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Description

Nonhuman animals who have been domesticated over thousands of years have 
learned to live within human societies, but in most cases, their ability to act freely 
within their environment has been restricted, sometimes seriously. Many behaviour
issues arise when animals’ natural behaviours conflict with human goals or plans, and 
such conflicts can lead to higher levels of control or even coerciveness and cruelty. 
This presentation focuses on dogs, although the concepts apply to other species, too. It 
explores the concept of agency, and how taking the dog’s perspective can enhance 
their enjoyment of life as well as their relationships with their people. Considering their 
natural behaviours, as a species and as individuals, opens doors to motivation that 
sometimes are overlooked even in positive training approaches. The value of Premack 
Principle is covered as well as a broader “enjoyment of life” ethos in which the dogs’ 
input and consent are seriously considered. The importance of play for development 
and social relationships will also be included. Practical examples will be illustrated.
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©   Copyright!!   ©

All photos, original graphics, content, & other materials in this handout are 
copyrighted by Dr. Risë VanFleet in conjunction with the International Institute for 
Animal Assisted Play Therapy®.  All rights reserved.  Reproduction, sharing, or use 
of any kind is prohibited without the written permission of the author and the 
IIAAPT. They are made available to the Association of Pet Behaviour Counsellors for 
their use, with permission.

© 2024, Risë VanFleet, PhD, with IIAAPT. All rights reserved.

IIAAPT
Boiling Springs, PA 17007

www.iiaapt.org                 info@iiaapt.org
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Risë at a Glance
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❑ Child/Family Psychologist; Registered Play Therapist-Supervisor; Certified Dog 

Behavior Consultant; Certified Animal Ethology & Behavior Instructor

❑ President of Family Enhancement & Play Therapy Ctr. & its International Institute 

for Animal Assisted Play Therapy®

❑ 48 years of clinical, administrative, animal behavior & organizational experience

❑ 20 years of volunteering behavior services to rescues & shelters

❑ Author/coauthor of 24 books and manuals, including the Maxwell Award-winning 

Animal Assisted Play Therapy (2017, also in Dutch), AAPT Techniques Manual, 

Child-Centered Play Therapy; Filial Therapy: Strengthening Parent-Child 

Relationships Through Play (3rd ed); A Parent’s Handbook of Filial Therapy (3rd 

ed;); The Human Half of Dog Training, plus dozens of chapters and articles

❑ PA Psychological Association Award: Distinguished Contributions to the Science 

and Profession of Psychology 

❑ 20 state, national, international awards for teaching and writing (including several 

Maxwells)

One of Dr. VanFleet’s 
several Maxwell Awards 
for writing about dogs →
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Bio
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This presentation arises from…

• My interdisciplinary PhD in Human Development & Family Studies 
(including ethology courses; licensed as a psychologist)

• My work with children and families from a systemic point of view

• The development, along with Tracie Faa-Thompson, of the field of Animal 
Assisted Play Therapy®

• My experiences with highly fearful, traumatized, unsocialized, and/or shut-
down dogs

• Multidisciplinary influences & interest in theoretical integration
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Behaviorism is 
important & very useful, 
but we need to think 
beyond & consider 
other theories that 
might be relevant, too.

This is to help us 
develop a more holistic 
view of these complex 
creatures we care so 
deeply about.

Toward a More 
Holistic View
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Recent (somewhat) Related Articles

• 15 Suggestions: What Highly Fearful Dogs Teach Us About What They Need (APDT Chronicle of 
the Dog, Summer 2024)
https://iiaapt.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/COTD-SUMMER-2024.pdf

• Expectations of Therapy Dogs: Should We Train Dogs to “Put Up” with Certain Human Behaviors? 
(APDT Chronicle of the Dog, Spring 2024)
https://iiaapt.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/COTD-SPRING-2024-Rise-VanFleet.pdf

• Animals Are So Easily Misunderstood… The Importance of Empathic Understanding (Blogpost, 
IIAAPT; 2023 winner of Dog Writers Association of America’s Manette Begin-Loudon Memorial 
Award) https://iiaapt.org/animals-are-so-easily-misunderstood-and-the-importance-of-empathic-
understanding/

• Do We Sell Them Short? Supporting “Agency” in Animals (Blogpost, IIAAPT)
Finalist in Dog Writers Association of America 2020 Competition in Best Online Article category
https://iiaapt.org/do-we-sell-them-short-supporting-agency-in-animals/
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Sometimes Definitions Are Confused…
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Agency

• The capability of humans and nonhuman 
animals to act within their environment, 
usually by choosing (unconsciously or 
purposely) a set of behaviors that help 
accomplish a goal.

• Do wild animals (such as this polar bear) 
have more agency than domesticated 
ones?

Photo credit: Risë VanFleet, Manitoba, Canada
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What Agency Looks Like

• Špinka, M., & Wemelsfelder, F. (2011). Environmental 
challenge and animal agency. Animal Welfare, 
Wallingford, UK: CABInternational, pp. 27-44.

• What might agency look like?

• Exploratory behaviors (unencumbered) 

• Play (free play, rough & tumble)

• How animal reacts to unexpected events or 
challenges (from others or the environment)

• Making choices

• Problem-solving

• Fits with Jaak Panksepp’s Affective Neuroscience 
work as well
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Magpie (Alaska) checks out
cars being parked in a wilderness
area parking lot. They have learned
that people often drop food items
on the ground.         Photo: R. VanFleet
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Alaskan Brown Bear fishing
during the September 
salmon run. 
Photo: Risë VanFleet

Wild Animals Acting
On & Within Their 
Natural Environment
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2nd Year Cub with Sow
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Photos: Risë VanFleet. Alaskan Brown Bears

Cub is beginning to learn distinct fishing 
style by observing the mother. 

She will eat the fish if she is hungry. Here 
she gave it to her cub to begin learning 
how to consume it.
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Mama Moose Deciding 
Where and What to Forage
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Photo: Risë VanFleet, near Anchorage, Alaska

A friend’s house on the outskirts of 
Anchorage apparently has been deemed 
“safe”. For several years, moose have 
brought their young there in the Spring,
and occasionally other times of the year.
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Agency & Domestic Animals
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• There are typically limitations placed on agency when they live with 
humans. Limitations can come from (1) socialization experiences (or 
lack thereof), (2) the environment at the moment or historically 
(e.g., restrictions in space, ability to move freely, equipment), (3) 
type of access to & relationships with conspecifics, (4) the humans 
who care for them and the forms that care takes

• Research suggests that the degree of agency is an indicator of 
welfare

• Early learned helplessness work – essentially about the impact of no 
control over one’s environment, noncontingent feedback

• More attention is now being paid to agency.

• Many trainers or behaviorists have incorporated it to some extent, 
but we can probably do better
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Agency & Motivation

• If agency is associated with greater welfare and well-being, then it is likely to be 
associated with fewer behavior problems that arise from poor welfare

• If given with thoughtfulness, it seems increased agency would contribute to 
healthier relationships (per attachment theory as well)

• It might also lead to increased intrinsic motivation as the animal would be 
accepted and honored as they are, and their basic needs might be better met

• My own experience is that relationships are far more satisfying for me as I see the 
animals’ enthusiasm and engagement grow

• This is one reason we use a goodness-of-fit model in Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy® where activities are built around who the animal is rather than solely 
around the human clients’ needs
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In AAPT, the 
needs of the 

animals are of 
equal importance 

to the needs of 
the human 

clients.
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Do Animals Really Have “Behavior Problems” ?

• A problem in human psychotherapy practice, IMO, is that we are sometimes 
quick to label or diagnose something that might not really be about the 
individual, but about their relationship with others or with their environment. 
This has implications for how we treat the presenting problems.

• Do we do the same with our behavioral work with animals?

• EXAMPLE: In one of my Level 2 Animal Assisted Play Therapy® workshops, 
where people bring their own dogs, I noticed one dog seemed quite anxious. 
Looking more closely at the interactions with his handler, I realized it wasn’t the 
dog who was anxious… The handler was anxious and her body language and 
handling skills all conveyed this.
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Behavior Problems?

• Sure as behavior issues have many different causes

• Some are of our own making 

• Some relate to culture – some practices and attitudes about animals 
influence how animals are treated and what issues arise

• Genetic, physical, medical, sensory, and social issues

• Many behavior issues relate to clashes between the species and humans, 
and adaptations animals must make to live in our world

• Many are actually “unwanted behaviors” rather than “problem behaviors” 
of the animal – they/we create problems that we don’t like
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Was Jake Chuilein Disobedient?

• Waits on chair while other dogs go out.  He gets treat. 
Then they come back in.

• Then when I give him the “okay” he jumps down and he 
goes out.

• One day he would not jump down. I called him in a 
pleasant voice several times, but he stayed in the chair.

• I looked closely at him and then around the 
environment to see what might be going on.

• The answer was on the floor near to the place he usually 
jumps down…
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Understanding Agency Means Looking from the 
Animal’s Point of View – Training/Behavior

• I had to look at the Jake situation from HIS point of view, not my own

• What does this mean for training and behavior work?

• We often try to include choices for the animal when training or working on 
behaviors

• The animal determines what is reinforcing

• BUT… who determines the behaviors of interest?

• First must learn about who the animal is and what preferences they have; what they 
enjoy

• Build that acceptance into what we do with them (or what our clients do with them)
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Ways We Can Build & Maximize Agency
(in no particular order)

1. Observe their natural behaviors 

2. Try to see their perspective ALWAYS

3. Minimize or eliminate equipment when 
possible

4. Use more capturing & Premack Principle 
in training

5. Focus on antecedents in A-B-C

6. Be willing to change your intervention 
plan if the animal suggests something else

7. Do things that feel good with/to them

8. Follow or arouse their curiosity

9. Build anticipation for things they enjoy

10. Give them opportunities to be themselves 
as much as possible

11. Focus on relationships as much as on 
specific behaviors

12. Let them play, and also with us

13. Let them make frequent choices

14. Allow them to solve some of their own 
problems

15. Provide them with new adventures
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Ideas Need Our Attunement & Creativity

• The ideas here might seem 
simple, and in fact they are!

• They can be overlooked when 
we focus on problems, 
however

• My examples to follow might 
seem simple, too

• We want to build clients’ 
awareness, and simple is 
sometimes the best way

• The key is to observe, 
observe, observe

• Learn as much about the 
species, breed, & INDIVIDUAL

• Then, guided by the animal, 
apply our creativity to put 
these ideas into action in 
animal-friendly ways

• Then share the process with 
clients
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1. Observe Their Natural Behaviors

• What do they do when we 
are not directing things? In 
their natural environment?

• Horse blowing bubbles→

• Good observations under 
many different conditions 
gives us an idea of what the 
animal enjoys, what other 
reinforcers might be used, 
and what we can do 
together sometimes
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Then look for ways to 
enable their natural 

behaviors
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Horses Need Horses - Synchrony
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Photo © 2021, Risë VanFleet, PhD. All rights reserved.
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2. Try Always to See Their Perspective

• This includes 
physically positioning 
ourselves so we can 
see or hear what they 
might be experiencing 
(although we need 
not go quite as far as 
pictured)

30
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3. Minimize or Eliminate Equipment When Possible

• Off-leash

• At liberty

• Picture is during an
Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy® training 
workshop for mental 
health, allied health, 
education, and animal 
professionals
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4. Use More Capturing, Premack Principle 

• Premack options for reinforcement 
with higher value activities

• Open the door 

• Toss the ball

• Our own excitement

• Some scratches in favorite places

• Pam Dennison’s “go be a dog!”

• Go for a ride

• Go sniff where the rabbits were

• Enjoyable things revealed by your 
observations

32

This play bow 
posture was

captured & put
on the cue

“Pretty Please”
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5. Focus More on Antecedents
[Antecedents – Behavior – Consequences]

• More focus on antecedents is needed = setting the animal up 
for success (e.g., learning in a nondistracting environment)

• Antecedent stimuli can activate the motivational centers in the 
brain

• Setting events; establishing conditions; preceding events are those 
stimuli which impact the behavioral response & subsequent 
consequences

• Discriminative stimuli rely on a history of reinforcement under certain 
conditions
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What Just Happened?

• One thing I teach my behavior clients about antecedents--

• When the animal behaves in a certain (defined) way, go back ASAP to determine what 
happened right before that behavior (external events, including their own behavior)

• This is to increase awareness by the handler of how their own behavior might be 
influencing the animal’s behavior, then show the alternative for the human

• Goes hand-in-hand with animal-responsive handling skills (VanFleet, 2023)

• Simple example:   a dog backs away when a family member reaches to pat on top of the 
head. What happened right before the dog backed away? Arm reached out and over the 
top of the head where the dog couldn’t see it. Animal responsive handling = avoid 
reaching directly over the head.
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6. Be Flexible with Your Training Plans

• Group activity in one of my workshops 
was to capture or teach something 
“natural” with Murrie

• They began with one plan, but Murrie 
kept putting his paw on the ball

• The group was flexible enough to use 
the ball in a different activity which 
incorporated his behavior and suited 
Murrie perfectly
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7. Do Things That Feel Good with/to Them
(sensory – touch)

36
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…But On Their Own Terms

Let them 
approach or get 
into position for 
things they seem 

to want

37
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8. Follow or Arouse Their Curiosity

• Follow them and show 
interest in what captures 
their attention

• Follow them as they 
forage

• Play hide & seek (with 
treats, scents, yourself)

• Show them & let them 
explore novel items
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Go See What 
They Are 

Barking About

41

Let them know you
are listening to them!

Pictured: Josie barked 
w/ excitement because 
the neighbors’ cattle 
were closer than usual.
(still 600 meters away)
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9. Build Anticipation for Things They Enjoy

• Go for a walk?

• Go for a ride?

• Go see Meisje?

• Let them sniff packages that arrive in the mail.

• Use environmental cues for exciting activities (pull out the 
brush, the tunnel, a special toy, or the treat pouches) and give 
them a little time to anticipate what is about to happen.
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Anticipation That Comes 
from Prior Experience

43

Kirrie loved seeing things pop out of
the puppet theater when participating
in Animal Assisted Play Therapy® with
children. When this photo was
taken, however, no one was behind 
there!
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10. Give Opportunities for Them to Be Themselves

44

Photo © 2019, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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A Goat-Centered Activity

45
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Decker
(photos © and with permission of Anne Rogers)

• 10 years old; lives with canine 
professional Anne Rogers in Ireland

• Amazing example of Anne giving him 
agency by providing him with near daily 
opportunities to be himself and do what 
he loves (always safely)

• She does this regardless of the weather 
conditions that are uncomfortable for her

• His response speaks for itself.

• See next slide →
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Decker

Doing what Decker 
loves best!

Photo © 2024, Anne 
Rogers. Used by 
permission. All rights 
reserved.
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11. Focus on Relationships

• Building healthy relationships can 
reduce problem areas or make it easier 
to work on them.

• Strong relationships are 

• SAFE (physically & emotionally)

• SECURE (base from which to           
   explore)

• STABLE (reliable, consistent)

48
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12. Let Them Play…
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…in Their Own Ways
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And Also With Us!
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13. Let Them Make Frequent Choices

54

• Free choices are the best (those that 
allow for more than just 2 options) --

• Where to go for a walk, and what to do 
on it (e.g., sniff a blade of grass for 8 
minutes)

• Which direction to go on a ride (horse)

• Which toys to play with

• Where to forage
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Make sure you 
can honor their 
choices when 
you give them!
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14. Allow Them to Solve Some of Their Own Problems

57

What the heck is THAT?  

Better gather some
info about it.

Seems okay, but let me sniff
it before I stick my head in!
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15. Provide Them with New Adventures
58
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Enthusiasm & Motivation

59

What happens to animal well-being 
and motivation when we offer 
more opportunities for activities & 
adventures in daily life attuned to 
the animals’ natural interests?
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Kirrie (17) & Josie Patches (7) 60
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Contact Information

61

Risë VanFleet, PhD, RPT-S, CDBC, CAEBI

     rise@risevanfleet.com
     www.risevanfleet.com

International Institute for Animal 
Assisted Play Therapy®        

www.iiaapt.org 
info@iiaapt.org
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