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Ting Pui-kei, 17, plays with golden retriever Cha Cha as part of an animal-assisted therapy programme helping reclusive teenagers who avoid social interactio
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n with others. Photo: Edward Wong

Dogs help ‘hermit’ teens out of their shells

Man's best friend is playing a part in
helping the city’s “hermit” young-
sters become socially integrated.
“Tused to play video games all day
long, more than 10 hours a day,” said
17-year-old Ah Kei, who dropped out
of secondary school. “At first I was
terrified by those big dogs, but now I
find playing with them so much fun.”
The dogs are used in animal-
assisted therapy programmes run by

the Chinese Evangelical Zion Church

Social Youth Employment Training
and Creativity Development Centre.
Ah Kei is one of 33 socially with-
drawn teenagers aged from 15 to 24
involved in a two-year “Regain Mo-
mentum” programme — sponsored
by the Bank of China—which the cen-
tre started last September. He sought
help from the centre in 2009 and got
involved in pet-related activities such
as an animal grooming course.
Helen Pong, who owns 10-year-
old goldenretriever “dogdoctor” Cha
Cha, said she saw a change in the

youth at the centre. “Atfirst theywere
afraid of this huge dog, but as time
goes by, they make friends and - to
their delight — he recognises them ...
They're happier; and everyone here
is getting more involved,” she said.

- Socially withdrawn teenagers, or
“hermit youth”, are unemployed
school drop-outs who refuse to leave
their homes for long periods to avoid
social interaction with others.

The 33 cases are among 200 being
handled by the centre — a third of
them reclusive teenagers. They were

reported to the centre by their par-
ents or social workers from other
community centres.

“Our programme pursues a step-
by-step re-engagement of these
alienated young people. You can’t
expect them to find a job just a few
days after the therapy. But at least
they are now willing to get out of the
house and come to the centre to play
with the dogs,” Henry Ng Yan-ho,
general secretary of the social service
centre, said. “Allweneedis patience.”

He said the therapy helped to re-

‘duce feelings of loneliness, provided

a sense of closeness and security,

" building positive self-image and im-

proving interpersonal skills.

Dr William Fan Tak-wing, psychi-
atry specialist and chairman of the
HongKongAnimal Therapy Founda-
tion, said: “Animal-assisted therapy
is not a panacea for the problem. But
it can help more reclusive adoles-
cents than other therapies as they
don’t feel like there’s something
wrong with them — it's more like
something for leisure or relaxation.”



