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Abstract Careful matching of adolescents with rescue animals generates positive 
developmental change that does not remain confined to the individual. Drawing on 
ecological systems theory, transactional models of development, family systems 
theory, resilience science, community psychology, and social capital research, this 
paper argues that the benefits of such matching create reciprocal, reinforcing feedback 
loops across nested systems. Young people experience gains in competence, 
confidence, and relational capacity; families show reduced conflict and improved 
communication; animals gain security, stability, and belonging; rescue organisations 
achieve higher placement success and reduced returns; schools register 
improvements in engagement and behaviour; and communities accumulate social 
capital and civic participation. These outcomes form a virtuous cycle of advantage 
rather than merely interrupting cycles of disadvantage. Over time, such cycles may 
become intergenerational. The paper frames these processes as positive 
developmental ripple effects that strengthen the wider social and ecological system 
surrounding the young person. 
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1. What Is a Systems Outcome? 

A systems outcome is a change that alters the functioning, relationships, or capacity of 
an interconnected set of people, organisations, and environments rather than an 
isolated individual. In developmental science this distinction is fundamental. 
Individual-level outcomes—improved self-regulation, increased self-efficacy, reduced 
internalising symptoms—matter, yet they do not exhaust the developmental story. 
When an adolescent is carefully matched with a rescue animal, the primary gains begin 
within the young person. The decisive question of this final proposition is what happens 
next: how those gains reorganise the surrounding systems, and how the reorganised 
systems, in turn, sustain and amplify the young person’s development. 

Most conventional youth interventions are designed to interrupt cycles of disadvantage. 
They seek to reduce risk factors, mitigate harm, or compensate for deficits. The model 
examined here operates from a different premise. It deliberately initiates a cycle of 
advantage. Safe, reciprocal relationships with animals foster trust and competence; 
these qualities improve family climate and school engagement; successful placements 
strengthen rescue capacity and community confidence; and the resulting networks of 
mutual support create further opportunities for safe relationships. The benefits move 
outward—from young person to family, animal, rescue organisation, school, and 
community—and then feed back inward. The phrase positive developmental ripple 
effects captures this multidirectional movement more accurately than unidirectional 
claims of “positive outcomes for the young person.” 



Systems thinking begins precisely at this point of reciprocity. The first four propositions 
in this series concern developmental change within the young person—how the 
matching relationship supports attachment, competence, identity, and resilience. This 
fifth and final proposition asks what happens when that young person changes. That is 
where systems analysis becomes essential. Development is never a closed, individual 
process; it is always embedded in, and constitutive of, larger relational fields. The 
careful matching of adolescents with rescue animals is therefore best understood not 
merely as an individual therapeutic technique but as a systems intervention capable of 
generating cascading, mutually reinforcing benefits across the ecological field. 

2. Development Is Reciprocal 

Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory provides the foundational 
architecture for understanding these ripple effects. In its mature bioecological 
formulation, development is defined as progressive, mutual accommodation between 
an active, growing human being and the changing properties of the immediate settings 
in which that person lives, as this process is affected by relations between settings and 
by the larger contexts in which those settings are embedded (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). The model is organised as nested systems—
microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem—yet the 
decisive theoretical claim is not the nesting itself but the bidirectional character of 
influence. People shape their environments as environments shape people. Proximal 
processes—progressively more complex reciprocal interactions between the 
developing person and the persons, objects, and symbols in the immediate 
environment—are the primary engines of development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
2006). These processes must endure over time, increase in complexity, and involve 
genuine reciprocity if they are to produce competence rather than dysfunction. 

Arnold Sameroff’s transactional model sharpens this insight and makes it analytically 
precise. Development is the continuous product of dynamic interactions in which the 
child and the caregiving environment continually alter each other (Sameroff, 2009; 
Sameroff & Chandler, 1975). Neither partner is static. Each transaction changes the 
probabilities of subsequent transactions. A young person’s behaviour elicits responses 
from the environment; those responses reshape the young person’s subsequent 
behaviour and self-understanding; the altered young person then elicits further 
environmental responses. The unit of analysis is the transaction itself. When an 
adolescent begins to care competently for a rescue animal—providing consistent 
feeding, exercise, training, and emotional attunement—the adolescent’s behaviour 
changes the animal’s security and the family’s emotional climate. Those changes alter 
the adolescent’s subsequent opportunities, expectations, and self-perceptions. The 
transaction is reciprocal by definition. 

Ann Masten’s developmental systems perspective on resilience reinforces and extends 
the same logic. Resilience is not an individual trait or extraordinary personal quality. It is 
the capacity of a dynamic system to adapt successfully to challenges that threaten its 
function, survival, or development (Masten, 2001, 2018, 2021). Protective systems—
secure attachment relationships, self-regulation capacities, mastery motivation, 



effective schools, and supportive communities—strengthen one another. Gains in one 
protective system increase the probability of gains in others, producing cascades of 
positive adaptation. Masten’s concept of “ordinary magic” is especially relevant: 
resilience usually arises from the normative operation of fundamental adaptive 
systems rather than from rare or heroic individual characteristics. When matching with 
a rescue animal strengthens one of these ordinary protective systems (for example, a 
reliable caregiving relationship that builds self-efficacy), it simultaneously supports 
adjacent systems. 

Taken together, these frameworks establish that the adolescent’s developmental 
change is never merely personal. It is already, and necessarily, systemic. Development 
changes environments, and environments change development. The matching 
relationship initiates proximal processes that operate across species and across 
nested human systems. The remainder of this paper traces the resulting positive 
developmental ripple effects through family, animal, organisational, school, and 
community levels before synthesising them as a virtuous cycle that can extend across 
time. 

3. Families Become Stronger 

Murray Bowen’s family systems theory supplies the mid-level mechanism through 
which individual change reorganises the family emotional field. Bowen conceptualised 
the family as an emotional unit in which members are intensely interconnected. A 
change in the functioning of one member produces compensatory changes throughout 
the system (Bowen, 1978). Differentiation of self—the capacity to remain emotionally 
connected while maintaining autonomous thinking and goal direction—is both an 
individual and a systemic process. When one member increases differentiation, the 
entire system has the opportunity to recalibrate. 

In the context of careful adolescent–animal matching, several interrelated shifts 
commonly occur. The adolescent assumes responsible, consistent care for another 
living being: feeding, walking, training, monitoring health, and responding to 
behavioural cues. This new role often reduces parental anxiety about the adolescent’s 
reliability and future. Conflict around household contribution, emotional reactivity, and 
perceived burden frequently declines. Communication becomes more task-focused 
and less affectively charged. Daily routines acquire greater predictability because the 
animal’s needs impose a shared structure. The family’s collective narrative about the 
young person can shift from “problem,” “burden,” or “at risk” toward competent 
contributor and caregiver. 

These shifts are reciprocal rather than unidirectional. A less anxious, more supportive 
family climate provides the emotional security that allows the adolescent to risk further 
growth and to sustain the caregiving role under stress. The animal itself functions as a 
non-judgemental relational partner that can reduce triangulation and diffuse intensity 
within the family system. Because the animal’s needs are concrete and immediate, 
family members often find common ground in practical problem-solving rather than in 
recrimination. The result is not merely improved dyadic relationships between parent 



and adolescent, but a measurable reorganisation of the emotional field of the 
household. 

Family systems outcomes therefore include reduced overall anxiety, clearer role 
definitions, improved communication patterns, and greater predictability of daily life. 
These changes feed back into the adolescent’s development, creating one of the 
central positive developmental ripple effects of the model: individual competence 
strengthens the family system, which in turn provides a more secure base for further 
individual development. 

4. Animals Benefit 

Any serious systems account must treat the animal as a subject with its own welfare 
interests rather than as a passive instrument of human development. Carefully 
matched placements produce measurable welfare gains for rescue animals. Secure, 
consistent relationships with an adolescent caregiver reduce chronic stress, improve 
behavioural stability, and increase adoptability. Animals experience safety, 
predictability, physical care, species-appropriate activity, and belonging—core 
components of contemporary animal welfare frameworks. Successful matching lowers 
return-to-shelter rates, shortens cumulative time in temporary housing, and reduces 
the repeated stress of multiple transitions between foster homes or kennels. 

Empirical work on temporary fostering and matching programmes demonstrates that 
even relatively short periods of consistent, positive human contact can lower stress 
indicators and improve subsequent placement success (Gunter et al., 2019). 
Thoughtful matching that considers lifestyle compatibility, activity levels, and 
behavioural needs further reduces the probability of failed adoptions. The animal’s 
experience of security is therefore not incidental; it is a primary outcome of the 
intervention and a necessary condition for the reciprocal benefits that follow. 

The reciprocity is again evident and operates as a clear feedback loop. An animal that 
becomes more secure, socially responsive, and behaviourally settled provides the 
adolescent with clearer, more immediate feedback of competence and relational 
success. The deepening bond further improves the animal’s welfare, which in turn 
consolidates the adolescent’s sense of efficacy and responsibility. This cross-species 
transactional process is one of the most direct illustrations of Sameroff’s principle 
operating beyond human relationships. The animal is not merely a beneficiary; it is an 
active participant in the proximal processes that drive development for both parties. 

Rescue organisations and the broader animal welfare system also benefit when 
individual animals experience better outcomes. Higher rates of successful permanent 
placement free capacity for other animals in need. Reduced returns decrease the 
emotional and resource costs associated with failed placements. These organisational 
gains are examined more fully in the following section, yet they begin with the concrete 
welfare of the individual animal. 

5. Rescue Organisations Benefit 



Rescue organisations operate under chronic capacity constraints. High return rates, 
prolonged lengths of stay, limited foster homes, and volunteer burnout restrict the 
number of animals that can be helped. Careful adolescent–animal matching improves 
several organisational metrics simultaneously. Higher rates of successful permanent 
placement, lower return-to-shelter rates, reduced foster burden, more efficient use of 
limited kennel and foster resources, and greater volunteer and staff satisfaction when 
placements succeed all contribute to organisational resilience. 

Matching processes that prioritise lifestyle fit, behavioural compatibility, and ongoing 
support before introduction further reduce failure rates. Research on matching 
programmes in dog adoptions indicates that structured conversations conducted prior 
to viewing animals, selective presentation of suitable candidates, and limitation of 
choice to well-matched options are associated with improved live-release metrics and 
reduced returns. When adolescents are prepared for the responsibilities of care and 
supported through the early stages of the relationship, the probability of long-term 
success rises. 

Organisational success expands capacity in a self-reinforcing manner. More animals 
can be accepted from overcrowded shelters or community intake. More foster homes 
become available because existing fosters experience fewer crises and returns. 
Community confidence in the organisation grows when visible successes accumulate. 
A larger pool of future adopters, volunteers, and advocates is cultivated, many of whom 
may themselves be former adolescent participants who continue their involvement into 
adulthood. The adolescent participants often become peer educators, public 
advocates, or longer-term foster carers, extending organisational reach without 
proportional increases in professional staffing. 

These organisational benefits constitute another positive developmental ripple effect. 
Successful matching strengthens the rescue system; a stronger rescue system creates 
more opportunities for carefully matched relationships; and those relationships 
generate further developmental gains for subsequent cohorts of young people and 
animals. The organisation is not merely a service provider; it becomes a node in the 
wider network of reciprocal growth. 

6. Schools Benefit 

Although the primary relationship is with the animal and the family, developmental 
gains transfer into the school microsystem through mesosystem linkages. Improved 
self-regulation, increased sense of competence, stronger relational skills, and reduced 
internalising or externalising symptoms are associated with better attendance, higher 
classroom engagement, reduced disruptive behaviour, and more positive peer and 
teacher relationships. Systematic reviews of animal-assisted interventions with school-
aged children and adolescents document positive impacts on socio-emotional 
functioning, behaviour, motivation, and learning-related attitudes (e.g., Jones et al., 
2019; broader reviews of animal-assisted services). Studies incorporating animal-
assisted therapy into treatment for adolescents have reported higher session 



attendance, greater improvements in overall wellbeing, and trends toward improved 
school engagement. 

When an adolescent experiences consistent success in a caregiving role outside 
school, that success can recalibrate teacher expectations and peer status. A young 
person previously viewed primarily through a deficit lens may begin to be recognised for 
reliability, empathy, or responsibility. These shifts in the school social environment 
create a more supportive climate that further scaffolds development. Attendance may 
improve because the young person has a reason to maintain routines and because 
school becomes less aversive. Engagement may rise because competence in one 
domain generalises. Behavioural incidents may decline because self-regulatory 
capacities strengthened through consistent animal care transfer to classroom 
demands. 

The school, in turn, can reinforce the positive cycle. Recognition of the young person’s 
growth, opportunities to share expertise (for example, speaking about responsible pet 
care), or informal mentoring roles can consolidate identity change. Mesosystem 
connections between family, rescue organisation, and school—when deliberately 
cultivated—amplify the developmental ripple effects. The school is not a passive 
recipient of individual change; it becomes an active participant in the reciprocal 
processes that sustain it. 

7. Communities Benefit 

At the community level the ripple effects accumulate as social capital and 
empowerment. Robert Putnam’s analysis of social capital emphasises networks of 
trust, norms of reciprocity, and civic participation that enable collective action and 
mutual benefit (Putnam, 1995, 2000). Social capital exists in two primary forms: 
bonding capital (ties among similar people) and bridging capital (ties that cross social 
divides). Adolescents who move from passive recipients of services to active 
caregivers, volunteers, peer role models, and advocates increase both forms. They 
strengthen bonds within their immediate networks while simultaneously building 
bridges across generational, organisational, and sometimes socioeconomic 
boundaries through their engagement with rescue organisations and community 
education. 

Julian Rappaport’s empowerment framework provides the complementary community-
psychology lens. Empowerment is the process by which people, organisations, and 
communities gain mastery over their affairs (Rappaport, 1987). It is not something 
professionals bestow; it is a process that occurs when people acquire greater access to 
and control over valued resources, including the resources of competence, voice, and 
belonging. When young people are positioned as contributors rather than clients—
responsible for another living being’s welfare—they experience themselves as agents. 
Communities that systematically create such roles become settings in which more 
citizens experience efficacy rather than dependence. 



Downstream community-level outcomes include increased volunteering, greater 
empathy and prosocial behaviour, reduced isolation among both young people and 
older community members who may interact with the animals or the programme, and 
enhanced collective efficacy. Successful programmes also contribute to the broader 
animal-welfare culture of a community, raising expectations about responsible care 
and reducing the social acceptability of neglect or abandonment. These cultural shifts, 
while slower to develop, form part of the macrosystem context that shapes future 
developmental opportunities. 

8. The Whole System Strengthens: A Virtuous Cycle 

The preceding sections describe nested, reciprocal feedback loops that together 
constitute a virtuous cycle of advantage: 

• Adolescent competence and responsibility → improved family emotional climate 
→ reduced parental stress and conflict → greater family support and predictability 
→ further adolescent growth and differentiation. 

• Animal security and behavioural stability → adolescent sense of efficacy and 
relational success → deepening of the human–animal bond → further 
improvements in animal welfare → continued adolescent mastery experiences. 

• Successful, lasting placements → expanded rescue organisational capacity and 
reduced resource strain → more animals helped and more foster opportunities 
created → increased community confidence and visibility → larger pools of 
volunteers, adopters, and advocates. 

• Individual developmental gains in self-regulation and relational capacity → 
improved school engagement, attendance, and behaviour → more positive 
teacher and peer responses → further consolidation of competence and 
belonging. 

• Young people as active contributors → accumulation of bonding and bridging 
social capital → stronger community networks and collective efficacy → more 
opportunities for safe, reciprocal relationships for subsequent cohorts of young 
people and animals. 

These loops are not merely additive; they are synergistic. Protective systems strengthen 
one another (Masten, 2018, 2021). Development changes environments and 
environments change development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
2006). Children and contexts continuously reshape each other through ongoing 
transactions (Sameroff, 2009). When one family member changes, the family system 
adapts (Bowen, 1978). Citizens who become active contributors empower their 
communities (Rappaport, 1987). Networks of trust and mutual benefit accumulate 
social capital that enables further collective action (Putnam, 2000). 

Over time, such cycles may become intergenerational, as young people who have 
experienced supportive caregiving relationships become adults more likely to provide 
similar relational opportunities to others. This temporal extension corresponds to 
Bronfenbrenner’s chronosystem: the patterning of environmental events and 
transitions over the life course, and across generations. The same young people who 



once received the benefits of careful matching may later create or sustain those 
opportunities for their own children, for other young people in their communities, or 
through continued involvement with rescue organisations. In this way the positive 
developmental ripple effects move not only across systems in the present but across 
time, increasing the probability that future cohorts will encounter environments already 
oriented toward reciprocal care and mutual benefit. 

The careful matching of adolescents with rescue animals is therefore best understood 
as a systems intervention that deliberately initiates and sustains positive 
developmental ripple effects across the ecological field and across generations. It does 
not merely interrupt cycles of disadvantage; it generates a cycle of advantage. Safe 
relationships foster trust; trust supports healthy development and resilience; resilience 
produces positive outcomes for individuals, families, animals, organisations, schools, 
and communities; stronger systems create more opportunities for safe relationships; 
and the cycle begins again—potentially spanning decades and successive generations. 

The first four propositions in this series concern developmental change within the 
young person. This fifth and final proposition asks what happens when that young 
person changes. The answer is that the surrounding social and ecological systems 
become more capable of supporting healthy development for everyone embedded 
within them—including the animals themselves—and that these strengthened systems 
can, over time, transmit their advantages forward. Nothing in the model is one-way. 
Everything feeds back. That reciprocity, operating across both space and time, is the 
source of its systemic strength. 
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