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The Path of Trust – Self-Management and
Collaboration with Dogs

Framing

Training Area: 4 – Self-Management Through Sports

Competence focus: regulating emotions (fear, anxiety, frustration) while building trust and collaboration 
through non-verbal communication.

Target group: Vulnerable adults (especially those facing difficulties in emotional regulation, social anxiety, 
or reintegration). Trainers and educators seeking tools to foster collaboration and trust-building. Mixed 
groups where educators and vulnerable adults can learn together.

Participants: Small groups of 6–8 participants, maximum 10. Activities are carried out in pairs or small  
teams, each interacting with a trained dog.

Facilitators: One specialist in dog-assisted education/therapy. One SEL/non-formal education trainer.

Role of facilitator: The dog specialist ensures safety, ethical interaction with the animals, and technical  
guidance. The SEL trainer facilitates group dynamics, emotional reflection, and transfer of learning to real-
life contexts.

Context: Participants often face real-life situations where trust, patience, and collaboration are essential  
but emotionally challenging. The activity provides a safe environment where the dog acts as a mirror of  
emotional states, requiring participants to regulate their reactions, communicate clearly, and develop 
confidence. This prepares them to handle stressful interactions in families, workplaces, and communities 
with greater calm and empathy.

Intended outcomes:
By the end of the activity, participants are expected to:

 Improve emotional self-regulation (especially in moments of uncertainty or frustration).
 Strengthen trust and empathy, both towards animals and peers.
 Practice non-verbal communication as a tool for collaboration.
 Experience the balance of leading and supporting in a relationship of care.
 Transfer the skills of calmness, patience, and trust-building to everyday life situations.
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Case Description

Instructions:
The activity takes place in a safe, enclosed space where participants are invited to interact with trained  
dogs through simple trust-building tasks. Each participant or pair is guided step by step by the facilitators, 
who introduce the importance of calmness, patience, and non-verbal communication when working with 
the animal. The dogs respond immediately to stress, tension, or inconsistency, which allows participants 
to reflect on how their inner state influences relationships. Tasks such as guiding the dog along a path,  
giving basic commands, or completing a cooperative exercise are designed to highlight the role of trust 
and emotional regulation in successful collaboration. Throughout the activity, roles are alternated so  
participants can experience both leading and supporting, with structured pauses for reflection led by the  
facilitators.

Materials needed:
 Safe enclosed outdoor or indoor space (arena, yard, or gym).
 Trained dogs accustomed to educational/therapeutic activities.
 Leashes, harnesses, or guiding ropes.
 Cones, poles, or simple markers to set up obstacle paths.
 Small objects or hoops for simple obedience/trust tasks (e.g., pick and carry, go through).
 Chairs arranged in a circle for group debriefing.
 Flipchart or notebook to record reflections.

Steps:

1) Welcome & framing – 5’
Introduce the activity, explaining that the focus is on trust, patience, and self-regulation. Stress that the 
dog’s behaviour will mirror participants’ emotions and clarity of communication.

2) Safety & consent – 5’
Dog specialist explains safety rules (gentle approach, no sudden movements, respecting the dog’s signals). 
Participants who feel anxious may begin as observers before engaging.

3) Warm-up connection – 5’
Participants spend a few moments near the dog (standing calmly, letting the dog approach). The aim is to 
model calm presence and build trust through non-verbal cues.

4) Task A: Guided path – 10’
Each participant or pair leads the dog along a simple path of cones. Focus: giving clear signals, maintaining 
calmness, and regulating frustration if the dog resists or hesitates.

5) Micro-debrief A – 3’
Quick reflection: How did you feel leading the dog? How did your emotions influence the dog’s behaviour?

6) Task B: Cooperative exercise – 10’
Introduce a simple challenge (e.g., leading the dog through a hoop, asking for a sit/wait, guiding over a  
small obstacle). Aim: collaboration, patience, and reinforcing trust.

7) Micro-debrief B – 3’
Prompts: What helped the dog trust you? How did you adapt when things didn’t go as planned?
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8) Task C: Trust walk – 10’
Participants close their eyes while a peer (or facilitator) guides them with the dog on a leash, simulating 
vulnerability and dependence on others’ guidance. Aim: empathy, letting go of control, and experiencing 
trust.

9) Cool-down & appreciation – 5’
End the activity with calm interaction (stroking, rewarding the dog, gentle closure). Dogs are then safely 
removed by the specialist.

Final Reflection:
At the end of the activity, participants gather in a circle for a guided reflection. The facilitator encourages 
them  to  connect  their  interaction  with  the  dog  to  real-life  experiences  of  trust  and  collaboration. 
Questions can include: What did you notice about your emotions when guiding the dog? How did the dog’s 
behaviour reflect your inner state? Was it easy or difficult to trust the process when you could not control  
the outcome? What helped you stay calm and patient? To deepen transfer, participants are invited to 
share  examples  of  situations outside the activity  where they struggle  with  trust,  patience,  or  clear  
communication, and to identify one concrete strategy they can apply in daily life. The facilitator highlights 
that building trust is a gradual process, based on consistency, calm presence, and respect—principles that 
apply equally to relationships with people.

Assessment Methods

The aim of assessment is to observe and reinforce progress in emotional regulation, trust-building, and 
non-verbal  communication.  Facilitators  can use a combination of  observation, peer input,  and self-
reflection:

1. Observation Checklist (Facilitators)
o Emotional regulation: ability to remain calm when the dog hesitates or resists.
o Communication: clarity of signals, patience in repeating instructions.
o Trust-building: consistency, empathy, respect for the dog’s signals.
o Collaboration: openness to feedback from peers or facilitator.

2. Peer Feedback
o Peers briefly share one strength and one suggestion after each exercise.
o Prompts: “I saw you staying calm when the dog didn’t follow” / “Next time, try using fewer  

words and more hand signals.”
3. Self-Reflection Cards

o Quick prompts at the end of the session:
 I managed my emotions when the dog resisted: 😊 😐 ☹️�
 I felt able to build trust: ✔️� / partly / not yet
 One thing I can apply in daily life is…

4. Group Debrief Insights
o Facilitators record key reflections on a flipchart, emphasising collective learning about 

patience, trust, and empathy.
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Adaptation & Continuation

Follow-up: To consolidate learning, the activity can be extended or revisited in subsequent sessions with 
progressive adjustments:

 Increase complexity: repeat the exercises with more challenging paths or commands, gradually 
requiring greater patience and precision.

 Silent guidance: ask participants to guide the dog using only non-verbal signals, reinforcing calm 
presence and body awareness.

 Role  rotation: have  participants  alternate  between  leading,  supporting,  and  observing  to 
strengthen empathy and perspective-taking.

 Link to daily life: between sessions, invite participants to keep a brief journal noting situations 
where they practiced patience or trust in others, and share these experiences in the following 
session.

 Peer support: pair participants as “trust partners” who encourage each other to apply strategies 
from the activity in real-life contexts and report back.

Transferability in different contexts: This activity can be adapted to different contexts, audiences, and 
environments while maintaining its focus on trust, emotional regulation, and collaboration:

 Alternative animals: where dogs are not available, similar exercises can be developed with other 
animals used in assisted activities (e.g., donkeys, rabbits), maintaining the focus on calm presence 
and empathy.

 Simulation without animals: in contexts where animal-assisted education is not possible, the 
dynamics can be recreated through role-play (e.g.,  guiding a blindfolded partner through an 
obstacle course), emphasising trust and non-verbal communication.

 Different target groups: applicable to vulnerable adults, young people in schools or youth centres, 
professional teams for leadership training, or families to strengthen bonds.

 Mixed-ability groups: tasks can be simplified (shorter paths, fewer commands) to suit participants 
with  reduced  mobility  or  cognitive  challenges,  with  observation  roles  offered  for  gradual 
involvement.

 Cultural adaptation: facilitators can connect the theme of trust and patience to locally relevant 
metaphors, traditions, or community values to make the activity more meaningful.
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