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This bachelor thesis report was written as part of the graduation program ‘Research in Leisure’ of the NHTV Breda
University of Applied Sciences. Four notes should be made prior to the report: Firstly, even though humans are animals
too, the word “animals” is used to describe all living creatures beside humans. Secondly, whenever a general reference is
made to a human being “he” is used and a general reference to an animal is signified by “she”. This does not mean
animals, nor humans, are discriminated. This rule was established in order to keep writing and reading simple. Thirdly,
this thesis report was written from the perspective of and about the humans in western society, in specific Europe and
the United States of America. And finally, all names used in this report (except those of the approached businesses, the
study supervisor and the researcher) are changed to maintain anonymity.
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Executive Summary
The research objective was to gain in depth insight into the concepts of primal leadership, animal assisted interventions
and leadership training through animal assistance in order to analyze the outcome of this experience. What leadership
actually is about, how humans can develop leadership competence and why animals would be able to positively effect
this learning process, were questions that formed the basis of the research. By means of ‘The Experience Model’ all
elements of a leadership training through animal assistance were examined. Desk research and a great variety of
qualitative field research methods delivered valuable data to answer the four research questions.
At this point it should be highlighted that the aim of the research project was to generate an overall picture of the
phenomenon ‘leadership training through animal assistance’, rather than to measure the effect of this experience for a
large and general population. As Albert Einstein explained: “Not everything that can be counted counts, and not
everything that counts can be counted.”1. By acknowledging this perspective, the following results can be understood.
The first and foremost important discovery to be made during this research project is that leadership is in it’s primal form
based on the emotional responses to external factors. Leadership is the rational expression of emotions of the individual,
whose task it is to provide safety to and guide the behaviour of the other individuals within his social group in order to
contribute to the groups survival. Emotion is the biological device, which quickly and (often) unconsciously generates the
changes in the individual’s body and mind for the optimal survival of the individual, based on the interpretations of
external factors by his limbic brain system. For an individual to act as leader, he must be emotionally aware and be in
rational control of emotions; he must be emotional intelligent. To become emotional intelligent, individuals need to take
time to train their limbic brain through experimenting with and practicing new emotional responses.
Secondly, animals can perfectly assist humans in learning all about their individual emotional responses, as they did not
develop their rational way of being to the extreme. Even though humans are quite distinct from animals, the non-verbal
communication system of emotion is an attribute found in almost all animals on this planet. The outcome of ‘the universal
language’ of emotion is that theoretically humans and animals are able to correctly read, interpret and behave according
to emotional expressions of each other. The main reasons for the positive effect of animal assistance are as following.
Other than most humans, animals live in the now and react on the behaviour expressed in this particular moment. From
their reaction to the interpretation of the emotional expressions of the individual, presented through body posture and
body chemistry, we can reflect on our actions. As the interaction with animals is playful, gentle and very instinctual,
humans are open to the pure and honest feedback given by the animal. Animals do not judge, which provides a safe
platform for a developing individual to experiment and practice new leadership behaviour.
In conclusion, even in a single leadership training session, the individual is moved by the interaction with the animal. As
the leadership training based on the concepts of primal leadership and animal assistance proof to stage a memorable
experience in such a short period of time, there is little doubt about the powerful effect of training programs which take a
longer period of time. The animal assisted experience does not only provide a goal oriented and direct effect, the
individual transformation has a positive and long term effect on his psychological and social frame.
The four main weaknesses of the general approach of leadership training programs are overcome by a leadership training
through animal assistance. The latter offers real time situations, a safe environment for development and no escape from
non-verbal communication. The strongly positive, direct and lasting effects make the leadership training through animal
assistance a powerful tool for leadership development.

1

Quote retrieved from ‘Handbook on Animal Assisted Therapy’ by A. Fine (2010) p.12
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Preface
Before the research project is defined and the findings are presented, this preface will provide background information to
the perspective on the subject and the technical framework of the project.
The research project ‘Talking with the Beasts - learning to lead through animal assistance’ was initiated, executed and
completed by Esra Tjemkes, graduate International Leisure Management student of the NHTV Breda University of
Applied Sciences. The minor ‘Researcher in Leisure’ set the framework for this project in the form of lectures, workshops
and the perspective on the subject. Guided and supervised by and in cooperation with Dr. M. van Leeuwen, lecturer at
the NHTV Breda University of Applied Sciences, this project was completed by the end of the academic year 2011-2012.

The Perspective
As this research project is part of the graduation of Esra Tjemkes as International Leisure Management student at the
NHTV Breda University of Applied Sciences (NHTV), the perspective on the subject is set by this condition. In order to
provide an understanding for this perspective, the study program is described in the following paragraphs.
The NHTV2 is the international educational institute founded in 1966 offering management programs in tourism and
leisure in the city of Breda (the Netherlands). Nowadays the NHTV provides professional and academic bachelor and
master programs with the focus on digital entertainment, hospitality & facility, leisure, tourism and urban development,
logistics & mobility. The development of academic knowledge and professional practice is at the heart of the NHTV.
International Leisure Management (ILM) 3 is the study of the NHTV devoted to the development of students in regard to
the four core competencies in the field of leisure 4: entrepreneurship, project management, marketing and imagineering. In
general, the subject of study is ‘the meaningful experience’5. To gain insight in the meaning of experiences, to develop
experiences, to promote experiences or to stage experiences is what ILM is all about. The main specialization's of this
study are sports management, leisure project management, event management and management in creative industries.
The practical application of gained knowledge is at the core of this study. Students are motivated to expand their
perspective to global issues by the international point of view of this study.
So in general the subject of this research project was approached from the perspective of international experience
development in the field of leisure.
The specialization within the studies of ILM that formed the concrete basis for this thesis was the minor ‘Researcher in
Leisure’ 6. This yearly program gave input to this project in the form of lectures, workshops and time to conduct research.
In general this minor enables students to specialize in a chosen topic, which is in line with the focus of ILM. This minor is
all about finding and developing innovative solutions to solve problems for a leisure related topic. Carrying out applied
research is the focal point of this specialization.

2

http://www.nhtv.nl/ENG/about-nhtv.html

3

http://www.nhtv.nl/ENG/bachelors/vrije-tijd/international-leisure-management/introduction.html

4

More about the definition of ‘Leisure’ in the following sub-section.

5

More detailed definitions are given in the chapter ‘The Experience Model’.

6

‘International Leisure Management 4th year minor information booklet Academic year 2009-2010’ published by the

NHTV Breda University of Applied Sciences, Academy for Leisure, Breda, Oktober 2008, p. 56 - 57.
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This graduation project does not simply fit into one of the core competencies defined by ILM. The key element of the
project was research, as it was to fit into the framework of the minor ‘Researcher in Leisure’. The thesis links closest to
the subject of imagineering, as the project consisted of conducting research on the theoretical basis of the leadership
training, testing and analyzing this leisure product in a practical setting and generating an advice for this innovative
experience.
Next to these theoretical frameworks set by the graduation program, it should be noted that the researcher always has
her own frame of reference. Being a young woman enthusiastic about and committed to nature in general, the
perspective of Esra Tjemkes on this project was never completely unbiased. As a reader of this thesis, you should always
be attentive to the fact that any researcher always adds his personal touch to the subject.
In the next paragraphs the concept of ‘leisure’ is defined.

Leisure Defined
Normally leisure is seen as the period of time not spend at work, earning money. When we think of leisure, we think of
something fun, something exciting or something relaxing. Almost every activity can be a leisure activity: reading a book,
playing rugby or drinking beer in a pub. In order to understand a leadership training as a leisure activity, leisure needs to
be defined first.
The more general approach to leisure state that leisure is...
.. the time available to the individual when the disciplines of work, sleep and basic needs have been
met.
Countryside Recreation Research Advisory Group (1970) ‘Countryside Recreation Glossary’
Cheltenham, UK, Countryside Commission, p. 5.
However leisure is much more than that.
Leisure behaviour and experience are seen to be a function of the interplay of internal psychological
dispositions (for example, perceptions, feelings, emotions, beliefs, attitudes, needs, personality) and
situational influences that are part of the immediate social environment (for example, other people,
group norms, human artifacts, media).
C. Rojek, S.M. Shaw & A.J. Veal (2006) ‘A Handbook of Leisure Studies’ Palgrave Macmillan. p110.
Leisure is not just fun and games. Leisure is about preparing yourself for the challenges of life in a safe environment and
showing the outside world who you are and who you want to be. Leisure gives us the opportunity to immerse in different
rule systems and to experience that other way of being. Through the participation in leisure activities we are able to gain
knowledge, change our point of view or even our behaviour. In other words: leisure is a time for personal development.
As a leadership training is all about personal development, it is to be seen as a leisure activity.
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Technical Framework
Following the perspective on the subject, the practical boundaries of the researcher limited the form of the project. The
main limitations that formed the framework of this research were the timed, facilitative and financial restrictions, next to
the objectivity and experience of the researcher.
The research part of the graduation was initiated and completed in the academic year 2011 - 2012. The project was
launched by the end of September 2011. The final deadline for the completion of this report was May 29th, 2012. This
lend the opportunity to initiate, execute, evaluate and report the research within 9 months (holidays not calculated).
The different activities of the research were performed in close cooperation with the study supervisor Dr. M van Leeuwen.
Regularly checking for feedback and advice, the young and unexperienced researcher made sure the standards for
applied science were met. Close cooperation was needed with both the study supervisor and financial sources, as the
money spent on this project, needed to come from the researchers own private funding. Being an unexperienced
student, Esra Tjemkes did not have professional equipment to capture or analyse scientific data. This and the fact that
she was working from the city of Enschede (the Netherlands), may have been limiting factors to the outcome of the
project. The risk of low response rates in the phase of field research was taken into account.
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Talking with the Beasts

Defining the Project
After completing her masters degree Rozee started working as assistant lawyer in a large company. This young woman
was always highly positive and keen on working hard for a good cause; always fighting for what’s right. However it was
not long after she started working, when she realized the relationship with her superior was not going to be easy. She
stumbled over various situations, tried to work even harder and find new ways to overcome difficulties. But all was not
well. Rozee’s superior thought she was not pleased, no effort seemed good enough. And soon the relationship between
Rozee and her superior drained ever more of her positive energy. Rozee had only turned 26 when the occupational
health physician declared Rozee burn-out. Now she was to sit at home and regain emotional and physical strength.
The story of Rozee is an illustration of many cases at today’s offices. The simplicity, stability and social security of earlier
times have been replaced by complex (infra-)structures, flexibility and uncertainty. The superior you work for can suddenly
decide to lay you off, even though you have shown all the effort of cooperation and growth, up and over your limits.
Someone else, maybe even on the other side of the world, may provide faster and cheaper services. It is not the
objective of your team leader anymore to provide security for your survival as valuable team member, but to earn ever
more money, ever faster, whatever it takes.
The effect: tremendous psychological pressure on the individual team player; to many it costs their health. The symptoms
start with doubt, irritation and a lack of understanding and end with chronic pain, emotional outbursts and (just like
Rozee) burn-out. The latter turns out to become one of the main health issues of this century7.
It seems, the key issue here is the cooperation within the team. M. Dettmer et al.8 describes the degree of appreciation a
team member receives from his superior as one of the main causes for burn-out. Another reason for the weakness of
todays teams is the fact that many team leaders do not address the individual team member’s needs. To summarize: the
relationship between team leader and his members is disturbed.
As the leader has an enormous impact on the whole team, I see a change in leadership as the basis for a solution to this
modern day problem. The question is: what is an effective and efficient leadership style and how can humans be
educated in order to develop this?
The communicative problem we find in the office seems in many ways similar to the issue Cesar Millan pinpoints in his
books and highly popular television show ‘Dog Whisperer’ 9. The human-dog-relationship is in many households
disturbed to the extent of hopeless outcries and last chances. The symptoms of this disturbed team are angry, fearful
and mostly frustrated humans and tense, not obedient and regular destructive canines. Dog-owners take their
companions to obedience classes, send their canines to training or, when all else has failed to drastically change the
dog’s behaviour, she is brought to the shelter or put down.

7

M. Dettmer et al. ‘Volk der Erschöpften’ in ‘Der SPIEGEL’ nr. 4/24.1.11, p. 116.

8

M. Dettmer et al. ‘Volk der Erschöpften’ in ‘Der SPIEGEL’ nr. 4/24.1.11, p. 114 - 122.

9

‘Dog Whisperer’ TV-series with Cesar Millan presented by National Geographic Channel.

http://www.cesarsway.com/channel/dog-whisperer-tv
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Cesar Millan suggests an other solution to this problem: he trains humans to become pack leaders. His philosophy
describes that through self awareness, the understanding and fulfillment of the basic needs and values of the four-legged
team member and the development of a coherent language of energy10, any human can become a strong pack leader; a
primal leader.
A human-dog-relationship is not exactly the same as a human-human-relationship. However many similarities can be
found; it is no coincidence that we call canines “man’s best friend”.
At this point questions arise: What can we learn from “Cesar’s Way” in relationship to leadership in general? What are
“primal leaders”? Is this really an effective and efficient leadership style? How can this form of leadership be learned? And
are these methods, that work miracles for the human-dog-relationship, translatable to the human-human-relationship?
While being on this track: What kind of impact would a leadership training have if it would utilize the human-animalrelationship as basis for the experience?
Building on the characteristics of animals for the benefit of humans is not a new approach. The human-animal-bond has
always played a vital role in the development of humans. In the earliest days “humans increased their chances of survival
through their attention to, and knowledge of environmental cues”11 . Later when animals were domesticated, humans
benefitted from the strength, agility and other specialist characteristics of many animals: horses were used to pull heavy
weights, dogs were bred to assist in herding and falcons were kept for their keen eye during hunting. Here the animals
were assorted and trained to complete tasks for the human.
Building on the human-animal-bond in order to develop individual humans, however, is a rather new and completely
different approach. In animal assisted interventions 12 the relationship between human and animal is consciously
developed to eventually effect the physical health, the emotional strength or the human-human-relationships of a human
individual in a beneficial way. Studies show amazing effects on individuals following animal assisted therapy 13. If this
approach can have such a positive impact on therapy, there is good hope for a positive outcome in other animal assisted
settings.
To conclude, in this research project answers are sought and given to the question:
What is the experience of a leadership training based on the concept of ‘primal leadership’ and
assisted by animals?

10

More about what Cesar Millan calls “the universal language of energy” in the chapter ‘Animals as Allies’.

11

A. Fine (2010) ‘Handbook on Animal Assisted Therapy - theoretical foundations and guidelines for practice’, Academic

Press; Elsevier, Inc. p. 37.
12

Definition of animal assisted intervention, retrieved from ‘Handbook on Animal Assisted Therapy’ by A. Fine (2010) p.

36: “any intervention that intentionally includes or incorporates animals as part of a therapeutic or ameliorative process or
milieu.”
13

A. Fine (2010) ‘Handbook on Animal Assisted Therapy - theoretical foundations and guidelines for practice’, Academic

Press; Elsevier, Inc. p. 59 - 79.
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In this section of the report the project is defined and the research design is illustrated.

Research Objective
The goal of this research project is to gain in depth insight into the concepts of primal leadership, animal assisted
interventions and leadership training through animal assistance in order to analyze the outcome of this experience.

Research Questions
The following are the key elements of this research project.
1.

Primal Leadership: What is Primal Leadership?
What is the task of a leader in general?
What is leadership basically about?
What is a primal leader?
What are leadership competencies?

2.

Learning to Lead: How can humans learn to lead?
How do we become primal leaders?

3.

Nature as our Teacher: What makes the human-animal-bond benefit the development of leaders?
What is animal assisted intervention?
What makes the human-animal-bond special?
Why would the interaction with animals be beneficial when developing leadership competencies?
How is the situation between human and animal translatable to human-human-relationships?

4.

The Experience: How is the leadership training through animal assistance staged?
What are the knowledge, values, perceptions and behaviour patterns of (potential) consumers of a
leadership training in general, and with animal assistance in particular?
What is the goal, form and content of a leadership training developing primal leaders through animal
assistance?
What is the outcome of this staged experience?
How does the (potential) consumer think of and react to a leadership training based on the
concepts of primal leadership and animal assisted intervention?

3
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Research Design
In order to find answers to the research questions various methods and techniques were deployed. In this chapter the
used research methods are described per research question.
It is important at this stage to note that the general approach to this research project was qualitative. As the objective
was to gain in depth insight into underlying concepts of the experience of a leadership training through animal
assistance, no quantitative measures were needed, nor highly appropriate to gather the valuable information from
individuals.
Primal Leadership and Learning to Lead
Desk research was the main method to gather information on the concept of primal leadership. Information to what
primal leadership is and how individuals learn to lead was gathered from books, articles and the internet14.
Additional to the desk research, information on the first two research questions was gathered through the interviews with
experts; a hand full of businesses offering leadership training on the basis of primal leadership and animal assisted
intervention were approached15 to gain a deeper insight.
Nature as our Teacher
The concept of animal assisted interventions was thoroughly examined through both desk and field research. Internet
websites on animal assistance in healthcare, articles on case studies and the evolution of the human-animal-bond and
the book ‘Handbook on Animal Assisted Therapy - theoretical foundations and guidelines for practice’ by Aubrey Fine
(2010) formed the theoretical foundation for this research question. The same expert interviews, which provided answers
for the first two research questions, were used for gaining further in depth information. A participant observation at the
course ‘Horse Power’ offered by Terra Natura16 lead to first hand, practical insights to why the interaction with animals
would be beneficial for the development of human leadership.
The Experience
In order to gain an in depth and complete practical insight into the process of the leadership training as an experience
multiple research methods were deployed.
Firstly, a general questionnaire 17 was launched online to determine the psycho-social-frame of (potential) consumers of
the leadership training based on primal leadership and animal assisted intervention. Even though some questions of this
questionnaire could have been used to gather quantifiable data, the questionnaire was approached from a qualitative
point of view. The goal of this broad questionnaire was to form a starting point to the qualitative field research. A mix of
closed and open questions formed a platform for (potential) customers to express their position in relation to leadership
training with and without the assistance of animals. This questionnaire was presented via multiple online channels (like
email and facebook) to friends, family, acquaintances and further links of the researcher. A total of 67 respondents were
counted. About 53 respondents completed the whole online questionnaire. The questionnaire was not meant to gather
quantitative data, therefore a response rate of 53 individuals was sufficient to form a starting point for the in depth
analysis of the psycho-social-frame.

14

A list of literature can be found as Appendix A.

15

A list of approached businesses can be found as Appendix B.

16

Find the report on this participant observation ‘Observing Horse Power’ as Appendix C.

17

The questions of the survey can be found as Appendix D. The results, in the form of a html-document, a document

with graphs and a text-document can be found as Appendices E - G.
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Next, the same expert interviews 18 used to gain information on the concepts of primal leadership and animal assisted
intervention, were used to gather insights to the practices of this staged experience. A hand full of different companies
were approached to form a clear picture about the process of the leadership training.
Thirdly, a second questionnaire19 (the “before-after”-questionnaire) was specifically designed to measure the changes of
the psycho-social-frame of individuals participating in a training focussed on leadership and shaped as animal assisted
intervention. The main goal for this questionnaire was to gather in depth information on the changes that occurred during
a single session. Therefore a mix of closed and open questions were formulated to capture the past experiences,
motivation, expectations, knowledge, perspective and values of the individuals in regard to leadership training through
animal assistance. As the main sections of the questionnaire parts consisted of identical questions, the changes in the
psycho-social-frame were captured. In conclusion, the 21 completed “before-after”-questionnaires provided the project
not only with in depth information, but also with measurable facts about the changes in the psycho-social-frame of the
individuals.
Additional, 8 case studies and 8 in depth interviews with customers 20, who had participated in a staged experience at
one of the involved companies, provided valuable in depth insights to the experience from the customers’ point of view.
As many of the interviewees had participated in the training some months ago, the long term effect of the experience
could be taken into account.
Finally and most importantly, a participant observation was organized for this research project in order to gain first hand
insights to and test the complete experience of a training through animal assistance. The goal was to learn about the
content and form of the staged experience and to gain a first hand, in depth insight to the consumer experience by
taking part in the training and observing the process the other participants went through. Friends, family and
acquaintances were invited to join at the workshop ‘Spiegelen met Honden’ at Take the Leash21. Originally four women
and one man of different ages and background were gathered, unfortunately the man was unable to attend. The
workshop was planned for this special occasion; all people involved were informed about the research project and
agreed to participate as subject to this. The researcher participated in the workshop in order to experience the process
first hand. Next to that, the session was partly filmed in order to be analyzed in an objective manner afterwards. Due to
technical limitations not all of the workshop could be captured22.

Anonymous
At this point a very important note should be made: as the goal for this research project was to gain in depth information
from individuals, very regularly private and extremely personal information was shared. To honor the given trust of the
involved individuals no audio- or video-recording was made23 , names were changed for the formulation of results and
written reports were destroyed after the completion of this document.

18

An example topic list used to guide the interview with Take the Leash can be found as Appendix H.

19

The different parts of this survey can be found as Appendix I. The results, in the form of an excel-sheet, can be found

as Appendix J.
20

An anonymous list of interviewees and case studies, presenting their background, can be found as Appendix K.

21

See: http://www.taketheleash.nl/Produkten-particulieren/spiegelen_met_honden/

22

A video-clip of this participant observation is to be found as Appendix L.

23

except during the participant observation of the workshop ‘Spiegelen met Honden’ at Take the Leash, which was spe-

cifically organized for this research project.
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In the following section of the report a theoretical framework is formulated, as answers are given to the first three
research questions: “What is primal leadership?”, “How can humans learn to lead?” and “What makes the humananimal-bond benefit the development of leaders?”. The findings from the desk research illustrate the theoretical basis for
the leadership training through animal assistance. In the final chapter of this section, ‘The Experience Model’ is
introduced. ‘The Experience Model’ forms the theoretical foundation of this project, as all the different (theoretical and
practical) elements are combined. Through ‘The Experience Model’, the leadership training through animal assistance is
presented as a complete process.
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Theoretical Framework
Taking Nature’s Lead
Every time I see a documentary like ‘Planet Earth’ 24 I am amazed by the health, the power and above all the harmony
that lives in all elements and organisms of the natural world. All struggle for survival, but there is no senseless violence,
there is no conviction and there is no greed for money. Whole herds of zebra, groups of antelope and cheetah are able to
happily coexist. Trees, ants and fungi seem to form a cohesion in the organization of forests. And teams of dolphins, wolf
packs and lion prides show absolute perfection in collaboration.
We, humans, love to see ourselves as the master of survival. However, our health, power and harmony is nothing
compared to the competence of nature. There is much that we can learn by following nature’s lead.
One important lesson we can learn, is the form of leadership communication.
When taking a close look at leaders in the world of nature (like alpha wolfs, stallions or male lions), we see self
awareness, consciousness of the (social) environment and the strong drive for safety and stability. We see leadership in
its primal form, being all about taking responsibility of and guiding emotion for the survival of the group as a whole.
With the rise of civilization, the rationalization and the ever growing demographic movement from farms to industrialized
city life, the gap between human and nature grew ever larger. At the same time, the delicate balance between emotional
and logical intelligence was disturbed. Nowadays, in the human world of culture, emotion is seen as a primitive form of
being, which ought to be suppressed through logic and rational measurements. Whereas children were used to be
taught to respect adults and where trust was the most valuable asset of relationships, nowadays all that seems to count
are rational figures and scientific evidence. The efficiency of a team is stated in yearly profits and the quality of a leader is
based on his title within the company.
Likewise, today’s leaders are educated to be scientific about their team. Today’s leaders learn how to formulate
processes in figures and how to calculate future risks. They are not educated in the other, more primal, part of
intelligence: emotion. Human leaders often have little idea about the emotion they project, they have hardly any feel for
the individuals they are supposed to guide, let alone, insight to the influence they have on their social environment with
their displayed behaviour. However, as humans are still in fact emotional organisms 25, all displayed behaviour is mainly
emotional, we are only not educated as such. Many leaders create dissonance in the social groups they lead, as their
focus is on measurable success and not on the power of a conscious, harmonious and stable team for the organizations
struggle for survival. In order to benefit from the potential of an effective team, we should take nature’s lead and educate
individuals to regain balance in our intelligent way of being: by building on emotional awareness and rational self control
individuals should become primal leaders.
Resulting from the desk research of this project, what primal leaders are, how this form of leadership can be developed
and what role nature plays in the education of potential leaders is formulated in the following chapters. What kind of
experience a leadership training is when the concepts of primal leadership and animal assisted intervention are
combined, is illustrated in the final chapter of this section.

24

‘Planet Earth’ is a documentary of eleven episodes about various forms of life on this planet produced by the BBC, the

Discovery Channel and the Japan Broadcasting Corporation ‘NHK’. See: http://dsc.discovery.com/tv/planet-earth/
25

A definition of emotion as a human biological device is given in the chapter of ‘Primal Leadership’.
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Primal Leadership
The term ‘Primal Leadership’ is borrowed from Daniel Goleman (2002) to point out that the leadership is a primal -an
original and very important- behavioural act. Before we discuss how leadership is best learned, clear formulations are
given on what a leader actually is, how leadership is defined and what key competencies makes an effective leader. This
is the subject of the following paragraphs.

The Leader
Basically, a leader is an individual that embraces a particular role within a social group. The role is appointed to and then
taken by him on the basis of his competencies 26. Whereas other individuals of the social group will have different roles
such as being creative, gathering facts or generating the urge for activity, it is the task of the leader to give guidance to all
activities and provide safety for the optimal survival of the group as a whole.
This task can be translated in all kinds of activities. In the animal world guidance is often seen when the leader takes
initiative to migrate into a certain direction. The leader, of for example a pack of wolves, provides safety for her group by
keeping a sharp eye on the environment and placing herself between the group and potential danger.
In the human world of business, the actions of a leader might look completely different, but the underlying goal stays the
same. Here a leader might give a visionary speech to his group members to illustrate the direction for the company.
Furthermore the leader might sit down and chat with one individual of his group in order to make this individual feel good,
be at comfort, feel safe.
No matter what activity the leader displays, ideal, every act serves the survival of the social group. Survival in nature is
very direct about life and death. In the human world of business, survival is linked to money and so the amount of profit
there is to be made. Yet, in the end, humans only use money so they can eat, sleep and enjoy life, in short: for survival. In
other words: business-life is indirect about life and death.
At this point, it should be noted, that as the leader serves the social group by acting as guide and protector, he is a very
important figure of the group. However, the leader is never a better or more important being, as the leader also depends
on the talents and competencies of the other individuals for his very own survival.

Leadership Defined
Following the above argument, leadership is the act of an individual providing safety for and guiding a social group to
benefit their coherent survival. This however, does not explain how leadership behaviour works and thus what leadership
actually is. In order to fully appreciate the meaning of leadership, some additional definitions are needed.
Leadership is in fact a form of communication. It is an ongoing “process by which information is exchanged between
individuals”27 through behaviour, which (in its turn) is the response of an individual to external factors, such as objects,
other individuals’ behaviour or even changes in the weather. It is important to realize that this response to external factors
is governed by emotions. Hence the link between leadership and emotions can be understood.

26

The particular competencies will be discussed in the chapter ‘Leadership Competencies’.
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Emotions
The answer given, asks for further explanation. A short side track to define the process of emotion is needed.
In our western society emotion has long been a loathed subject for discussion. Even though in the 19th
century Charles Darwin, William James and Sigmund Freud expressed their theories about emotion, the
scientists of the 20th century probably thought of emotion as being too subjective, elusive and vague to even
start investigations. Fortunately, the relative recent publication of Antonio Damasio ‘The Feeling of What
Happens’ (1999) sheds new light on this phenomenon by incorporating neurological, neuro-psychological and
biological facts to base his theory about consciousness.
Antonio Damasio defines emotions as “complicated collections of chemical
and neural responses, forming a pattern” which “assist the organism in
maintaining life” (p. 51). Emotions are the changes that emerge in the
individual’s body and mind, which were triggered by the interpretation of
external factors by the limbic brain system. As Antonio Damasio explains,
consciousness, ratio and creativity only come after external information has
completed the route of emotion. Thus understanding emotion as the primal
response system, which quickly and often unconsciously regulates an
adequate state of being for survival in every situation.
As emotion are the changes emerging in the states of mind and body, every
individual expresses emotion mainly non-verbally through changes in their
body-chemistry and body-posture. You can think of an increase of redness in
the face, an increase in perspiration and accelerated arm movement as examples of emotional expressions.
This biological device is not just a human attribute, as Charles Darwin discovered emotional expressions in
many other species. Even though every human and animal is unique, emotional expressions show many
similarities even across species. Just like Cesar Millan points out in his book ‘Cesar’s Way’ (2006), emotional
expressions are the basis of “the universal language” (p. 61) that is found in nature. Later in this document
more will be explained about this universal language.

Because leadership is primary the response of an individual to external factors, it is an emotional process. Yet, leadership
is not just the expression of emerging emotions. Antonio Damasio taught us that through the feeling of emotions,
consciousness and reason it is possible to, partially, control emotional expressions. And that is exactly what a leader
does. By learning how to interpret various situations the individual can rationally reform his responses of the limbic brain
system (and so the emotional expressions triggered by it) in order to guide and provide safety to the social group.
Unfortunately -or thankfully- it is not possible to control our emotional system entirely. The way Antonio Damasio puts it:
“We can educate our emotions but not suppress them entirely, and the feelings we have inside are a testimony to our
lack of success.”28.
In conclusion, leadership is the rational expression of emotions of the individual, who’s task it is to provide safety to and
guide the behaviour of the other individuals within his social group in order to contribute to the group’s survival. In other
28
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words: a primal leader guides and protects his social group through emotional intelligent communication. Hence,
leadership is a behavioural expression based on the emotional awareness and the delicate rational control of these
emotions. As emotional expressions are never entirely suppressed, the rational response should be inline with the
emotional changes.
In the next paragraphs, the most important competencies of a leader are discussed in order to give a concrete
presentation to what emotional intelligent leadership is all about.

Leadership Competencies
On basis of extensive research Daniel Goleman et al. conclude the emotional intelligence domains and the associated
competencies 29 as the key components of effective leadership. This list of capabilities explains all key elements of
leadership in an orderly manner. The emotional intelligence model shown in figure 1 was created on the basis of Daniel
Goleman’s emotional intelligence domains and the associated competencies to illustrate the connection between the
emotional and rational side of the leadership
competencies.

A

short

description

will

provide an insight to and understanding of
the model.
The emotional intelligence model highlights
the

two

key

elements

of

leadership

competence: For an individual to act as
leader, he must be emotionally aware and be
in rational control of emotions. The four
domains, as proposed by Daniel Goleman,
are: Self Awareness, Social Awareness, Self
Management and Relationship Management.
The color code and the alinement of the
different elements in the figure pinpoint the
associations which can be made. Self
Awareness and Social Awareness are both
emotional capabilities, whereas Self Management and Relationship Management deal with the rational control of the
emotional expressions. Self Awareness and Self Management are top priority for an individual to practice leadership, as
he must be capable of taking the lead over him self, before taking the lead over a social group. In practice this is often
referred to as ‘personal leadership’. The next elements, Social Awareness and Relationship Management, deal with the
feel, knowledge and interaction of the individual in regard to the social group. Even though all elements are linked to
distinguishable competencies, they are difficult to separate, as the complete combination forms the emotional intelligent
leaders repertoire. Now, each domain is defined through the associated competencies.
Self Awareness includes all competencies that give meaning to the understanding of one’s own behaviour. The feeling of
one own emotions, acknowledgment for one’s own dispositions and a healthy sense of self-esteem are some of the most
important aspects of being a conscious individual. This forms the very basis of competent leadership. Even when an
individual is merely leading his own life, accurate consciousness of him self forms the very fundament for survival.
Social Awareness is all about understanding the environment. Being competent in interpreting objects, contexts and the
behaviour of other individuals is key for valuable leadership, as this too is a vital element of individual survival. Empathy
29
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(being able to sense others’ emotions) becomes extremely important if one is responsible for the security of the whole
social group. Furthermore, recognizing and meeting the needs of the individuals of the team and being aware of the
situational changes on an organizational level are the capabilities of a socially aware leader.
Being able to control ones own emotions and so ones own behaviour is the next step towards competent leadership.
Self Management is about taking initiative and acting upon the emotions emerging in and expressed through ones own
body. While being a conscious and rational individual, a primal leader will not let emotions take control over all his actions.
Through rational knowledge, a competent leader is educated to respond most suitable for the present situation. He
maintains (relative) stability of his emotional expressions, as he can rationally choose to express an emotional response.
Thus keeping his emotional and rational intelligence in balance.
By being aware of the others’ emotions and consciously managing his own behaviour, a leader is able to influence the
other individuals’ behaviour. Relationship Management is about regulating, managing, taking control over the social
groups emotional response to external factors. In order to effect the emotion of others the leader can only communicate
through emotions. Just like the leader is able to capture other individuals’ emotion, these individuals are (often
unconsciously) also picking up the emotional cues of the leader. The key of this open-loop design of the limbic brain
system, as described by Daniel Goleman in his book ‘Primal Leadership’, is that “the one who is most emotionally
expressive transmits”30 his emotion the strongest. And as it is the leaders task within the social group to provide security,
the groups members look for emotional stability from the leader. Thus, the final element of emotional intelligent leadership
is to express the stable and beneficial emotion stronger than the emotions expressed by members of the social group.
Always keeping in mind, that only as long as the leaders actions provide safety and guide the social group to optimal
survival will the leader be trusted with the task of regulating the groups emotional response to external factors.
The ideal leader
In conclusion, the ideal leader is an individual who is emotionally intelligent and provides safety and guidance to the
survival of the social group. The ideal leader is a primal leader.
A few examples from the human world will portrait the type of individuals that represent ideal primal leaders: Oprah
Winfrey, Cesar Millan, Martin Luther King and (not just as a religious figure) Jesus Christ.
All of these leaders share one important expression: no matter what happens, (as Cesar Millan would say) they stay
“calm and assertive”31 . These leaders are not nervous, they are not fearful. They are not aggressive, nor do they express
pity. These leaders feel, know and understand the position of each individual of their social group and bring about a
positive change in the state of being by sharing the appropriate emotion in a relaxed and confident fashion. All of these
leaders “prime good feeling in those they lead”32 .
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Learning to Lead
Now that we understand leadership is about emotion, the next question raises: “Can we learn to become emotional
intelligent -and so become more competent leaders-?” And, if so: “How do we learn to become aware of and control
emotions?”
Many would think leadership is a born talent. Obviously some individuals are more expressive than others right from the
beginning of life. Just as others tend to have a born talent for empathy and again others show more self awareness. Yet,
each individual carries all qualities of leadership in them, only each has a different strength and weakness to which
accordingly the talents and dispositions are expressed. No matter what disposition an individual might have, everyone
starts developing all competencies right from the beginning of life. Which competencies are developed the strongest
does depend on the unique strengths and weaknesses of the individual and the environment the individual is situated in.
As stated earlier, Antonio Damasio points out that emotions can be educated, and so can our emotional intelligence (and
thus leadership) grow. Just like anyone can grow a sense of self confidence and take over control of his own life.

Model of Self Directed Learning
So how then can we educate emotions? How do we train ourselves to become emotional intelligent leaders? The answer
is not something new. The answer may seem simple, but the process certainly is not. Following the model of emotional
intelligence, in order to develop primal leadership, individuals should grow awareness about themselves and their social
environment, and practice to rationally manage their responses to external factors, thus taking control over their
emotional reactions. Furthermore, the expert interviews and the questionnaires of this research confirm that the best way
to develop leadership is through reflecting on presented behaviour. In other words: through practice.
In order to formulate the process of developing
leadership, the model of ‘Self-Directed Learning’ 33
was taken at hand. Before explaining the model in
detail, it should be noted that this model is not the
only right model to be used when developing
leaders. From the expert interviews we see that
different models, such as the ‘Kwadrant van
Ofman’ 34 or the conscious competence learning
model35 , are applied to guide the process of
learning. The model of ‘Self-Directed Learning’ was
chosen in this project, as it describes all steps of
developing leadership in a neat and orderly fashion.
It shows how action and reflection form a pattern to
developing the individual. For the purpose of this
project the model was modified and attached to the
emotional intelligence model: see figure 2.
33
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In general, the process of self-directed learning is an ongoing and dynamic cycle of action and reflection, which can also
be applied in other fields of development. It is important to understand that the process of self-directed learning can
begin at various points seen in the model. To highlight the fact that becoming an emotional intelligent leader is an
individual process, the steps in the model make use of the terms “my” instead of “the” (for example: ‘My learning
agenda’). The color code illustrates the association of the different steps to the key elements of leadership. Whereas ‘My
ideal self’, ‘My real self’, ‘My strengths’ and ‘My weaknesses’ are about the emotional awareness of the individual, ‘My
learning agenda’, ‘Experimenting’ and ‘Practicing’ focus on the rational control of emotions.
In the following paragraphs all phases of self directed learning are presented as a means to primal leadership
development following the sequence as presented in the original model of ‘Self-Directed Learning’.
The first step in Richard Boyatzis model is the discovery of ‘My ideal self’. By answering the questions “Who do I want to
be?”, “What is it that I wish for in life?” or “How should things look like in 15 years from now?” the individual, going
through the process of change, will create a powerful image of his ideal life in relationship with his team. The holistic,
realistic and positive vision of his future life is the engine for “high motivation and a strong commitment to go through the
process of change.”36 .
The second step is all about understanding who you really are at this very moment (again in relationship with the team).
Through accurate self perception and correct feedback an individual is able to become aware of his emotional responses
and thus generate a complete image of ‘My real self’. The only problem here is that self perception is hardly ever
complete and a third persons feedback hardly ever unbiased. It proofs very difficult to see and tell the whole truth about
an individual’s being, especially when meaning is attached to the relationship with the individual. The best one can do to
enhance the chances of a more complete image of the real self is to gather “multiple views”37.
After ‘My ideal self’ and ‘My real self’ have taken shape, the developing leader can take the next step in the process:
defining ‘My strengths’ and ‘My weaknesses’ by comparing the two previously obtained images of the self. Formulating
strengths and weaknesses is a method widely used. Not only in education, but also in business-life itself. An often made
mistake, however, is the strong fixation on the weaknesses. As Richard Boyatzis explains: the “emphasis on the gaps
often arouses the right prefrontal cortex38 -that is, feelings of anxiety and defensiveness.”39 .
From the defined strengths and weaknesses ‘My learning agenda’ is made. This is a rational plan that serves the
individual to “build on his strengths while working on his gaps.”40 . The focus of a learning agenda is not placed on the
measurement of achieving success (Richard Boyatzis calls such a plan a “performance improvement plan”41 ) but
emphasis is made on the specific and realistic steps that make change possible for this individual. Key of this learning
36
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agenda are the personal goals of the individual, which were not imposed by someone else, but motivated by the ideal
self of the individual, and the suitability of the plan to the individual’s lifestyle, which makes the learning plan feasible.
Whereas the discovery of ‘My ideal self’ and ‘My real self’ generate awareness for the emotional state of being, ‘My
learning agenda’ offers a rational tool to guide through the following phases of self directed learning. At this point rational
decisions are made to which strengths and weaknesses are to be developed.
In order for an individual to choose the right response in different situations, the individual must have a wide response
repertoire to choose from. Through ‘Experimenting’ with and ‘Practicing’ new forms of response, the individual
strengthens his ability to manage the situation. Even though ‘Practicing’ is now described as the last step of the process,
it could also be the first. Interviews with coaches developing leaders suggest that by providing the opportunity to practice
(and thus exhibit behaviour) first, valuable input is generated for the reflection on the ideal and real self of the individual.
Last, but not least: ‘Trusting relationships’ are of vital importance for the developing individual. The problem is: humans
are very sensitive for criticism. Individuals often feel unsafe to express new responses, because behaviour is often not
only assessed, but the individual expressing the behaviour is quickly condemned by others. As the individual will need
truthful feedback, critical encouragement and engaged support in order to feel safe to express visionary ideas and new
forms of response, a positive relationship is a central element of the development. A possible solution to this problem will
be presented in the chapter ‘Nature as our Teacher’.

Becoming Emotionally Intelligent
Learning to lead is not the same as learning how to calculate a financial plan. Developing leadership is about being
conscious about and taking control over emotions for the benefit of the safety and guidance of the social group. This
should be approached primarily through emotion, not through ratio (which operates in a different section of the brain). In
this short section of the report, I would like to remind you, that emotions are the changes that emerge in the individual’s
body and mind as a response of the interpretation of external factors by the limbic brain system.
Normally the limbic brain is educated through implicit learning. Right from the beginning of life, role models (like parents
and other adults) and repetition of own attempts form pathways of response in the limbic brain. This formation is a slow
process, as the limbic brain is a slow learner. Yet once the limbic brain has learned a functional response, it is the most
efficient device of generating behaviour (it is much quicker than our rational brain and almost completely automatic). This
does not mean every individual always learns the most adequate responses for each situation. Especially how to
response with calmness (which enhances a safe feeling) is nowadays an expression hardly ever learned in the early
stages of our life.
As we cannot travel back in time and re-do the implicit training of the limbic brain of childhood and adolescence, we
(adult human beings) can only educate emotion through awareness, conscious practice of new responses and rehearsal
of that new behaviour until it becomes our second nature. Just think of the proverb ‘practice makes perfect’.

Leadership Training
There are many leadership training programs offered to individuals and groups of people wishing to improve their
leadership competence. I am sure the trainers genuinely want to help these individuals to change for the better. The
trainers have developed all kinds of programs that presumably have the best effect on the development of the learning
leaders. Many programs include all kinds of new, exciting and extraordinary activities (such as rafting, vaulting 42 or
bungee jumping) or role plays, possibly with professional actors. However taking in mind what leadership is really about

42
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and how emotional responses are expressed and educated, there are some weaknesses in the general approach of
leadership training programs.
The first (and probably most easy) point for improvement is the duration of a training program. Nowadays we live in a fast
paced world, where time is money and everything should have been finished yesterday or even better the day before
yesterday. The same counts for leadership training: the program should take little time, be extremely effective and show
direct results. However, as the outcome of the online questionnaire shows that the (potential) customers of a leadership
training also expect long lasting effects. And taking into consideration leadership is developed through the slow learning
limbic brain, there is no leadership training that can provide high effectiveness and lasting results in a very short time. An
effective training program for developing leadership takes into account that awareness has to grow and learning new
emotional responses take time to experiment and practice. Leadership trainings are not just a nice day out. In order to
overcome this weakness, programs need to take weeks, months or even years depending on the individual’s quickness
of the limbic brain.
Secondly, the use of role play and extraordinary activities contribute only little to the development of emotional
intelligence. No doubt everyone learns from overcoming their fear by taking that jump off the bridge with a bungee rope
around their ankles. The question is: how much does this really contribute to learning the way an individual provides
safety and guidance to benefit the survival of his social group? What does the individual really take back into the office?
Role play (with or without professional actors) already take a step closer to reality by trying to mimic everyday situations.
The problem is the fact that it is just a play. The situation is an imaginary setting and so are the actions and reactions of
all individuals placed in this made up story. So do these activities contribute to the awareness and control of the real
emotions of the learning individual?
Next to that one should never underestimate the fear for and the act of conviction of new behaviour by human beings.
Fourthly, a great weakness of leadership training programs is the lack of attention placed on non-verbal communication.
As was pointed out in the intermezzo about emotion, emotional expressions are primarily non-verbal. In our western
society hardly any emphasis is placed on non-verbal communication. There is such a strong focus on the spoken and
written word, it becomes hard to separate human activity from verbal communication. There are, of course, training
programs that try to highlight non-verbal communication. However, when working exclusively with humans, verbal
communication is an easy retreat.
There is a way to overcome these weaknesses of leadership training: through the assistance of animals. The underlying
ideas and benefits of a leadership training which incorporates animal assistance, as found through the desk research and
expert interviews, will be described in detail in the following chapter.
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Nature as our Teacher
In order to better understand the choice for animal assistance as a solution for effective leadership development, the
benefits of the human animal bond (HAB) must be explained from a broader perspective.
The more general problem underlying our difficulties in emotional intelligent leadership (as Boris Levinson formulated in
his book Pets and Human Development) is “his inability to come to terms with his inner self and to harmonize his culture
with his membership in the world of nature. Rational man has become alienated from himself by refusing to face his
irrational self.”43 . His suggestion was to “restore a healing connection with our own unconscious animal natures by
establishing positive relationships with real animals.”44
Now why anyone would agree with an argument as woolly as this, will soon take shape in the next paragraphs of this
thesis report.

Evolution
Sitting in the office all day, working on large documents on the computer and having nothing but concrete floors, file filled
archives and fluorescent light, it is easily forgotten that we -humans- are still part of nature. Humans are social, predator,
omnivore mammals, biologically not so much different than our prehistoric ancestors. Over time human species has
evolved to be an emotional and rational intelligent organism that can overcome the most difficult situations.
The environment has always played a prominent role in the development of human kind, as “humans increased their
chances of survival through their attention to, and knowledge of environmental cues.”45. So have the relationships with
animals been of vital importance as they too were -and actually
still are- part of human environment.
Humans have always been very respectful to and spiritual
about nature in general and animals in specific. In many
societies (like the Mayan, Egyptian and early Germanic
cultures) animals were the personifications of spiritual healers,
protectors of the soul and even gods. Animals were the subject
of myths, folklore and even the earliest expressions kept of
mankind: cave drawings of horses (see figure 3 46), wild boar
and bison. Only with the rise of the civilization, the
rationalization and the ever growing demographic movement
Figure 3: Cave Drawing

from farms to industrialized city life, the gap between human
and nature grew ever larger. And now we almost forgot about

the connection with our environment (that we still are a member of the world of nature) and so the fact who we really are:
individuals that are influenced by and have influence on its environment (not just the trees and plants, but every living
organism on the planet), thus that we are an emotional organism.
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The bond that humans have developed with animals has not faded and has become something very special and
powerful. The domestic and specifically bred species of animals are a testimony of that; we have guard dogs, herding
dogs, service dogs and (most importantly) man’s best friend. The relationships between humans and animals not only
serves a mutual benefit in nutrition, it also “promotes an increase in the well-being for both parties”47. As animals (like the
pets we keep at home) seem to have maintained a more close connection to the world of nature and especially their
emotional way of being, they can serve as bridges to fill and redevelop the gap of our emotional self.
The reason why animals can serve as allies in the learning process of emotional intelligent leadership is explained in the
next chapter.

Animals as Allies
Animals are able to help humans in their process of developing emotional intelligence because of their natural way of
being: an emotional intelligent organism. The fact that animals base their behaviour on the non-verbal cues of emotion
with a strong focus on the present moment are the two main strengths of a leadership training with animal assistance.
Embodied Emotion
Even though humans are quite distinct from animals, some tricks for survival were equally developed across species. The
non-verbal communication system of emotion is an attribute found in almost all animals on this planet. Extraordinary
similar expressions of emotion are for example found between humans and
the pets they keep. Emotions like anger, fear, calmness or happiness are all
seen through the same non-verbal expression across humans and animal

Figure 4: The universal language

species. Cesar Millan refers to this phenomenon as “the universal
language”48 , which is in fact the expression of emotion. An example of how
similar emotions are expressed across species is given in figure 449.

47

A. Fine (2010) ‘Handbook on Animal Assisted Therapy - theoretical foundations and guidelines for practice’, Academic

Press; Elsevier, Inc. p. 6.
48

Cesar Millan explains his concept of “the universal language of energy” in: C. Millan and M. Peltier (2006) ‘Cesar’s Way

- the natural, everyday guide to understanding and correcting common dog problems’, New York; Three Rivers Press. p.
59 - 78.
49

Pictures were found via http://www.google.nl/imghp?hl=nl&tab=wi
17

Talking with the Beasts

Pet owners often say “She knows exactly how I feel.” or “She can totally understand me, like she sees right through
me.”. Fact is, as our dogs, cats and horses are emotional intelligent organisms, they are able to correctly read, interpret
and behave according to the emotional expressions of humans. The logical outcome of this universal expression of
emotion is that theoretically humans are able to correctly read, interpret and behave according to emotional expressions
of animals too. However, too often we see that humans misunderstand and misinterpret the cues of animals. Just have a
look at the problems Cesar Millan encounters in his TV-show “Dog Whisperer”50 . The reason, which makes it seem as
though animals have a special gift for understanding the feelings of humans and as if humans would not have this talent,
lies in the fact that humans hardly practice their emotional abilities around animals, let alone around other human beings.
Over time humans have developed an ever stronger preference for rational expressions. The non-verbal expression of
emotion was degraded, because the verbal expression of words was considered more civilized and thus more important.
Nowadays you would think that humans have, practically, lost their ability to act emotional intelligent, as they have grown
an almost extreme focus on the written and spoken word and so created distance from the irrational part of themselves.
Fortunately, through the biological preservation of our limbic brain, emotional intelligence is not lost, but simply often not
practiced in a conscious and correct fashion. In fact, the limbic brain still is the primary device which interprets external
factors and signals the body and mind to react accordingly. Every human individual still communicates non-verbally
through emotion, however the rational mind does not attach the correct value to most emotional expressions.
Different from humans, animals still depend on their non-verbal language of emotion, as their ability to rationalize and
communicate through verbal expressions is not as strongly developed. So when humans moved their focus to the verbal
language of ratio, animals stayed very sensitive and knowledgeable about the non-verbal language of emotion.
As we learned, for a leader it is essential to be emotionally
intelligent, and so he should be competent in the universal
language of emotion. Animals make perfect partners in the
learning process of a leader, as the non-verbal language of emotion is best developed in a setting where verbal
communication is no option for retreat and a communicative relationship with an animal can only be based on this nonverbal form of expression. So through the development of positive relationships with animals, humans are able to test
and increase their competence of embodied emotion.
Past - Present - Future
Animals have a strong focus on the present moment. Even though it is important to any animal what happened in the
past (animals do learn) and it is also significant what goals lie ahead in the future (animals also plan ahead), the main
focus of every animal species (except humans) is on the present moment. Humans, with their great ability to fantasize,
very often base their present behaviour solely on facts from the past or visions of the future. The present moment,
however, is of highly importance, because this is the only moment which is real and which can be acted upon. Animals
always react directly on presented behaviour, as they do not fantasize about the past and dream about the future. Unlike
humans, animals are no actors that imagine a role in a specific situation, they simply live the present moment51.
Next to that a great benefit of animals is that they do not condemn. Animals do not judge upon skin color, financial
situation or funny verbal expression. They do assess every tiny bit of emotional expression, but they will not sentence. As
animals have a strong focus on the present moment they are open minded for change, especially if it enhances the
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chances of survival, which make them trustworthy partners for individuals experimenting with and practicing leadership
competence.

Animal - Assisted Intervention
In conclusion, the goal of leadership training program which incorporate animal assistance is to build trusting
relationships between the developing individual leader and the animal, which (on the basis of her natural way of being)
can effectively support every step of the individual in the process of becoming an emotional intelligent leader. Animals
serve as “instruments of cognitive and behavioural change”52 as they can help people become aware of themselves and
their environment and support when experimenting and practicing new skills and behavioural responses. In the becoming
of an primal leader, the individual will learn to take the leadership role in the relationship with the animal. The individual will
learn to provide safety and guidance to the animal through the expression of emotion, as this is the only way the
individual will be trusted with the task of regulating the animals emotional response to external factors, this is the only
way an animal will follow the lead.
Leadership Training with Animal Assistance
When we have another look at the modified model of self-directed learning, it is easily explained where animals can be
deployed for ultimate benefit in the process of change. In figure 5 the influence of an animal as trusted relationship is
revealed through the green arrows.
By stepping in the relationship with an animal, the learning
individual will be able to develop all four domains of emotional
intelligence. As the animal will give direct, non-condemning
reactions on every behaviour of the individual through the
universal language of emotion, the individual receives direct
and honest feedback on his expressed emotions. With a little
extra help of the trainer 53 it will be possible for the individual
to gain awareness and knowledge of the universal language
of emotion. Through the interaction with the animal, the
individual is able to obtain a complete and truthful image of
his real self and practice his ability to feel and read the
emotion of others. Thus developing self and social awareness
at the same time. Furthermore, the individual is able to develop his self and relationship management competence, as he
is free to experiment with and practice new forms of response to external factors, which contribute to the security and
guidance of the social group in the training setting.
The Trainer
The interviews with experts and consumers of an animal assisted experience learn that the trainer has a crucial impact on
the experience as a whole. The role of the trainer in the development of the individual is to initiate and guide the learning
leader through the process of self directed learning to enhance his emotional intelligence. The trainer serves as leader for
the process, which makes him a role model for the individual at the same time. By asking the right questions, the trainer
can trigger consciousness of emerging emotions in the learning individual. He will make the individual aware and
knowledgeable of the role of the primal leader and the universal language of emotion through the interaction with the
52

A theoretical framework of animal assisted interventions as described in: A. Fine (2010) ‘Handbook on Animal Assisted

Therapy - theoretical foundations and guidelines for practice’, Academic Press; Elsevier, Inc. p. 41-43.
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The role of the trainer is further explained in the sub-chapter ‘The Trainer’
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assisting animal. Thus generating a sensitivity in the individual, who is then able to translate the gained knowledge from
the training setting to situations in everyday life. Furthermore the trainer offers a platform for the individual to experiment
and practice new behaviour with the assisting animal in a safe way.
A note should be made at this point. One of the most important tasks of the trainer is to prioritize the welfare of the
assisting animal. Not only should the health, talents and preferences of the animal always be taken into account for
optimal assistance. It is also of vital importance that the trainer guards the limits of the physical and mental pressure put
on the animal. As the animal will base the working relationship with the (to her unknown) individual on the relationship
with the trainer, she depends on the trainer for safety and guidance. If the trainer does not acknowledge and respect the
boundaries of the assisting animal to the point where the animal does not feel safe, she will act to ensure her own
welfare. In other words: unless the trainer prioritizes the welfare of the assisting animal, she will protect herself against
unwanted behaviour of the learning individual that might be about to (unconsciously) do her harm.

Canines - The Perfect Partner?
From all animals on the planet, I would choose the canine as the perfect assistant for the development of primal leaders.
There are many leadership trainings found that utilize the horse as assisting animal. ‘Terra Natura’, ‘Balanced Leading’
and ‘Het Glazen Huis’ are organizations 54 that offer leadership training programs in Europe with the horse as key
ingredient for success. The dog is almost nowhere to be found as assistant in the development of leadership
competence. Only few organizations (like ‘Take the Leash’, ‘Coachen met Honden’ and ‘De Honden Spiegel’) take
advantage of the full potential of the human-dog relationship. Even though man’s best friend has so much to offer!
The main reason for choosing canines as assisting animals is the fact
that behaviorally humans and dogs have much in-common. Canines
are (just like humans) social, predator mammals, which lived
alongside humans for over at least 12.000 years 55. It is not known
exactly how the humans established a bond with a creature that was
in that time probably no more than a fearless wolf. But it is obvious
to us now that the domestication of the wolf lead to one of the most
strongly developed bonds: that of the dog and the human. The fact
that we call dogs ‘man’s best friend’ says it all. Figure 6 is an
illustration of a human-dog-relationship56 .
The relationship between human and dog could have only grown so
strong, because the structures for survival are extremely similar: both
live in social groups with one or two individuals as the primal leaders,
and both are predators, which forms a basis for the interpretation of
external factors.
In comparison, the relationship between humans and cats take a
different shape, as cats are originally an individual type of mammal
(Lions are the exception). The relationship between humans and

54

Information on the approached businesses offering animal assisted training named in this report, see Appendix B.
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Facts on the human-dog connection gathered from the article: K. Lange (2002) ‘Wolf to Woof - the evolution of dogs’

in ‘National Geographic’ January 2002, p. 2-31
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This photograph was taken on Aug. 18th 2011 near Buurse (the Netherlands).
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animals of prey -like sheep, cattle and horses- should be approached
very different than a relationship between humans, as the human is

Figure 6: A human-dog-relationship

still a predator and thus makes contact with his environment from a
totally different perspective than an animal of prey.
Next to that, more practical benefits lead to choosing for the assistance of canines in a leadership training. Canines,
compared to for example horses, are not a very large type of animal. They need less space and effort to take care of. The
transportation is easy and the financial costs of a canine are certainly not as high as for horses. When considering every
individual trainee needs an individual approach, as a unique mix of different strengths and weaknesses need attention, it
is wise to have animals with different strengths and weaknesses to offer as assistant. One could argue that different types
of species can offer a greater spectrum of characteristics, however, the range of character within one species is broad
enough to cover the unique combinations of human strengths and weaknesses.
In conclusion, both humans and canines carry extremely similar values and techniques for survival, which make
communication a lot more comparable and thus a relationship more beneficial.

In the next chapter of this document ‘The Experience Model’ is presented. The theoretical foundation for the leadership
training through animal assistance is described as all elements of the model are defined. The leadership training,
cooperating the concepts of primal leadership and animal assisted intervention, is introduced as the process of a leisure
experience.
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The Experience Model
When talking about leisure activities, it is all about experiences. Before the leadership training is illustrated as an
experience, a short definition of the concept ‘experience’ is given.
An experience, as described in various dictionaries 57, is an event lived through by an individual. An experience can be
almost everything: a wedding, a ride in a
roller-coaster and even a day at school
can be described as an experience. As
long as there is a human being passively
or actively involved in an activity, which
can be labeled as meaningful. For an
experience to become meaningful, not
only the stimuli of the event play a role,
but

particularly

interpretation

the

and

perception,

the

personal

background of the individual exposed to
the event are very important. The primary
goal of a leadership training is to provide

Experience Model (Van Gool & Van Wijngaarden, 2005)
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a meaningful experience, which is the
reason to use ‘The Experience Model’ as
guide throughout the project.
The model, which is used in this project,
is a modified version of the ‘Experience

Figure 7: The original experience model

Model’ created by Van Gool and Van
Wijngaarden (lecturers at the NHTV Breda University of Applied Sciences) in 2005. The original experience model, as
presented in figure 7, was adapted to the content of this project, as you can see on the next page in figure 8.

57

http://www.answers.com/topic/experience
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Figure 8: ‘The Experience Model’
This is the model, which describes the complete process of the leadership training to be investigated in this project. It is
the most important model to be used during this project, as it shows the research topics and gives an overview of the
phenomenon as a whole; The content is placed in it’s context.
In order to obtain a better understanding to what the model represents, the terms are explained in the following
paragraphs.

The Psycho-Social-Frame
In ‘The Experience Model’ we take the individual trainee as starting point for the illustration of the process of the
leadership training. It is important to recognize the social and psychological framework of the individual, as these are the
aspects at which change might occur.
The social frame of the individual is all about the relationships maintained in general and the relationships in which the
individual plays (or is supposed to play) the leadership role in particular. Knowledge about the social frame is important
for the process of the training, as the ultimate goal is to improve these team leader - team member - relationships.
Through questions aimed to reveal the current situation of the individual’s relationships before and after the training, an
evaluation can be made to whether or not a change has occurred. The social frame cannot be influenced by the
leadership training directly. This is where the psychological frame of the individual plays its role.
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The psychological frame of the individual is all about the personal mind set. The psychological frame describes the
knowledge, values, perception and behaviour the individual embodies, especially in regard to leadership communication.
Furthermore it is about the past experiences, motives and expectations the individual has in regard to leadership training.
Each aspect of the psychological frame is important as this is where the communication training can influence the
individual to consciously make changes for the benefit of the social relationships. Therefore short definitions are given of
all elements of the psychological frame.
Knowledge 58 is “the state of knowing”. It is the state of having specific theoretical information about something. It is the
“familiarity, awareness or understanding gained through experience or study”. In this case the knowledge of the individual
is about the concepts of leadership and animal assisted intervention.
When something is considered valuable, it is appreciated by that person. Often when we talk about value, we talk about
the material worth of items. However in ‘The Experience Model’ the “principle, standard, or quality considered worthwhile
or desirable”59 for the individual is the right definition for ‘values’.
A synonym for the next element is ‘point of view’. The way the individual looks at and interprets the concepts of
leadership and animal assisted interventions is what ‘perception’ is all about.
Behaviour is another very complex element of ‘The Experience Model’. In this model behaviour is to be defined as “the
externally observable response of a person to an environmental stimulus”60 . Behaviour could be anything from physical
movement to emotional responses. Important for this subject of study is the individual’s reaction in regard to the topics of
leadership and animal assisted intervention.
The past experiences of the individual trainee deal with the situations the individual has lived through in leadership training
settings or animal assisted interventions. These previous encounters with leadership training or animal assisted
interventions have formed the knowledge, values and perception about and the behaviour towards these concepts of the
individual trainee. It is also possible that past experiences have influenced the motivation and expectations of the
individual towards the up coming leadership training.
The underlying drive to take part in the leadership training is what’s called the motivation. It is about why the individual
was inspired to participate in the training. It is about what the individual really wants to gain from the experience.
Often the expectations of the training are in line with the individual’s motivation. The expectations that the individual has
are the “prospects, especially of success or gain”61 in regard to the upcoming event. Therefore the fact of what the
individual wants to gain and the prospect of doing so during this leadership training go hand in hand. Whether or not the
expectations were met can only be told after the experience.

The Staged Experience
The second step of ‘The Experience Model’ is the staged experience. In this project the leadership training is the event
which is lived through by an individual. This is the central, and in this project the most important part of the whole
process, as this is the moment where all elements come together.

58

Quotations about the definition of knowledge derive from: http://www.answers.com/topic/knowledge#ixzz1syhc62bh
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http://www.answers.com/topic/value#ixzz1sykIq5SE

60

http://www.answers.com/topic/behaviour-2#ixzz1t2c6DEZY

61

http://www.answers.com/topic/expectation
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As mentioned, the ultimate goal of the staged experience is to improve the social relationships of the individual. To be
more precise: it is all about the relationships of the individual, at which the individual plays (or is supposed to play) the
leadership role.
In order to reach this ultimate goal, the content and form of the staged experience are designed to address the
psychological frame of the individual. This means that the direct goal of the staged experience is to broaden and/or
deepen the individual’s knowledge, to touch the individuals values, pinpoint its perception and create awareness of its
own behaviour in regard to leadership communication. Furthermore past experiences of the individual might be revived,
motives are discussed and expectations are taken into consideration.
The content and form are central in this research project, as these are the elements which can be adjusted to positively
influence to experience of the individual. At this point a note can be made: a leadership training is normally adjusted to
each individual trainee (and therefore never completely the same). However the core of the staged experience stays
identical, as the theoretical concepts of primal leadership and animal assistance remain the same. During the staged
experience ‘primal leadership’ will be the subject of the process. The individual will for example gain knowledge on what
primal leadership is. Next to that the individual will learn about primal leadership through the assistance of animals. In
other words: animal assistance is the way the individual trainee is approached.

The Consumer Experience
The consumer experience is the third and last part of the process. This is the outcome. This is the effect the leadership
training has on the individual taking part in the experience. The trainee will have a meaningful experience when the
individual reaches one of the three levels by the end of the process: a basic experience, a memorable experience or a
transforming experience.
The individual has had a basic experience if his knowledge about leadership has grown. The individual will be conscious
about the knowledge, but will not yet act upon this. A memorable experience is the next step. Now the individual did not
only gain knowledge, but was touched by the values addressed during the staged experience. This individual will return
home with a different perspective on the concepts of leadership, animal assisted intervention and possibly the discussed
relationships. An emotional bond was created during the leadership training. The transforming experience is the highest
level to be reached by the staged experience. When the individual has had a transforming experience, the individual has
not only gained knowledge and a strong emotional bond, we can actually see a change in behaviour. And, if everything is
well, the individual’s team leader - team member - relationships have changed for the better.
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From the basis of the theoretical framework, the leadership training through animal assistance is illustrated by the findings
of the field research. A detailed description is given, as the gathered data is entered in ‘The Experience Model’. In the
following section answers are formulated to the questions: “What are the knowledge, values, perceptions and behaviour
patterns of (potential) consumers of a leadership training in general, and with animal assistance in particular?”, “What is
the goal, form and content of a leadership training developing primal leaders through animal assistance?”, “What is the
outcome of this staged experience?” and “How does the (potential) consumer think of and react to a leadership training
based on the concepts of primal leadership and animal assisted intervention?”.
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Findings from the Field
The Leadership Training through Animal Assistance
Leadership training based on the concepts of primal leadership and animal assisted intervention is not a completely new
innovation. However, as the value of emotional intelligence and the benefit of the human animal bond are only recently
scientifically formulated, this leadership training is a rather new approach. As the word is spreading, a general interest is
growing. There is a growing number of people, who have heard of team-building, communication training or therapy with
for example horses, however, only few have actually come into contact with an animal assisted experience.
There is little research done on the effects of animal assisted experiences, which leave brave professionals to their own to
formulate and account for the results of their provided products. Even though the term “spiegelen” (“mirroring”) is
generally used to define the form of an animal assisted training, this vague description triggers many (rational minded)
people to assert critical questions, which are too often answered unsatisfactory in terms of rational scientific evidence.
Next to the many (potential) customers, who are amazed, curious and convinced about this new approach, there are
many people skeptical about it. Answers like “onzin” ("Nonsense"), “merkwaardig concept” ("strange concept") and “Niet
zo veel om eerlijk te zijn” ("Not much, to be honest"), to the online survey question “Wat schiet U te binnen als U het
begrip ‘Leiderschaps training met behulp van dieren’ leest?” ("What comes to mind when you read ‘Leadership training
through animal assistance’?"), highlight the lack of scientifically based information spread about this topic.
Whatever opinion potential customers
might have, this research has shown
that overall a training through animal
assistance has a direct, intense and
unforgettable impact on customers.
Individuals

going

through

the

experience are moved literally and
figuratively, even within just a single
workshop.
Based on the data gathered from the
case studies, customer and expert
interviews, online survey and “beforeafter”-questionnaire, what there is to
learning

to

lead

through

animal

assistance is summarized in the
following chapters. By means of ‘The
Experience Model’ 62 the leadership
training is illustrated.

62

See page 24 of this document for a detailed description.
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The Psycho - Social - Frame
Via the questionnaires valuable insights were gained on the social and psychological frame of the individuals. As the
questionnaires were not designed to deliver quantitative data, the 53 completed online questionnaires and the 21
respondents of the “before-after”-questionnaire leave little room for scientific measurement. No generalizations can be
made about the profile of (potential) customers. However, the qualitative approach of the questionnaires provided
valuable data to formulate a starting point to the in depth examination of the psycho-social-frame through case studies
and interviews. The responses of the various research methods suggest that women are more open-minded towards the
animal assisted experience. More than 3/4 of all respondents were female. All age groups, except the groups younger
than 18 and older than 65, were more or less equally represented by the respondents. Just as there was a wide variety in
profession. Most respondents pointed out to have a leadership position in a relationship with other humans. Interesting to
see is the high number of people being a pet owner.
From the two questionnaires we learn that the theoretical knowledge about leadership is unclear and unstable. Even
though respondents point out they play a leadership role in certain relationships and are able to define leadership, only
few can actually define leadership to the point without changing their opinion in the measuring “after”-questionnaire. The
answers given63 , like “duidelijke standpunten innemen, daadkracht, in balans zijn, krachtige energie.” (“presenting clear
points of view, vigor, being balanced, powerful energy”), suggest that even though respondents have leading positions,
they understand the meaning of leadership only vaguely.
The factual knowledge about animal assisted interventions is even less. A relative small number of respondents state they
have heard of or have had any experience with this form of human development. Yet only two respondents have the
opinion that human qualities can not be developed through the interaction with animals. The research shows that of the
few individuals, who have participated in leadership trainings before, hardly any have past experiences with leadership
trainings through animal assistance. The main reason for people to choose for an animal assisted training was the highly
positive word to mouth promotion and their general curiosity towards this concept. Interviewees stated that they were
advised to participate in an animal assisted training, when other trajectories without animals had failed to reach the
expected personal development.
From the questionnaires we learn the following about the past experiences and expectations in regard to leadership
training with and without animal assistance. Other than animal assisted trainings, people expect leadership trainings
without the assistance of animals to be rather safe, somewhat serious and preferably dealing with real time situations.
Individuals, who recently went through an animal assisted training, discover there is an almost perfect balance between
action and reflection, the training is much more safe and offers more real time situations than expected. By the end of
even a single workshop, participants are very satisfied and grade the experience with an average of 8.4 out of 1064.
Interesting to see from the “before-after”-questionnaire is the change in perspective towards the comparison between
leadership training with and without animal assistance. Whereas the average opinions of the individuals are almost fixed
about the aspects like “short session”, “pleasure” and “direct effect”, the perspective on aspects like “tension”, “safety”
and “real time situations” made an obvious move in favor of animal assisted training65 . Overall the individuals’ opinion

63

to the question “Wat is de taak van een leider? (In andere woorden dan “leiding geven”)”, “What is the task of a leader?

(In other words than “performing leadership”)” of the “before-after”-questionnaire.
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1 being the lowest score and 10 the highest. This is the result of the question “Algemene beoordeling: Welk cijfer zou U

de workshop geven?”, “General appreciation: How would you grade the workshop?” in the “after” part of the “beforeafter”-questionnaire.
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The percentage of change is calculated and presented in the excel-sheet to be found as Appendix J.
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shows a tendency towards leadership training without animals on aspects as “theory”, “groups of more than 15 people”
and “serious”. On aspects like “action”, “direct effect” and “pleasure” individuals tend to believe leadership trainings
through animal assistance have more to offer.
Even though some questions were formulated to capture the tendencies of individual behaviour, no measurable data
about the behaviour of individuals was gathered via the questionnaires. As the case studies and customer interviews
revealed, individuals are often unaware of their exhibited behaviour. So even though the results of the questionnaire
suggest that the individuals behave consciously and in cooperation with others, the question remains: do they really, or
do they only think they behave like this? In the chapter ‘The Consumer Experience’ the subject of individual behaviour is
further elaborated.

The Staged Experience
As the concepts of primal leadership and animal assisted interventions were defined in the theoretical framework of this
document, only some practical insights gained from the expert interviews are added in this paragraph.
The experts noted that every leadership training is tailor made to fit the consumers needs. The individual goals, content
and form of the training are therefore unique. In general, however, training sessions start with the introduction of the
trainer, the individual customer and some theoretical background information on the animal assisted experience. In these
moments information is shared about the individuals’ needs and expectations, the trainers professional background, the
assisting animals’ character and history and about the concepts of leadership and animal assistance. The next phases of
the training is normally situated in the outdoors, even when it’s a rainy day. The first and most important practical
component of the leadership training is for the individual to make contact with the assisting animal. In the way the
individual approaches the animal, a lot of (potentially important) behaviour is presented. Following exercises and short
evaluations are alternated. In these latter moments the real time behaviour 66 is being reflected upon and substantiated
with theoretical knowledge about leadership or the human-animal-bond. When reflecting on presented behaviour
towards the animal, the individual can make and formulate the translation from this situation with the animal to his
everyday behaviour in situations with other humans. The individual’s behaviour in these seemingly different settings are
compatible as the dispositions of the individual stay the same. At the end of a training session a general evaluation takes
place: the outcome of the session, the goals and activities for following everyday situations are formulated by the
individual.

The Consumer Experience
Based on the “before-after”-questionnaire, consumer and expert interviews and the case studies, a single workshop on
leadership through animal assistance stages a memorable experience for the participant. As the concepts of leadership
based on emotional intelligence and human development through animal assistance are a rather new approach, there is
much theoretical knowledge to be gained. Therefore a leadership training through animal assistance soon provides a
basic experience to individual consumers.
In the words of Take the Leash: “Mensen worden geraakt door het contact met een hond”67 (“Humans are touched by the
contact with a canine”). Also De Honden Spiegel pointed out that “de honden doen iets met de mens.”68 (“The dogs do
something with the humans.”). It seems as though, as soon as animals are in the picture, the individuals are moved on a
very primal level. The 6 reasons listed by Take the Leash for training through the assistance of canines sums up the main
66

the actions and reactions of both the individual and the animal towards each other.
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Quotation from the expert interview.

68

Quotation from the expert interview.
29

Talking with the Beasts

points for the participating individuals to gain a memorable experience in just a single training session. These main points
are:
1.

Doen - To Do

In the relationship with animals we are constantly expressing behaviour. As we are acting and reacting, attention is
drawn to the emotional responses, instead of to the rational way of being. Next to the contact with the animals, the
individuals’ emotional responses are triggered by the exposure to the outdoors.
2.

Puur en Instinctief - Pure and Instinctual

Other than humans, animals are always able to see and understand what a human is really expressing. As animals
base their interpretations on the emotional expressions, like the individual’s body language and body chemistry, no
rational words can conceal how the individual is inside. An animal purely and instinctively reacts on the real,
emotional expressed, behaviour of the individual human. She will not be fooled by the assumed role the human has
created theoretically.
3.

De kracht van het Nu - The power of the Now

Animals live in the now and react on the behaviour expressed in this particular moment. They do learn from the past
and they too have visions for the future, however what is most important, is what is happening now. A nice example
is seen in the video-clip of the participant observation 69. From 0:30:15 to 0:31:29 we see one of the individuals
working her way through the agility course with one of the dogs. Every time the individual takes her mind of the dog,
the four-legged assistant takes the opportunity to have fun. However, when the individual makes a stronger effort to
be in contact with the dog, the latter is happy to respond and cooperate.
As animals live in the moment, they do not condemn and are therefore able to give individuals the opportunity to
experiment and practice: animals give space to transform.
4.

De kracht van Feedback - The power of Feedback

Whereas the feedback of other humans is easily denied, the reaction of an animal is often the starting point for a
reassessment of the individual’s own behaviour. The perception of the individual is questioned and accordingly
adjusted.
5.

Speels en Zacht - Playful and Gentle

As soon as individuals’ fears are overcome, people become playful and gentle in the interaction with the animal.
Through the pleasure and physical contact with the animal, humans are moved into a more playful and gentle state
of mind. During the participant observation one scene highlights the gentle interaction between a somewhat fearful
individual and assisting canine: please pay attention to how often the dog is petted in the video-clip from 0:37:15 to
0:38:0070.
6.

Metafoor - Metaphor

Not only the social structures in for example wolf packs and herds of horses can serve as powerful image for team
interaction, effective leadership and life in general. Also the interaction between the individual and the animal serves
as metaphor for the individual’s leadership behaviour, as the same underlaying knowledge, perception and values in
regard to leadership are expressed through the behaviour towards the animal.
In conclusion, even in a single leadership training session, the consumers values are touched and his perception is
changed. In other words: he has had an memorable experience.
A transforming experience can only be provided when the limbic brain was given more time to go through the process of
self directed learning. The change in behaviour, and thus the formation of new emotional responses, takes time to
69

See Appendix L.

70

See Appendix L.
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develop. No single training can provide lasting transformational experiences, unless something extraordinary has
happened. Only when leadership training sessions are repeated can individuals develop their leadership behaviour and
thus improve their relationships.
As the leadership training based on the concepts of primal leadership and animal assistance proofs to stage a
memorable experience in such a short period of time, there is little doubt about the powerful effect of training programs
which take in a longer period of time. The case studies and consumer interviews reveal: the animal assisted experience
does not only provide a goal oriented and direct effect, the individual transformation has a positive and long term effect
on his psychological and social frame.
The following intermezzo illustrates the possible impact of a single workshop assisted by animals. Here the participant
observation of the workshop ‘Spiegelen met Honden’ at Take the Leash is presented in more detail. This research
application delivered the most in depth and complete insight to the process of the experience. As mentioned in the
research design chapter of this document, parts of this workshop were captured on film. The complete video is to be
found as Appendix L. The highlighted moment in the description of the participant observation is to be found in de video
from 0:44:30 to 0:48:01.

The Participant Observation
As the individuals participated in the workshop ‘Spiegelen met Honden’ at Take the Leash, a lot was happening.
In the first phase of the workshop, the participants were focussed on gaining the theoretical background
information on working with canines. It was all about the concepts of emotional intelligence and animal assistance,
and what it means for the relationships with other humans. This is where the basic experience was created.
Next, during the first practical activity with the dogs, participants were asked to first make contact with the dogs
and secondly complete a number of exercises with a chosen four-legged companion. Soon the participants were
busy walking around the location. Every individual made contact with the dogs in their very own way, thus
displaying individual behaviour.
After this practical session, the workshop continued with a more theoretical moment: every participant was to
formulate their personal goal for the continuation of this workshop based on the previous practical encounters with
the canines. The participants not only formulated a concrete goal for the day, they spoke of personal relationships,
their (often negative) perception of themselves and deep-rooted fears and wishes. More than once strong emotions
were displayed. No doubt personal needs and values were touched and moved in the previous session and now
consciously and verbally communicated. At the end of this theoretical phase the coach decided to continue the
workshop focussed on compliments in stead of criticism.
The second practical phase of the workshop started with the dynamic and cooperative build of the dog agility
course. Next every participant was asked to guide a dog through the agility course individually, keeping their
personal goal in mind. After each participant completed a second round, compliments were exchanged.
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During the course of this phase one moment needs to be described in detail, as it highlights the impact of the
experience of one of the participants:
It was the second round for this participant to guide a dog through the agility course. She called the dog and
wanted the dog to sit before actually starting the agility course. However, the dog would simply not sit, whereas
other times that same dog would immediately sit when asked by an other handler. The young woman tried various
methods, but the dog gave no response. The dog just kept on standing right in front of her, sometimes looking at
her, sometimes smelling the air, sometimes looking around. With every time the participant told the dog to sit, her
emotions of frustration, insecurity and anger grew. All other participants could feel the tension. At one point the
young woman placed her hand on the back of the dog in order to gently push it’s rear end to sit. The dog however,
responded by quickly turning his head towards the hand of the participant. The young woman was shocked by the
dogs reaction and took a few steps back. She now really started thinking and after a few more attempts she asked
the coach whether or not to continue to make the dog sit. She explained:“Ik vind het zelf niet meer leuk, ik kan me
voorstellen dat hij het ook niet leuk vindt” (“I don’t like it anymore, I can imagine he doesn’t like it either”) The coach
responded with the simple question: “Van wie moet je doorgaan?” (“Who tells you to continue?”). After the short
consultation, the young woman completely changed her perception and adjusted her behaviour for the present
situation. It was clear to see, the relationship between the participant and the dog instantly improved, as they
completed the dog agility course in no time.
The workshop ‘Spiegelen met Honden’ was a transforming experience for this particular individual. Whether or not
the transformation has a long term effect cannot yet be told.
Overall, the direct impact of the workshop was strongly positive. The one participant, who was skeptical and a bit
afraid at first, was convinced that humans can develop personal qualities through animal assisted training by the
end of the day and noted she enjoyed the workshop. Another participant, who was suffering from burn-out,
mentioned in the evaluation phase that she was amazed by the amount of energy she still had left after this
intensely eye-opening afternoon.
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A Transformative Experience
In conclusion, we learn what the experience of a leadership training based on the concept of ‘primal leadership’ and
assisted by animals is. We see there is more to leadership than the title of ‘manager’, ‘CEO’ or ‘head of department’. A
leader is “the group’s emotional guide”71 . A leaders primal task is to provide safety through emotional stability and give
guidance to the responses to external factors in order to ensure the groups survival. A primal leader is a balanced
emotional and rational intelligent being.
We may have tried to detach ourselves from nature (and we have come a long way) but fact is, we are still part of this
natural world and the need for primal leadership has not dissolved. Relationships with animals are “a half-way station
back to emotional well-being”72 as Boris Levinson suggested almost half a century ago.
Learning to lead through animal assistance is a rather new and very powerful approach to developing individuals. Taken
from the perspective of ‘Researcher in Leisure’, leadership training based on the concepts of primal leadership and
animal assisted intervention provides transforming experiences.
The weaknesses of many leadership training programs, offering role plays or extraordinary activities, are easily overcome
through the leadership training based on the concept of ‘primal leadership’ and the assistance of animals. By taking in
account that leadership really is about emotions, which is an underdeveloped and under-appreciated aspect of western
society, and that the limbic brain is a slow learner, time can to be taken for the effective development of individual leaders.
Through the assistance of animals, the focus is placed on the emotional expressions of the individual. The assisting
animals base their reaction on the emotional expressions of the individual trainee. The outcome of this interaction with
animals is: no retreat to rational, verbal communication, pure and honest feedback on the (often unconscious) behaviour
of the individual and real practice. Individual trainees become playful and gentle, as the animals live in the present
moment and take every opportunity to live to the fullest. This also provides room for the individuals to experiment and
practice without the fear for and the act of conviction. Animals serve as trusting relationships for the individual trainee to
generate emotional awareness and develop rational control.
Does this mean a leadership training through animals assistance is always the most effective approach to developing
leaders? No. As every individual has different strengths and weaknesses there is no one size that fits all. Even when all
measures of individualization are taken, some people are simply not able to make contact with this type of leadership
training. No-one should be forced to participate in an animal assisted training. However, when in doubt, it is worth a try.
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Finally, a word of advice to the practice of training through animal assistance.
In order to overcome skepticism towards animal assisted leadership training, people need to be educated about the
“what”, “how” and “why” questions to leadership and animal assisted interventions in general. To satisfy the rational mind
of the human being, more scientific research needs to be done to form theoretical evidence for this approach. Articles
should be written, videos broadcasted and try-out’s organized to spread the word. Customers and trainers should
always be mindful of the delivered quality of the experience. As the training deals with very personal and sensitive details
of individuals, and with the interaction between (often ignorant) humans and animals, it is a very delicate operation. When
businesses see the opportunity of earning money on the success, popularity and trend of this seemingly effective
approach, there is no prediction to where individual experiences might end.
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Research Recommendations
In this final section of the bachelor thesis report some recommendations are given to the research on this subject.
The first, most important note that should be made is: Science is a nice way of gaining rational insight in the wonders of
nature, but it will always be two steps behind. As Albert Einstein explained: “Not everything that can be counted counts,
and not everything that counts can be counted.”73. All that is important is to follow nature’s lead and value our emotion.
This biological device has maintained our survival for over thousands of years, we should not simply throw it aside.
Secondly, this form of research is never completely replicable. Factors such as time and the interaction between
interviewee and interviewer are bound to change. Even though the research methods and techniques can be identical in
a next research project, the gathered data will never be the same. Nevertheless, similar results can be drawn from a
similar research project.
When a similar research project is to be executed, the following advice can be taken into consideration.
From the field research it became clear that the definition of leadership is often very vague. Many people tend to have
different and rather unstable opinions to what leadership actually is. In this research project it was good to learn about
this fact. However, when this research is to be repeated, it is wise to give a short and clear definition on leadership at
every step of the field research. This will benefit the quality of the gathered data. As no further room for individual
interpretation is given to the term leadership, the research can focus on the animal assisted aspect of the entity.
The “before-after”-questionnaire of this research project delivered interesting insights. In order to generate data that can
be measured with, it is important to arrange cooperation with more businesses offering leadership trainings through
animal assistance. Proper planning of making contact is essential, as trainings are mainly organized in the months from
April to October. Furthermore, the training of individuals involves private and sensitive personal details, therefore the
researcher must gain trust of potentially cooperating businesses in order to conduct research. Please note: trust is based
on the personal and professional attitude of the researcher.
Next to that, it would be interesting to compare leadership training with and without animal assistance more directly.
Cooperation with a large group of customers going through the different forms of leadership training would be ideal.
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The following appendices are to be found on the enclosed CD.
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