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A BOOK ABOUT HOPE, UNCONDITIONAL LOVE,
AND FURRY COATS FOR DRYING TEARS

Imagine you’re a little kid again. You’re very sad. Maybe someone was mean to you. Maybe your parents were arguing or someone at school said some really horrible things. You can practically feel the hot tears running down your cheeks. But suddenly there’s someone at your side. A wet nose pressing against your face. Eyes searching for contact. Soft fur between your fingers. A tail softly wagging, like a magic wand banishing the evil. Your tears dry up and you start to play together.




Now imagine you’re a teenager. What were you like back then? How did you feel? Did you feel like you were on top of the world one moment and falling into the abyss the next? Maybe there wasn’t a particular reason or maybe it was because of some difficult situation you were going through. Imagine lying in your teenage bedroom. Maybe you have posters on your walls. Maybe an old, well-loved teddy bear from your childhood. And you’re very sad. You feel alone; like nobody understands you. When the feeling of anxiety almost paralyzes you, suddenly someone is there again. You feel that same wet nose on your cheek. The soft, furry coat has more than enough room to absorb all your tears and fears. Maybe your BDF, Best Dog Friend, snuggles up in your lap or just curls up at your feet; your trusty guardian angel. You are no longer alone.

The years go by, a graying muzzle and that final farewell as your guardian angel gets their wings. A new soft nose, maybe even two come into your life. The size, texture, and temperature of that nudging nose may vary. It may be accompanied by eyes with a look of puppyish playfulness or endless wisdom. A long tail or a tiny little stub. Long, short, or rough and curly hair. Your dog, in whatever shape and form, is always there by your side throughout your life.

And then one day, you are old. Now imagine being really, really old. You’ve lived a long life and you’re starting to feel tired. Maybe you’re finding it hard to walk. In your head, you still feel 20, but your body has become a hindrance, you can no longer take care of a dog. You reminisce about the dogs you’ve loved throughout the years and it makes you feel sad and a bit lonely. Maybe you’re living in a senior citizens’ home with many other elderly people. Maybe family or friends come to visit you once in a while. Maybe you don’t recognize those visitors sometimes. But then, suddenly, one day you feel that nose again! That wet nose. Those shiny, sprightly eyes. That happy wagging tail. Maybe you haven’t met this particular dog before, but oh, how the memories come flowing back! Windows that have seldom been opened suddenly let in the light, the memories come pouring in, so clear and bright, like it was yesterday. Maybe you laugh and smile for the first time in ages. And maybe you even get a good night’s sleep, without any sleeping pills or painkillers.

Many of us have dogs at our sides throughout our lives. Some of us, for one reason or another, can’t have a dog, and for others, life without a dog is something abstract and unimaginable. The joys of sharing life with a dog are simply amazing. And when that dog is not just a family member but your work colleague as well; that is an absolute dream for many.
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Kompis is a certified therapy dog and school resource dog. He works in Västerås with his handler, Sara Karlberg.

And that’s how it was for us. Dogs have always been a major part of our lives. They’ve helped us when things were tough and guided us through both the good times and the bad. And that got us thinking. Just imagine if we could help other people feel that same hope, love, and happiness that our dogs helped us feel. What if there was a way to reach those who can’t have a dog themselves, so they too can experience these feelings of joy. Imagine if our dogs could help others, not just ourselves, to grow, to feel better.

And you know what? It’s possible!

This book is about what we in Sweden call “social working dogs”, dogs who work together with their handlers with individuals or groups of people. Although other types of assistance dogs (e.g. guide-, service-, hearing dogs, etc.) also fall under the umbrella term “social working dogs” in Sweden, we have not included them in this book. After discussing this with professionals in the field, we have decided to retain the umbrella term “social working dogs” in the English version of this book. We will explain more about this in a later chapter.

This book gives you examples of what to think about when selecting and training a dog for this field of work, how to integrate a dog in the workplace, and lots more useful information. You’ll also meet several dog teams featured throughout the book in “In the Spotlight”. But this is also a book about hope, unconditional love and complete trust between human and canine, and, of course, interpersonal relationships. And about the value of being seen and heard, and about furry coats for drying tears.

The social working dog sector is a young field that is growing rapidly worldwide. Writing a book in these exciting times when things are changing so quickly is quite a challenge. We have tried to focus on the current situation – 2019 – and have specifically chosen not to include too many details that we think may change in the near future. In general, our perspective is based on the situation in Sweden, but we hope that this book will inspire those of you living in other countries as well.

Maybe you’re interested in training your own dog or maybe you and your dog are already working as a team. Or maybe you work somewhere that is interested in introducing a dog in the workplace, or maybe you’re simply just a little bit curious. Whoever you are, we really hope you enjoy this book.
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Svea is a certified therapy dog and school resource dog. She works in Gothenburg with her handler, Annika Isoniemi Blom.



IN THE SPOTLIGHT - ANETTE AND MOLTAS






	Dog’s name:
	Moltas



	Dog’s breed:
	Labradoodle



	Dog’s age:
	5 years



	Trained as:
	(Child) therapy dog, care dog



	Handler’s name:
	Anette Jirbäck, pediatric nurse and dog handler



	Workplace:
	Astrid Lindgrens Barnsjukhus/SABH (advanced outpatient pediatric care) and play therapy, Lilla Erstagården (children’s hospice)



	Target group:
	Severely ill children as outpatients







Job description: Moltas’s job is to be there for support and as a distraction, to motivate, encourage, activate, spread joy, increase self-confidence, well-being, and quality of life, as well as help decrease anxiety, fear, depression, etc. For a very sick child who has been in the hospital for a really long time and has to go through difficult treatments, the dog offers enormous support. The child can cuddle and play with the dog who doesn’t make demands or judge. The child can play at their own pace, despite the tubes and devices they are often hooked up to.

Moltas’s visits can take on very different forms. Sometimes we focus on food since some children stop eating due to the treatment they’re going through. The child can feed Moltas different foods that they can eat too. Moltas usually gets fed with a spoon.

By giving Moltas “shots” and putting band-aids on him, we can go through events together, and Moltas can even come along as a distraction when tests have to be taken. We do fun things, like play games, hide things, throw a ball, and go for walks. Moltas makes the kids laugh, gets them excited, which in turn makes the family happy. It means so much to the family to see their child happy, even for just a short moment.

We often visit the terminally ill children and their parents for many months. The children have a friend who never disappoints and is with them until the very end. With Moltas’s help, we’re sometimes even able to have discussions about things that are otherwise too difficult to talk about. It helps the children better understand and process the fact that they are going to die. For example, one girl wanted Moltas to play dead every time we visited her. Maybe that was her way of dealing with her fears? Moltas and I have also been to talks with the family of the deceased child, at their request, as support for the siblings.

Favorite exercise: None in particular. All of the visits are so worthwhile, it’s difficult to pick just one.

Fondest memory: There are so many wonderful memories, it’s really hard to choose. But when a child’s parents ask if they’re in pain and the child answers: “I can’t hurt when I’m with Moltas,” that really touches my heart. And when parents send me a text message telling me how happy they were to see their child smiling. What they’re going through is horrible. It feels good to know that we can give them that little bit of happiness.
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