
The Neurobiology of Animal 
Assisted Trauma Responsive



TRAUMA

Event or events or set of 
circumstances (includes 
witnessing)

Experienced as emotionally 
and/or physically harmful

Lasting adverse effects

Response to stress 
hormones

Disrupt capacity to regulate 
cognitive states





EMPATHY



EMPATHY 
WITNESS 
with 
ANIMAL 
ASSISTED 
SERVICES 
(AAS)

FEEL SEEN AND HEARD

NOT “OTHERED”

SACRED TO “HOLD SPACE” 
FOR SOMEONE’S PAIN



Why do we talk about Trauma in 
AAS?

The silent pandemic: ACEs statistics

Populations served by AAS

How trauma affects others around b/c of distress and 
symptoms manifesting in behaviors of disruption



Quick 
Survey 
for ACEs



ACE Statistics

Preventing ACEs could reduce the number of adults with depression by as 
much as 44%.

At least 5 of the top 10 leading causes of death are associated with ACEs.

1 in 6 adults experienced four or more types of ACEs.

67% of people have at least 1 ACE





Populations 
Served with 
Trauma

Military-related PTSD

First Responder PTSD

Crime-related PTSD

Abuse in form of Neglect

Physical Abuse

Emotional Abuse

Anxiety

TRAUMA is not a diagnosis 
recognized by the DSM 5, 
used to diagnose disorders



Everyday you can 
rewrite your story 
thanks to 
neuroscience!

AAS can be 
catalyst for 
neuroplasticity





SIGNS of TRAUMA

Late (timekeeper 
part of brain 

affected)

Fear of making 
mistakes

Memory deficits 
(smaller 

hippocampus –
short-term memory)

Difficulty 
experiencing 
joy/pleasure

Risky behaviors
Feelings of blame, 

shame, and ongoing 
negative emotions

Loss of Hope Isolation/Dissociates
Many physical signs 

that mimic other 
conditions





Stress is common denominator



Paws and 
Breathe: 
Coregulation



Fully Integrate Trauma Knowledge

PROCESSES AND PROCEDURES

Safe environment (emotionally 
and physically)

Application - triggers

Adapt classes/healthcare 
information

STAKEHOLDERS

Self-aware

Regulation practices

Animals decompression post 
trauma work

Group work vs individual work



Learning with Trauma

Hear/See new information – 1 part of brain

Discuss information – different part of brain

Write about information – yet another part of brain

Attach emotion-implicit memory!

MUST FEEL SAFE!!!!! If not, ear will focus on low male 
voices, listening for “predator” sounds



Neurosequential
Model: 
Stage not Age

“Your relationship lives to teach 
another day” 

Dr. Bruce Perry



Bottom-Up 
Processing
to make 
Top-Down 
Processing 
Possible





Ways to Calm Body after 
Dysregulation



We Must Build Responsive 
Communities Based on Connections



Connections 
are Antidote 
to Trauma
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