Presentation at the IAHAIO Glasgow 2004 Conference

Title:
Terror Attack Victims: The Rehabilitation Process of Post Traumatic Patients with the Aid of a Therapy Dog 

Author:  
Dr. Alon Wasserman 
Rehabilitation Psychologist, Neuropsychologist, Animal Assisted Therapist
Levinsky College, Israel
Application Abstract:

This proposed presentation will relate to the special contribution of a therapy dog within the context of the rehabilitation process of patients who suffer Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), due to terror attacks in Israel. 

PTSD might occur in a person who has been exposed to a traumatic event in which there was actual or threatened death and the response was of intense fear, helplessness or horror. The disorder may be especially severe or long lasting when the stressor is of human design (e.g., terrorist's attack), and causes clinically significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas of functioning. The onset of symptoms might be acute (less than 3 month), chronic (more than 3 month) or with delayed onset (at least 6 month after the stressor). 

Since many patients with PTSD feel constantly threatened and irritated, one of the first therapeutic goals is relaxation. My clinical experience shows that the presence of my therapeutic dog highly contributes to the patients' ability to relax and think clearly. Another symptom is numbing of general responsiveness ("psychic numbing" or "emotional anesthesia"). Working through the triple interaction of patient-therapist-dog enables the patient to extend the restricted range of affect and helps enhance the expression of one's positive and negative feelings. Extreme changes occur as the relationship of the patient and the dog develops throughout the rehabilitation process. The accumulation of shared interactions of the patient and the therapist with a third living soul boosts up the ability to feel depth of emotions and express them.

Patients who experienced a bombing or a shooting attack, which are sadly frequent in Israel, sometimes describe painful guilt feelings about surviving when others did not survive or about the things they had to do to survive. Amazingly, some of them find it easier to express it by talking to the dog as a third "person". Another common symptom is a feeling of detachment or estrangement from others. Many patients report lack of these feelings when they interact with me due to the fact that I share my own personal dog with them, and they perceive me as more likely to help them.

In summary, the purpose of the current proposed lecture is to show some instances of the special contribution of an interaction with a therapy dog to the rehabilitation process of Post Traumatic patients, in the framework of constant terror attack threats. 

