goal isn't for someone to connect with the dog. The goal is to help someone connect with
another person.

Questions for Discussion

Think about a time when a casual interaction led to a much deeper conversation. What made that

interaction feel different?

What barriers to connection exist within your agency or communications center?

How might a therapy dog team help create opportunities for connection without putting pressure

on someone to talk?

How can peer supporters focus less on finding the "perfect" words and more on creating an
environment where connection feels safe?

By Shannon Polito
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Continuing the Conversation

As you read through this guide, remember this:

Therapy dogs are one tool within a much larger wellness strategy. Their greatest strength isn't
simply bringing comfort—it's helping create moments where trust can grow, conversations can
begin, and people can feel a little less alone.

Because at the heart of every effective peer support program isn't a therapy dog. It's a relationship
built on trust, compassion, and genuine human connection.
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Chapter 2; Different Jobs. Different Purposes.

Understanding Therapy Dogs, Service Dogs, and Emotional Support Animals

Not every dog that helps people has the same role. Understanding those roles helps us build
stronger peer support programs and become better advocates for everyone involved.

Myth: If a dog helps people emotionally, they're all basically the same.

Reality: While therapy dog teams, service dogs, and emotional support animals all provide
valuable support, they each have a very different purpose. Understanding those differences isn't
about labels—it's about respecting the important role each one plays and ensuring people receive
the right type of support for their needs.

Why This Matters

As therapy dog teams become more common in first responder wellness programs, one of the
biggest challenges isn't finding the right dog—it's understanding what kind of supportyou're
actually looking for.

It's easy to assume that any calm, friendly dog would make a wonderful therapy dog. Others
believe therapy dogs have the same public access rights as service dogs, or that emotional
support animals go through the same training. These misconceptions are incredibly common, and
it's easy to understand why. The terms are often used interchangeably in everyday conversation,
on social media, and even in the news.

But understanding the differences matters.

Not because one type of dog is more important than another, but because each one was
developed to serve a different purpose.

As peer supporters, our goal isn't simply to bring a dog into the workplace. Our goal is to
thoughtfully incorporate a therapy dog team in a way that supports connection, respects the work
these dogs are trained to do, and meets the needs of the people we're trying to serve.

When we understand those differences, we become better advocates—for our agencies, for our
peers, and for the dogs and handlers who dedicate themselves to this work.

What's Happening Beneath the Surface

Our brains naturally like to organize and simplify information.

12
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When we see a dog comforting someone in a hospital, another helping a veteran with PTSD, and
another visiting a communications center after a difficult week, it's easy to assume they're all
doing the same job.

After all, they're all helping people.
But think about the people we work alongside every day.

A dispatcher, firefighter, law enforcement officer, and paramedic are all first responders. They
often respond to the same incidents, work toward the same goal, and serve the same
communities.

But no one would say they're doing the same job.
Each role requires different training, different responsibilities, and different expectations.
The same is true for dogs that help people.

They may all provide comfort, support, or assistance, but they do so in very different ways.
Understanding those differences allows us to appreciate the unique role each one plays instead of
expecting one dog to do a job it was never intended to do.

What This Looks Like in Real Life

Imagine three different people.

The first is a veteran living with PTSD. Their service dog notices subtle changes in their breathing
and body language before a panic attack escalates. The dog has been specifically trained to
perform tasks that help mitigate the effects of their disability.

The second is a college student struggling with anxiety while living away from home for the first
time. Their emotional support animal provides comfort and companionship in their daily life. The
relationship itself offers emotional support, but the dog hasn't been trained to perform specific
tasks or visit other people.

The third is a therapy dog team visiting a communications center after a particularly difficult week.
The dog greets employees, accepts pets, and calmly moves through the room while the handler
facilitates conversations, answers questions, and notices who might benefit from a little extra
time and attention.

All three dogs are helping people.

But they're helping in very different ways.
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Understanding those differences helps us recognize why therapy dog teams are uniquely suited
for peer support. Their purpose isn't to provide individual treatment or perform disability-related
tasks. Their purpose is to create opportunities for connection that can lead to meaningful human
interaction.

Peer Support Perspective

One of the things | hope peer supporters take away from this chapter is that understanding these
differences isn't about correcting people or proving someone wrong.

Most people simply haven't had a reason to learn the distinctions.
Our role is to educate, not criticize.

When we understand the unique purpose of therapy dog teams, we become better equipped to
answer questions, address misconceptions, and help our agencies build programs that are
thoughtful, ethical, and sustainable.

We also show respect for the important work performed by service dogs and emotional support
animals. Each has an important place, and each deserves to be understood for the role it was
trained—or intended—to fill.

As peer supporters, that's really what this chapter is about.

Not learning definitions, just learning to become better advocates.

Key Takeaways

Therapy dog teams, service dogs, and emotional support animals all serve valuable—but
different—roles. Understanding those differences helps agencies build ethical and effective
wellness programs.

Therapy dog teams are designed to create opportunities for connection, not to replace peer
support or provide individual treatment.

Respecting the purpose of each type of dog helps protect the credibility of everyone involved.

Questions for Discussion

Before reading this chapter, how would you have described the difference between a therapy dog
team, a service dog, and an emotional support animal?

Why do you think these roles are so often confused?

By Shannon Polito
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How might these misconceptions affect the way an agency develops a wellness program?

How can peer supporters help educate others without creating embarrassment or defensiveness?

15
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Chapter 3: More Than Just a Friendly Dog
What Makes a Therapy Dog Team Effective

A successful therapy dog team isn't built on having a friendly dog. It's built on trust, preparation,
teamwork, and a shared commitment to creating safe opportunities for human connection.

Myth: Any friendly dog can be a therapy dog.

Reality: Friendliness is only one small part of what makes an effective therapy dog team.
Successful teams are built through thoughtful selection, training, preparation, and a dog that
genuinely enjoys interacting with people in a wide variety of environments. Just as importantly,
they rely on a handler who understands both the dog's needs and the people they're there to
support.

Why This Matters

Most of us know a dog that's incredibly friendly.

Maybe it's the neighbor's Labrador who greets everyone at the fence. Maybe it's your own dog that
loves visitors, happily leans in for attention, and thinks every new person is a new best friend.

Those dogs are wonderful. But being a wonderful family pet and being part of a therapy dog team
aren't the same thing.

Therapy dog teams work in environments that can be emotionally intense, unpredictable, and
sometimes overwhelming. They may visit hospitals, schools, disaster sites, public safety
agencies, or communications centers where people are carrying invisible stress that isn't always
obvious from the outside.

The goal isn't simply to bring a friendly dog into those spaces.

The goal is to bring a therapy dog team that can create a calm, safe environment while protecting
the well-being of both the people they're supporting and the dog itself.

Understanding that difference helps us appreciate the preparation, partnership, and responsibility
that therapy work requires.

What's Happening Beneath the Surface

Imagine walking into a communications center during a busy shift.

16
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Phones are ringing.
Radios are talking.
People are moving quickly between consoles.

Someone laughs across the room while another person quietly wipes away a tear after a difficult
call.

For most of us, it's just another day at work.

For a dog, it's an entirely new environment filled with unfamiliar sights, sounds, smells, and
emotions.

Atherapy dogisn't simply learning to tolerate those things. The dog is learning how to remain
calm, confident, and engaged without becoming overwhelmed.

At the same time, the handler is doing just as much work.

They're watching the dog for subtle signs of stress or fatigue. They're noticing when it's time for a
break, when a particular interaction should end, or when the environment has become too
stimulating.

In many ways, the handler is providing peer support for the dog.

Just as we encourage peer supporters to recognize when someone has reached their limit,
handlers learn to recognize when their canine partner needs time to rest, decompress, or simply
be a dog again.

That's why | like to refer to them as a therapy dog team.

The dog and handler each have a role, and together they create something neither could
accomplish alone.

What This Looks Like in Real Life

Imagine two different dogs.

The first is a happy, energetic Golden Retriever who loves every person they meet. When visitors

arrive, they run to the door, wagging their tail so hard their whole body wiggles. They jump up to say

hello, bring toys to everyone, and soak up every bit of attention they can get.

They're exactly the kind of dog everyone wants to come home to.

By Shannon Polito
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Now imagine that same dog walking into a communications center after an officer-involved
shooting.

The room is quiet.

Some people want to interact.

Others don't.

Someone suddenly drops a clipboard.

Aradio alert sounds.

The dog becomes excited by all the activity, pulls toward different people, and struggles to settle.
There's nothing wrong with that dog.

They're simply being themselves.

Now imagine another dog entering that same room.

They notice the activity but remain relaxed. If someone wants to pet them, they quietly lean in. If
someone chooses not to interact, they calmly move on. A loud noise startles them for a moment,
but they quickly recover and look to their handler for reassurance before continuing their visit.

Neither dogis "better." They simply have different strengths. One thrives as a beloved family
companion and the other has the temperament, training, and partnership needed for therapy
work.

Peer Support Perspective

One of the things | appreciate most about therapy dog teams is that they remind me of something
I've learned about peer support. Not everyone who cares about people is meant to be a peer
supporter.

Some people are incredible listeners. Others are natural educators. Some thrive behind the
scenes organizing wellness events. Others are the people who quietly check in with coworkers
after a difficult shift.

There isn't one right way to care about people.

But becoming an effective peer supporter takes more than good intentions. It requires
preparation, ongoing learning, self-awareness, healthy boundaries, and a willingness to continue
growing.

18
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Therapy dog teams are much the same. A dog's loving personality is a wonderful place to start, but
it's only one piece of what makes the team effective. It's the partnership between the dog and

handler, along with thoughtful training and preparation, that allows them to create safe
opportunities for connection.

The same is true for us. Our greatest strength isn't simply that we care. It's that we're willing to
prepare ourselves so we can care well.

Key Takeaways
A friendly dog is not automatically a therapy dog.
Therapy work depends on the partnership between the dog and the handler.

The handler's role is just as important as the dog's.

Effective therapy dog teams protect the well-being of both the people they support and the dog
itself.

Preparation, teamwork, and ongoing learning help create meaningful opportunities for
connection.

Questions for Discussion
What qualities do you think are most important in a therapy dog team?
Why do you think people often assume any friendly dog could do therapy work?
How is becoming a therapy dog team similar to becoming an effective peer supporter?

What responsibilities do you think belong to the handler during a therapy visit?

19
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Chapter 4. Why We Feel Better Around Some Dogs

Understanding How Therapy Dog Teams Help Create Connection

Therapy dog teams don't change how we feel through magic—they help create an environment
where our brains and bodies are more likely to feel safe, making genuine human connection
easier.

Myth: Therapy dogs have a special ability to heal people.

Reality: Therapy dog teams don't heal trauma or replace professional support. What they do
remarkably well is help create an environment where people often feel calmer, safer, and more
willing to connect. That shift doesn't happen because the dog is "fixing" someone—it happens
because the therapy dog team helps create the conditions where meaningful human connection
becomes more possible.

Why This Matters

Have you ever noticed that some people have a calming presence?

They don't necessarily say anything profound. They aren't trying to solve your problems or
convince you to talk. Yet somehow, after spending a few minutes with them, you find yourself
taking a deeper breath, relaxing your shoulders, or feeling like things might be okay.

Many of us have experienced something similar with a dog.

There's something about sitting quietly with a calm dog that feels different. We don't feel judged.
We don't feel pressured to explain ourselves. We don't have to pretend we're okay or figure out the
"right" thing to say.

For first responders, those moments can be especially meaningful.

Our work often requires us to stay alert, think quickly, and keep moving from one situation to the
next. We become very good at pushing our own thoughts and emotions aside so we can focus on
helping someone else. Our problem is we never come back to them.

Therapy dog teams offer something that's often missing from that environment.
A moment to simply pause.

Not because the work disappears. Not because the stress is suddenly gone.
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But because, for afew moments, someone has helped create a space where it feels okay to
simply be.

What's Happening Beneath the Surface

Have you ever noticed yourself taking a deep breath while petting a calm dog?

Orrealized that after spending a few quiet minutes with one, you somehow feel just a little lighter?
There's a reason for that.

Our brains and bodies are constantly responding to the people, places, and experiences around
us. Just as we can pick up on another person's stress without a word being spoken, we also
respond to calm, steady, and predictable experiences.

Researchers often describe this as co-regulation.

It's simply the idea that we influence one another more than we realize. Spending time with
someone—or in this case, a therapy dog team—that is calm and grounded can help us begin to
feel calmer ourselves.

At the same time, studies have found that positive interactions with dogs can influence the
chemicals our bodies naturally produce. Spending time petting a calm dog has been associated
with increased levels of oxytocin, sometimes called the "connection hormone," while also helping
reduce cortisol, one of the body's primary stress hormones.

You don't need to remember those names.

What's important is what they mean. When we begin to feel a little calmer, a little safer, and a little
less overwhelmed, we're often better able to think clearly, engage with others, and accept
support.

That doesn't mean a therapy dog team has solved the problem. It means they've helped create an
environment where connection feels more possible. And that's exactly where peer support begins.

What This Looks Like in Real Life

A communications center has been busy all day.

21
By Shannon Polito




Multiple high-acuity medical calls.

A pursuit.

A domestic violence incident.

The room feels different than it did that morning.

People are still working, but conversations are shorter. Smiles are fewer. Everyone is focused on
getting through the rest of the shift.

Atherapy dog team arrives for a scheduled wellness visit.
No announcements.
No expectations.

The dog quietly walks through the room with their handler, greeting anyone who wants to interact
while simply passing by those who don't.

One dispatcher kneels down to pet the dog.

Another smiles from across the room.

Someone who hasn't said much all afternoon suddenly laughs as the dog leans against their leg.
For a few minutes, the room feels different.

Not because the difficult calls disappeared.

Not because anyone forgot what happened.

But because the atmosphere shifted.

Later, while talking with the handler or a peer supporter, one dispatcher quietly says,

"l didn't realize how much | needed that."

The therapy dog team didn't erase the stress from the day.

They simply helped create enough space for someone to recognize they didn't have to carry it
alone.

Peer Support Perspective

One of the things | admire most about therapy dog teams is that they remind me of something we
sometimes forget as peer supporters.
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We don't always have to do more.

We can feel a tremendous amount of pressure to ask the perfect question, offer the right advice,
or somehow know exactly what another person needs. But meaningful peer support has never
been about having all the answers. It's about being present.

Therapy dog teams model that beautifully. The dogisn't trying to fix anyone. The handlerisn't
forcing a conversation. Together, they're simply creating an environment where another person
has permission to slow down, breathe, and decide whether they're ready to connect.

As peer supporters, | think that's one of the greatest lessons we can take from them.

Oftentimes our presence matters more than our words. Most times listening is more powerful than
solving. And sometimes creating a safe space is the most meaningful support we can offer as it
offers a chance to just simply be in a safe space in a job and life that often isn’t “safe.”

Key Takeaways
Therapy dog teams don't replace peer support—they help create opportunities for it.
Feeling calmer and safer often makes meaningful conversation easier.

Positive interactions with therapy dog teams can influence both our emotional and physical
stress responses.

The goalisn't for someone to connect with the dog. The goal is to help create an environment
where connection with another person feels possible.

Presence is often more powerful than having the perfect words.

Questions for Discussion

Think about a time when another person's calm presence helped you feel more at ease. What
made that interaction different?

Why do you think it can be easier to interact with a therapy dog than to immediately talk about

what's bothering us?
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How might creating a calmer environment improve peer support conversations within your
agency?

By Shannon Polito
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Chapter 5: The Other End of the Leash

The Quiet Leadership of a Therapy Dog Handler

When people think about a therapy dog visit, they usually picture the dog.

They remember the wagging tail, the gentle greeting, or the smile that appeared on someone's
face after spending a few moments together.

What they often don't remember is the person holding the leash.

That's understandable. In many ways, a great handler is meant to fade into the background.
They're not there to be the center of attention. They're there to support the dog, create a positive
experience, and help every interaction unfold in a way that feels natural and comfortable.

That doesn't mean the handler's role is small. In fact, much of what makes a therapy dog visit
successful has less to do with the dog alone and more to do with the quiet decisions the handler
is making every step of the way.

Myth: The handler's job is simply to bring the dog to the visit and hold the leash.

Reality: A great handler isn't just managing a dog—they're managing an experience. While the dog
is making connections, the handler is paying attention to everything else. They're reading the
environment, watching their dog's body language, noticing how people are responding, and
making thoughtful decisions that help every interaction remain safe, respectful, and meaningful.

Why This Matters

Most people watch a therapy dog visit and see one thing:
The dog.

They notice the wagging tail, the gentle eyes, the smiles the dog brings to people's faces, and the
comfort that seems to appear almost effortlessly.

What they often don't notice is everything happening at the other end of the leash.

A great handlerisn't just managing a dog—they're managing an experience. While the dog is
greeting people, the handler is quietly observing the environment, reading body language,
watching for signs of stress in both the dog and the people around them, and making countless
small decisions that help every interaction remain safe, comfortable, and meaningful. When a
therapy dog visit feels natural and effortless, it's often because the handler has done an
exceptional job creating the conditions for that experience to unfold.
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Who Makes a Good Therapy Dog Handler?

People often assume that anyone with a friendly dog can become a therapy dog handler.

In reality, the dog's temperament is only one part of the equation. Just as not every friendly dog is
naturally suited for therapy work, not every kind, compassionate person will naturally become an
effective therapy dog handler.

That isn't meant to discourage anyone. It's simply recognizing that this role asks something
different of the person holding the leash.

A great handler isn't just managing a dog—they're managing an experience. That experience is
only as strong as the person thoughtfully guiding it. The best handlers aren't focused only on the
dog. They're not focused only on the people they're visiting. They're continually paying attention to
both, balancing the needs of each while creating an interaction that feels comfortable, respectful,
and genuine.

Fortunately, many of the qualities that make someone a successful handler aren't personality
traits you're born with. They're skills that can be developed through experience, education, and a
willingness to keep learning.

Qualities of an Effective Handler

While every handler brings their own strengths to the role, the most effective handlers often share
several common qualities.

They notice before they react. Rather than jumping in to direct every interaction, they take a
moment to observe. They watch the dog's body language, the person's comfort level, and the
environment before deciding whether anything needs to change.

They are comfortable with silence. Not every visit needs to become a conversation.
Sometimes the most meaningful moments happen quietly, with a hand resting on a dog's back
and nothing needing to be said at all.

They advocate for their dog. An effective handler understands that their dog cannot speak for
itself. They recognize signs of fatigue or stress and are willing to politely redirect or end an
interaction when needed. Protecting the dog's well-being isn't interrupting the visit—it's part of
the job.

They respect people's choices. Some people will eagerly approach the dog. Others may
simply smile from across the room. A skilled handler understands that both responses are
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perfectly okay. They create opportunities for connection without creating pressure to
participate.

They remain calm and adaptable. No two visits are exactly alike. A good handler adjusts to
changing environments, unexpected situations, and different personalities without losing sight
of the needs of the dog or the people around them.

They never stop learning. Dogs change. People change. Every visit offers an opportunity to
learn something new. The strongest handlers remain curious, continue building their skills,
and welcome feedback that helps them grow.

These qualities may sound familiar. That's because they're the same qualities that make effective
peer supporters, mentors, coaches, and leaders. None of these roles are about having all the
answers. They're about paying attention, respecting boundaries, and remaining curious.

What's Happening Beneath the Surface

As they manage the experience, the handler is constantly paying attention to things that most
people never notice.

Is the dog becoming tired?

Is someone hesitant but interested?

Does this person seem like they'd rather simply smile from across the room?

Is the environment becoming too loud or overwhelming?

Does the dog need a short break before anyone else notices?

None of these decisions are dramatic. Most happen quietly and in the moment.
The goalisn't to control the interaction. It's to gently guide it.

Every decision the handler makes helps shape the experience—not by directing what should
happen, but by creating the conditions where both the dog and the people involved can interact
comfortably.

That also means recognizing when not to encourage an interaction. Some people don't want to
engage, and that's okay.

Some dogs need a break, and that's okay too. Respecting those moments builds trust just as
much as any successful visit.
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What This Looks Like in Real Life

A dispatcher kneels down to greet a therapy dog after a difficult shift.

As they hug the dog, the dog gives a quick lip lick and turns its head away—small signs that many
people wouldn't recognize as stress.

Without interrupting the moment or making anyone feel embarrassed, the handler smiles and
says,

"He loves saying hello. He's happiest when he gets to come to you."

The dispatcher loosens their embrace and begins gently petting the dog's shoulder instead.
The dog relaxes.

The dispatcher relaxes.

The interaction continues naturally.

To everyone watching, it looks effortless.

What they don't see are the small decisions the handler made in those few seconds—protecting
the dog's well-being, preserving the person's positive experience, and allowing the interaction to
continue without awkwardness or discomfort.

That's the quiet leadership of a skilled handler.

Peer Support Perspective

One of the greatest lessons therapy dog handlers can teach us has very little to do with dogs.
Again, it has to do with paying attention. The best handlers don't control the interaction. They pay
attention to it. They don't force connection. They make room for it. They don't decide what
someone needs. They create an environment where people can decide that for themselves.

The same is true in peer support. Our role isn't to fix people or push conversations that aren't
ready to happen. It's to be present, to notice what's happening around us, and to help create an
environment where someone feels safe enough to engage if and when they're ready.

Whether you're holding a leash or simply sitting beside someone after a difficult day, thoughtful
presence matters more than having the perfect words.
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Key Takeaways
A handler's role extends far beyond holding a leash.
Great handlers are constantly observing both the dog and the environment.
Small, thoughtful decisions help create safe and meaningful interactions.
Respecting boundaries—both human and canine—is part of effective therapy dog work.

The best handlers don't control the interaction; they thoughtfully guide the experience.

Questions for Discussion
Before reading this chapter, what did you think a handler's role was?
What are some things a skilled handler might notice that others could easily miss?
Why is it important to protect both the person's experience and the dog's well-being?
How does "guiding an experience" differ from controlling one?

In what ways does this approach mirror effective peer support?

By Shannon Polito
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Chapter 6: Meeting People Where They Are

Creating Opportunities Instead of Looking for Problems

One of the questions people ask most often about therapy dog work is surprisingly simple.
"How do you know who needs the dog?"

It's an understandable question. We naturally assume therapy dog teams are looking for people
who are struggling, overwhelmed, or having a difficult day.

In reality, that's rarely how therapy dog work happens.

Most successful therapy dog teams aren't walking into a room trying to identify who needs help.
They're walking into a room ready to be available. That may sound like a small difference, but it
changes everything.

When we stop looking for people to "fix" and instead create opportunities for connection, we
remove pressure from the interaction. People are free to engage—or not engage—in whatever way
feels right for them.

Sometimes that means a meaningful conversation. Sometimes it means a smile. Sometimes it
simply means a quiet moment spent petting a dog before returning to work. Every one of those
interactions has value.

Myth: Therapy dog teams are there to find people who are struggling.

Reality: Therapy dog teams create opportunities for connection that anyone can choose. Their
role isn't to identify who needs support. It's to be approachable enough that support feels
available when someone wants it.

Why This Matters

Many people hesitate to ask for support.

They may worry about being judged, appearing weak, or becoming the center of unwanted
attention. Even when support is available, taking the first step can feel difficult.

A therapy dog changes that. Walking over to pet a dog doesn't require an explanation. It doesn't
come with expectations. No one assumes you're in crisis because you stopped to say hello.
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The interaction begins with something simple and familiar. From there, it can become whatever
the person needs it to be. Some people stay for thirty seconds. Others stay for thirty minutes.

Neither is more successful than the other. The value isn't measured by the length of the
conversation. It's measured by whether the person leaves feeling a little more connected than
when they arrived.

What's Happening Beneath the Surface

One of the most important things a therapy dog team offers is choice.

Stress, trauma, and difficult experiences often leave people feeling like they've lost control.
Decisions are made for them. Expectations are placed on them. They may already feel
overwhelmed before they ever approach the dog.

Atherapy dog interaction is different. There is no expectation to pet the dog. No expectation to
talk. No expectation to stay. People choose how much—or how little—they want to engage.

That choice matters. When people feel respected rather than pressured, they're often more willing
to connect. Sometimes the safest thing we can offer isn't advice or conversation. Sometimes it's
simply the freedom to choose.

What This Looks Like in Real Life

A therapy dog team visits a communications center during a shift change.
Some dispatchers immediately come over to greet the dog.

Others smile as they walk by.

One waves from across the room before returning to their console.
Another never approaches at all.

The handler doesn't take any of it personally.

There is no pressure to participate.

No encouragement beyond a warm smile and a friendly hello.

Several weeks later, during another visit, the dispatcher who had always waved from across the
room quietly walks over.

After spending a few moments petting the dog, they say,
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"Can | ask you something?"
The conversation that follows isn't possible because of one visit.
It's possible because trust had been growing during all the ordinary visits that came before.

Trust is rarely built during the difficult conversation. It's built in all the ordinary moments that make
the difficult conversation feel safe.

Peer Support Perspective

This may be one of the greatest lessons therapy dog teams can offer peer supporters.
Instead of asking,

"Who needs help?"

We can begin asking,

"How can | become someone who feels easy to approach?"

Those are very different questions. One places the focus on finding a problem. The other places
the focus on building trust.

People don't always reach out when they're struggling. More often, they reach out to someone
who has consistently felt safe, welcoming, and genuine. Therapy dog teams demonstrate this
every time they visit.

By showing up consistently, respecting people's choices, and allowing relationships to grow
naturally, they make future conversations easier long before they're ever needed.

Key Takeaways

Therapy dog teams don't search for people who need help.
They create welcoming opportunities for connection.
Choice is an essential part of meaningful support.
Familiarity and consistency build trust over time.

Ordinary interactions often lay the foundation for extraordinary conversations.
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Questions for Discussion

How does creating opportunities for connection differ from trying to identify who needs help?
Why is choice such an important part of therapy dog work?
How can consistent, low-pressure interactions reduce stigma?

Think about a relationship built over time. What ordinary moments helped establish trust?

By Shannon Polito
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Chapter 7: Protecting the Team

Caring for the Dog, the Handler, and the Partnership

Therapy dog teams spend much of their time caring for others. They bring comfort during difficult
moments, create opportunities for connection, and help people feel seen and supported.

But an important question is often overlooked. Who is caring for the therapy dog team?

Supporting others should never come at the expense of the well-being of the dog or the handler. A
sustainable therapy dog program doesn't just focus on the people being served. It also recognizes
that the team providing that support deserves care, recovery, and protection. The healthiest
therapy dog teams aren't the ones that give the most. They're the ones that know how to continue
giving without losing themselves in the process.

Myth: A therapy dog loves people, so the more people they interact with, the better.

Reality: Even the most social therapy dog needs time to rest, play, explore, and simply be a dog.
The same is true for handlers. Supporting others requires attention, emotional presence, and
energy. Without opportunities to recharge, even meaningful work can become difficult to sustain.
Protecting one member of the team means protecting both.

Why This Matters

One of the greatest gifts we can give a therapy dog is permission to stop working.

Therapy dogs often enjoy greeting people and participating in visits. Many become excited when
they see their therapy vest or recognize familiar locations. But enjoying the work doesn't mean
they should always be working.

Just as athletes need recovery between performances, therapy dogs need time away from their
role. They need opportunities to run, play, nap, sniff every interesting smell on a walk, and spend
time simply being someone's beloved companion instead of everyone's therapy dog.

The same principle applies to handlers.

For many therapy dog teams in public safety, the handlerisn't just a handler. They're also a
dispatcher, officer, firefighter, clinician, or first responder who is already carrying the
responsibilities of their primary role.
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A dispatcher may spend an entire shift managing emergencies, supporting callers through the
worst moments of their lives, coordinating responders, and making countless critical decisions
before ever picking up a therapy dog's leash.

When that shift ends, the helping role doesn't automatically end.

As a therapy dog handler, they're now observing the environment, reading both canine and human
body language, anticipating needs, supporting conversations, advocating for their dog, and often
carrying pieces of other people's stories home with them.

It's a different kind of work, but it still requires emotional energy. That's why recovery isn't optional.
It's essential.

Without intentional time to step away from both roles, handlers can find themselves carrying
more than they were ever meant to.

Helping Doesn't Have to Become Your ldentity

Just as with becoming a dispatcher, one of the greatest strengths of many therapy dog handlers is
their desire to serve others. It's also one of the greatest risks.

When someone spends their day helping the public, then volunteers to support coworkers, and
then becomes known as "the therapy dog person," it can become difficult to remember that they
deserve time when no one needs anything from them.

Healthy handlers protect time to simply be themselves; to enjoy their families, to laugh, to rest, to
pursue hobbies unrelated to helping, to spend time with their dog as a companion rather than a
therapy partner.

Those moments aren't stepping away from the mission. They're what make the mission
sustainable.

What's Happening Beneath the Surface

One of the easiest mistakes organizations can make is allowing a therapy dog to become "the
center dog."

It usually begins with good intentions. Everyone enjoys having the dog nearby, and people stop by
throughout the day which makes dog part of the culture.

Before long, there is an unspoken expectation that the dog is always available. Every greeting
becomes work. Every visitor expects interaction. Every day becomes another workday.
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Even when every interaction is kind, the dog may have very little choice about when they're
working and when they're simply living. Therapy dogs deserve a clear distinction between work
and home. Home should be the place where the vest comes off and there there are no
expectations.

This is when they can sleep on the couch, chase a ball across the yard, sniff every tree on a walk,
orignore everyone for a while if that's what they choose. They shouldn't have to be "on" all the
time.

Handlers need that same distinction. Just because someone is compassionate doesn't mean they
should always be available to support others.

Healthy handlers protect time for their own families, hobbies, friendships, and recovery. They
recognize that stepping away isn't abandoning the work—it's what allows them to return fully
present the next time they put on the leash.

What This Looks Like in Real Life

Two therapy dog teams finish their day.

One handler volunteers with their therapy dog at a local hospital for a few hours each week. During
the visit, their focus is on supporting patients, families, and staff while also caring for their dog's
well-being. When the visit ends, they head home together. The work vest comes off, the dog
returns to simply being a dog, and both have the opportunity to rest before the next visit.

A dispatcher handler experiences something very different.

Throughout the shift, they aren't just a therapy dog handler. They're also doing the job they were
hired to do. During a single shift, a dispatcher handler may move from calming a frantic 911 caller,
to letting the dog outside for a break, to dispatching an officer to a priority call, to redirecting a
coworker who wants to interact with the dog while the dog is resting. None of those
responsibilities existin isolation. They happen together, often within the span of just a few
minutes. They're making sure the dog has opportunities to rest, access to water, time outside, and
relief from the noise and activity of the room. They're watching for subtle signs that the dog may be
becoming tired or overwhelmed while also managing their own workload and responsibilities as a
dispatcher. At any given moment, they're balancing the needs of the callers, the responders, their
coworkers, and their dog.

That's a tremendous amount of responsibility.
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When the shift ends, both members of the team deserve the chance to leave work behind. The
work vest comes off for the dog and they get to go home and simply be a dog—running in the yard,
playing with a favorite toy, or sleeping on the couch.

The handler gets to go home and simply be a person. Neither should be expected to continue
working once the day is done. That time away isn't a luxury. It's part of caring for the team. That
rhythm is what keeps therapy work joyful and effective instead of becoming another obligation.

Peer Support Perspective

Peer support teams often encourage responders to take care of themselves after supporting
others. Therapy dog teams deserve the same consideration. Recovery isn't something that
happens after you've become exhausted. It's part of the work itself.

When organizations expect handlers to always be available, or when therapy dogs are expected to
be a permanent fixture in the workplace, they unintentionally increase the demands placed on the
very team they're trying to celebrate.

Healthy organizations understand that boundaries aren't barriers to connection. They're what
make connection sustainable. One of the greatest signs of respect an organization can show a
therapy dog team is honoring their time away from the role.

The dog deserves to simply be a dog. The handler deserves to simply be a person.

Recognizing When It's Time for a Break

One of the most important responsibilities of a handler is knowing when to pause. Sometimes the
signs are obvious. Often, they're subtle.

Your dog may be asking for a break if they:

e Yawn, lick their lips, or turn their head away more frequently.
e Show less interestin greeting people.

e Seek quiet spaces or move behind you.

e Become more easily distracted or fatigued.

e Seem less enthusiastic about beginning visits.

You may need a break if you:

e Feelemotionally drained before visits even begin.
e Notice it's harder to stay present.
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e Feelresponsible for fixing everyone's problems.

e Find yourself neglecting your own relationships or routines.

e Begin viewing visits as something to get through rather than something you look forward
to.

Noticing these sighs isn't a sign of failure. It's a sigh of responsible stewardship.

Key Takeaways

Atherapy dog's well-being is just as important as the support they provide.
Handlers deserve the same care and recovery they encourage in others.

Clear boundaries between work and home protect both members of the team.
Sustainable programs respect time away from the helping role.

Protecting the therapy dog team protects every future interaction.

Questions for Discussion

How can organizations support the well-being of therapy dog teams?
Why is it important for therapy dogs to have a life beyond their therapy work?
What boundaries help you stay energized and present in your own helping role?

How can handlers model healthy sustainability for the people they serve?
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Chapter 8: If You Choose to Build a Program

Creating the Conditions Where Connection Can Flourish

As you've read throughout this book, therapy dog teams have the potential to create moments of
connection, reduce barriers to conversation, and become valuable partners in first responder
wellness. But those outcomes don't happen simply because a dog walks into a room. They
happen because of intentional choices made by leaders, by handlers, made by peer supporters,
and the choices made by organizations that understand this work is about much more than
bringing a dog to work.

If your agency is considering building a therapy dog program, my hope isn't that you leave this
chapter with a checklist. | hope you leave with questions. Because thoughtful questions often
build stronger programs than quick answers ever will.

Myth: If you have a great dog and a willing handler, you have a therapy dog program.

Reality: A therapy dog program isn't built around a dog. It's built around relationships. The
relationship between the handler and the dog. The relationship between the team and the
organization. The relationship between coworkers. The relationship between leadership and
wellness.

The dog may become the most visible part of the program, but relationships are what determine
whether the program truly makes a difference.

Why This Matters

It's easy to become excited about the idea of bringing a therapy dog into a first responder
organization. People imagine smiles. Stress relief. Lighter moments after difficult calls. Those
things absolutely happen.

But the most meaningful impact often isn't immediate. It's cumulative in; the trust that slowly
develops because a therapy dog team consistently shows up, the conversation that happens on
the tenth visit instead of the first, the employee who eventually reaches out for help because
previous interactions felt safe, genuine, and free of expectation.

Programs built around meaningful connection recognize that these moments cannot be forced.
They can only be invited.
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Questions Worth Asking

Before building a therapy dog program, it can be helpful to spend less time asking, "How do we do
this?" and more time asking, "Why are we doing this?"

What need are we hoping this program will meet?
How will this support—not replace—the relationships that already exist within our agency?

Are we prepared to protect both the dog and the handler as carefully as we hope they'll care for
others?

Will this become another responsibility someone quietly carries, or will it become something our
organization genuinely supports?

How will we know if people feel more connected, not simply more entertained?

These questions don't have one right answer. But they create space for thoughtful conversations
before expectations are established.

What This Looks Like in Real Life

Two agencies decide they want a therapy dog.

The first is captivated by the idea. Everyone loves dogs, so they assume everything else will
naturally fall into place. A handler volunteers, a schedule is created, and before long the dog has
become a familiar face around the agency. People enjoy the visits, but over time the handler
begins carrying more and more responsibility. The dog is expected to attend every event, every
critical incident, every difficult day. What began with good intentions slowly becomes another
obligation.

The second agency begins somewhere different.

Before the first visit ever happens, leaders and team members spend time talking about why they
want a therapy dog program in the first place. They recognize that the goalisn't simply to have a
dogin the building. The goal is to strengthen connection, support wellness, and create
opportunities for meaningful human interaction.

That shared understanding influences every decision that follows. The dog isn't expected to fix
morale. The handler isn't expected to carry the program alone. Coworkers understand the purpose
of the team and leadership protects the partnership rather than simply benefiting from it.

From the outside, both agencies have a therapy dog. But only one intentionally built an

environment where that team could thrive.
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Peer Support Perspective

One of the greatest strengths of peer support is that it recognizes people cannot be cared for
through programs alone. We know and have seen that healing happens in relationships, trust
grows through consistency, and psychological safety develops through repeated experiences of
being seen, respected, and accepted.

Therapy dog teams don't replace those principles. They reinforce them. When an agency views a
therapy dog as another wellness activity, the impact is often limited.

When an agency understands the therapy dog team as another way of strengthening human
connection, the possibilities become much greater.

Key Takeaways

Programs are built on relationships, not dogs.

A clear purpose creates thoughtful decisions.

Meaningful connection should always remain the goal.
Supporting the handler and the dog protects the entire program.

Sometimes the most important part of building a program is asking the right questions before
taking the first step.

Questions for Discussion

What need is your agency hoping a therapy dog team will meet?
How might this program strengthen existing relationships rather than replace them?
What would it look like for leadership to actively support the handler and the dog?

How could your agency measure connection instead of simply participation?
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Chapter 9: Looking Beyond the Obvious

Recognizing the Quiet Impact of Meaningful Connection

In professions that rely heavily on measurement, it's natural to want to measure the impact of a
therapy dog program.

How many visits did the team make?
How many employees interacted with the dog?
How many events did they attend?

Those humbers may tell us how busy a team has been, but they tell us very little about whether

meaningful connection actually occurred. The most important outcomes of this work are rarely

the easiest to count. Trustisn't measured on a spreadsheet and psychological safety doesn't fit
neatly into a monthly report.

If we're willing to look beyond the obvious, we'll begin to recognize that some of the most
meaningful successes are also the quietest.

Myth: The success of a therapy dog team is measured by activity.

Reality : The success of a therapy dog team is measured by connection. Activity simply creates
opportunities. Connection creates impact. The goal has never been to have the busiest therapy
dog, rather, the goal has always been to create moments where people feel seen, accepted, and
just a little less alone.

Why This Matters

We naturally celebrate what we can see.
A room full of laughter.
A long line of people waiting to greet the dog.
Pictures from a wellness event.

Those moments are wonderful. But if we're not careful, we can begin to believe those visible
moments are the only ones that matter. Sometimes the greatest success looks very different.
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It looks like the dispatcher who has quietly watched the dog from across the room for months
before finally walking over.

It looks like someone who says, "Can we take a walk?" instead of asking for help.

It looks like a coworker who lingers for a few extra minutes after everyone else has gone back to
work because, for the first time, they feel safe enough to talk.

These moments don't ask for attention. They simply ask us to notice them.

What This Looks Like in Real Life

A therapy dog enters the communications center during shift change.

Several dispatchers immediately smile, kneel down, and greet the dog. The room feels lighter for a
few moments before everyone settles back into work.

It's a good visit.

Across the room, another dispatcher barely looks up.

They stay focused on their console and continue working.

From the outside, it would be easy to assume the visit didn't mean anything to them.

A few weeks later, that same dispatcher quietly asks the handler if they can spend a few minutes
with the dog after shift.

No audience.

No conversation with the group.

Just a quiet moment.

The dog settles beside them while they gently scratch behind its ears.
After several minutes, the dispatcher quietly says,

"I didn't realize how much | needed this today.”

No one else hears the conversation.

There are no photographs.

No one records it as a successful interaction.
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But for that dispatcher, it may have been the most meaningful moment the therapy dog team
created all month.

Sometimes the most importantimpact is the one only two members of the team ever witness.

Peer Support Perspective

Peer supporters understand that progress is rarely dramatic. Trust is usually built one conversation
atatime.

One check-in.
One shared cup of coffee.
One moment where someone realizes they don't have to carry everything alone.

Therapy dog teams often work the same way. Their greatest contribution isn't creating
extraordinary moments. It's creating ordinary moments that make extraordinary conversations
possible. Sometimes the dog opens the door. Sometimes the handler walks through it. Sometimes
nothing is said at all.

Every one of those outcomes can have value.

Key Takeaways

Not every meaningful interaction is visible.
Connection matters more than activity.
Quiet moments often carry lasting impact.
Success is measured in trust, not attention.
The most meaningful work often happens without recognition.
Questions for Discussion
When have you witnessed a quiet moment that carried more meaning than a public one?
What signs of trust might be easy to overlook?
How can we avoid confusing visibility with impact?

What stories would you tell if you couldn't use numbers?
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Final Reflections

The Ripple Effect

When [ first began writing this booklet, | thought | was writing about the power of therapy dogs.
Somewhere along the way, | realized | wasn't. | was writing about people—about connection,
relationships, and what happens when another living being quietly creates the conditions for us to
feel safe enough to become ourselves again.

Therapy dogs are remarkable, but not because they solve problems or heal trauma. They don't
always know exactly what someone needs, and they aren't responsible for fixing what hurts. Their
giftis much quieter than that. They have a remarkable way of helping us slow down just enough to
notice one another. And sometimes, that's where healing begins.

Throughout these chapters we've talked about dogs, handlers, peer supporters, leadership,
organizational culture, and wellness. At first glance those may seem like separate topics, but
they're really different expressions of the same idea. Every one of them is rooted in connection.
Every interaction creates the possibility of another. A smile becomes a conversation. A
conversation becomes trust. Trust becomes the courage to ask for help. Help changes someone's
life in ways we may never fully understand or even see.

The truth is, we rarely get to see the entire ripple. Most of us only witness the first small splash.
That can make this work feel ordinary. It can make us wonder whether the quiet moments really
mattered. | believe deeply that they do.

| believe the dispatcher who paused for a few moments with a therapy dog after a difficult shift
remembers that moment long after anyone else has forgotten it. | believe the dispatcher who
wasn't ready to talk on the first visit—but was on the sixth—remembers the patience more than
the conversation. | believe the leader who quietly sat on the floor beside a therapy dog without
needing to be anyone other than themselves changed something in the culture without ever
realizing it.

The most meaningful change rarely announces itself. It doesn't ask for recognition or applause.
More often, it grows quietly, one interaction, one relationship, and one thoughtful choice at a time.

If there's one hope | have for you after finishing this resource, itisn't that you'll start a therapy dog
program. It isn't that you'll become a therapy dog handler. Itisn't even that you'll work alongside a
therapy dog team. My hope is much simpler than that. | hope you'll become more intentional
about creating the conditions where connection can flourish.

Maybe that happens with a therapy dog lying beside you. Maybe it happens over a cup of coffee
with a coworker. Maybe it happens because you choose to listen instead of trying to fix. Maybe it

45
By Shannon Polito



happens because someone finally feels safe enough to tell you they're struggling. The setting
matters far less than the intention behind it.

Because meaningful connection has never belonged to therapy dogs alone.

They simply remind us of something we all need from time to time: people rarely ever need us to

have the perfect words. They don't always need solutions. Most times they simply need someone

willing to be present, willing to notice and willing to stay.

In professions built around responding to crisis, we often measure our success by what we
accomplish—the calls we answer, the emergencies we manage, the lives we help save. Those
things matter, and they always will. But | wonder if another measure matters just as much. The
people who felt seen. The coworkers who no longer felt alone. The moments of quiet presence
that changed the course of someone's day. Perhaps those are worth counting, too.

This book isn't about creating therapy dog programs. It's about creating meaningful connection
through thoughtful therapy dog partnerships. More than anything, it's an invitation to approach
this work, and perhaps every relationship, with greater intention, curiosity, compassion, and
presence.

We rarely know which moments will matter most. That's why we choose to treat every
interaction as though it might.

By Shannon Polito
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Continuing the Journey

No single book, organization, or therapy dog team has all the answers. The field of first responder
wellness continues to evolve, and meaningful learning often comes from exploring a variety of
perspectives. The resources below have influenced my own thinking and may provide a helpful
starting point as you continue your own journey toward understanding trauma, resilience,
wellhess, human connection, and therapy dog partnerships.

Organizations & Therapy Dog Resources

National Therapy Dog Organizations

These organizations provide therapy dog registration, evaluation, volunteer support, and
educational resources.

e Alliance of Therapy Dogs (ATD) — National therapy dog registration, testing, volunteer
opportunities, and liability insurance.

o Pet Partners - One of the largest organizations supporting animal-assisted interventions
through handler education, registration, and continuing education.

o Therapy Dogs International (TDI) — Therapy dog testing and registration with chapters
throughout the United States.

e Love on aleash-Therapy dog certification and volunteer visitation programs across North
America.

e Therapy Dogs United — National certification organization supporting therapy dog teams in
a variety of community settings.

e American Kennel Club (AKC) Therapy Dog Program — Therapy dog title recognition and
directory of recognized therapy dog organizations.

First Responder Therapy Dog Organizations

The following organizations are dedicated to supporting the mental health and well-being of first
responders through therapy dog, facility dog, or service dog partnerships. While each organization
has a unique mission and approach, all contribute to advancing the use of the human-canine
bond within public safety.

¢ First Responders Pack Foundation — Supports first responder agencies in developing
therapy dog programs and provides education, funding opportunities, and advocacy.

o First Responder Therapy Dogs — Works directly with first responder agencies to place,
train, and support facility therapy dog teams dedicated to responder wellness.
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« K9 Tesla Foundation — Provides grants, education, and resources to help public safety
agencies establish sustainable therapy dog programs focused on wellness and peer
support.

e Operation Freedom Paws — A nonprofit organization that empowers veterans, first
responders, and individuals with disabilities through canine partnerships. In addition to its
nationally recognized service dog program, Operation Freedom Paws supports therapy dog
initiatives within law enforcement agencies and emphasizes the therapeutic value of the
handler-dog relationship as part of long-term resilience and recovery.

o Paws for Safety - Founded by a law enforcement officer, this organization uses therapy
dog teams to support first responders while also strengthening relationships between
public safety agencies and the communities they serve.

¢ Regional Peer Support & Therapy Dog Programs — Many local law enforcement, fire, EMS,
and communications agencies have developed exceptional therapy dog programs.
Connecting with neighboring agencies and state peer support networks can be one of the
best ways to learn from experienced handlers and successful implementations.

A Note About These Resources

The organizations listed here represent only a portion of the outstanding work being done across
the country. New therapy dog and facility dog programs continue to emerge as agencies recognize
the value of connection-based wellness initiatives. Inclusion in this list is intended to provide
readers with a starting point for further exploration rather than an endorsement of one program
over another. | encourage you to explore each organization's philosophy, training model, and
mission to determine which best aligns with your agency's goals and culture.
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Books That Have Shaped My Perspective

No single book has all the answers. My understanding of trauma, wellness, leadership, human
connection, and the powerful role therapy dog partnerships can play in first responder wellness
has been shaped by many voices over the years. They remind me that meaningful change begins
not with having the right answers, but with remaining curious enough to keep learning.

The books below have each contributed to my journey. Whether you're just beginning to explore
these topics or looking to deepen your understanding, | hope you'll find something here that
resonates with you as well.

Understanding Trauma & the Nervous System

e The Body Keeps the Score — Bessel A. van der Kolk

o Trauma Stewardship — Laura van Dernoot Lipsky

e The Wisdom of Your Body — Hillary McBride

e What Happened to You? — Bruce D. Perry & Oprah Winfrey
First Responder Wellness

o Dispatcher Stress — Adam Timm

¢ Mindfulness for Warriors — Kim Colegrove

o Navigating Adversity: Tactical Self-Care for First Responders — Dr. Renee Thornton &

Rodger Ruge

Burnout, Stress & Recovery

e Burnout — Emily Nagoski & Amelia Nagoski

e MBSR Every Day — Bob Stahl & Elisha Goldstein

e You're Too Good to Feel This Bad — Nate Dallas
Connection, Relationships & Emotional Intelligence

o Atlas of the Heart — Brené Brown

e Codependent No More — Melody Beattie

o The Gifts of Imperfection — Brené Brown

¢ How to Know a Person — David Brooks

e On Our Best Behavior — Elise Loehnen

e The Boy, the Mole, the Fox and the Horse — Charlie Mackesy
Leadership, Culture & Psychological Safety

e The Fearless Organization — Amy Edmondson
Understanding Dogs & the Human-Animal Bond

e The Other End of the Leash — Patricia McConnell
Faith & Personal Growth

e Thorns in the Heart — Dr. Steven Stiles

By Shannon Polito
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And Finally...

The most influential teachers in my life haven't always been found on a bookshelf.

They've been the dispatchers who trusted me with their stories. The peer supporters who showed
up without needing recognition. The therapy dog handlers who quietly demonstrated the power of
presence. The first responders who taught me that resilience isn't about never struggling—it's
about finding the courage to stay connected through the struggle. They've been the dogs who
reminded me that sometimes the greatest gift we can offer another person is simply our calm, our
presence, and our willingness to stay.

If there's one thing | hope this book has conveyed, it's that learning never truly ends. Stay curious.
Keep asking questions. Keep seeking understanding. And above all, continue creating the
conditions where connection can thrive.

50
By Shannon Polito




