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Author Introduction 
In undertaking this evaluation, I have had the opportunity to examine Bravehound, 
Scotland’s only accredited provider of assistance dogs for veterans, recognised by 
both Assistance Dogs UK and Assistance Dogs International. The evidence gathered 
confirms that Bravehound delivers life-saving and cost-effective support, with 
demonstrable impact on veterans’ health, wellbeing, and social connection. 

What became clear throughout this work is that Bravehound’s contribution extends 
far beyond the training and provision of highly skilled assistance dogs. As a Scottish 
charity, it also delivers tailored, person-centred support for veterans, particularly those 
experiencing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), social isolation, or suicidal ideation. 
Situated within the expanding policy and practice landscape of social prescribing, 
community-based, non-clinical approaches to health and wellbeing, Bravehound 
emerges as an innovative and transformative model of care. 

This evaluation was designed to explore both the impact of Bravehound’s services on 
veterans’ lives and the organisation’s ability to sustain and scale its work. Guided by 
the central questions of what works, for whom, and why, the study drew upon a multi- 
layered evidence base, including a review of relevant literature, stakeholder interviews, 
staff workshops, and, most importantly, the lived experiences of veterans themselves. 
Conducting this evaluation has been both a professional and personal privilege. I am 
deeply grateful to the Veterans Foundation for funding this study, and to Bravehound, 
its staff, and the veterans who shared their stories with openness and honesty. 

In situating Bravehound within a wider context, this report recognises: 
• the rising prominence of social prescribing as a means of addressing health-related 

social needs through connection to community-based support. 

• the growing recognition of animal-assisted interventions, particularly with dogs, for 
their psychological and physiological benefits, including companionship, structure, 
and in some cases lifesaving intervention. 

• the limitations of the current evidence base, which remains fragmented, 
methodologically uneven, and often lacking in military-specific focus; and 

• Bravehound’s distinctive role as the only Scottish organisation accredited to deliver 
assistance dogs specifically for veterans with mental health needs. 

Taken together, these insights highlight Bravehound’s unique contribution as both a 
direct service provider and a model of innovation in the care and support of veterans. 
 
 

 
Professor Gerri Matthews-Smith PhD 
Director, Centre for Military Research, Education and 
Public Engagement, University Lead for Military Research, 
Edinburgh Napier University. Project Principal Investigator. 
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Executive Summary 
Evaluation of Bravehound: Social Prescribing and Canine-Assisted 
Interventions for Veterans 

1. Introduction 
Bravehound is Scotland’s sole accredited provider of assistance dogs for veterans, 
recognised by both Assistance Dogs UK and Assistance Dogs International. Independent 
evaluation has confirmed that Bravehound delivers life-saving and cost-effective 
support to veterans and their families, with a demonstrable impact on health, wellbeing, 
and social connection. 

As a Scottish charity, Bravehound provides not only highly trained assistance dogs 
but also personalised support for military veterans, particularly those living with post- 
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), social isolation, or suicidal ideation. Operating within 
the wider field of social prescribing non-clinical, community-based approaches 
to enhancing health and wellbeing, Bravehound represents an innovative and 
transformative model of care. 

This evaluation was designed to explore both the positive impact of Bravehound 
on veterans’ lives and the organisation’s capacity to sustain and expand its services. 
By asking what works, for whom, and why, the study highlights the effectiveness of 
Bravehound’s approach and identifies opportunities to strengthen its future growth. 
The findings are based on a robust evidence base, drawing together relevant literature, 
stakeholder interviews, staff workshops, and the lived experiences of veterans 
themselves. 
 
2. Context and Rationale 

• Social prescribing has gained prominence as a way of addressing health-related 
social needs by connecting individuals to community-based support. 

• Animal-assisted interventions, especially with dogs, are increasingly recognised 
for their psychological and physiological benefits. For veterans, dogs can provide 
companionship, structure, and life-saving intervention. 

• Despite promise, the evidence base for animal assisted interventions remains 
fragmented, often methodologically weak, and lacking in military-specific focus. 

• Bravehound is unique in Scotland as the only Assistance Dogs UK and Assistance 
Dogs International member delivering accredited assistance dogs for veterans 
with mental health needs. 



Review of Practice 

5 

 

 

 

 
3. Key Findings 

3.1 Impact on Veterans and Families 
• Veterans consistently described Bravehound assistance dogs as “life-saving.” 

Dogs provide companionship, routine, emotional grounding, and act as 
catalysts for re-engagement with families and communities. 

• Family members reported a reduction in fear of suicide, improved relationships, 
and relief knowing their loved ones were supported. 

• Veterans noted improvements in confidence, reduced isolation, and enhanced 
purpose. 

 
3.2 Staff Commitment and Service Delivery 
• Staff demonstrated exceptional professionalism, dedication, and pride in 

tailoring interventions to individual needs. 

• Processes are highly structured, with careful assessment, phased introductions, 
and ongoing follow-up. 

• Family inclusion is prioritised, acknowledging their vital role in sustaining 
veterans’ wellbeing. 

 
3.3 Organisational Strengths 
• Strong alignment with social prescribing policy and practice. 

• Demonstrate social return on investment: suicide prevention through 
Bravehound is cost-effective compared to the £1.43m societal cost per suicide 
in Scotland (Samaritans, 2022). 

• Growing recognition from devolved and UK Governments and the armed 
forces community, including visits by ministers and invitations to Westminster. 

 
3.4 Challenges Identified 
• Impact Measurement: Current evaluation methods rely heavily on qualitative 

data. Funders increasingly require quantitative, standardised measures. 
Bravehound has joined Scotland’s Wellbeing Alliance (Thrive Together) 
initiative to strengthen this area. 

• Funding and Premises: Insecure, short-term funding and lack of a dedicated 
facility hinder growth. 

• Capacity: Small team faces high demand; succession planning and distributed 
leadership are needed to ensure sustainability. 

• Volunteer Shortages: Challenges in sourcing puppy foster carers and qualified 
trainers; Bravehound has innovated through partnerships (e.g., Restart Dogs in 
prisons, veteran trainer pilot programme). 



Bravehound 

6 

 

 

 

 
4. Organisational Development Insights 

Through facilitated workshops with staff and board members, several themes 
emerged: 

• Sustainability: Need for structural support, reduced silo working, and a 
collaborative culture. 

• Growth Vision: Staff expressed ambition for wider UK collaboration, 
a stronger training pipeline, and enhanced premises. 

• Leadership: Current reliance on the Founder CEO poses resilience risks. 
Distributed leadership and succession planning are recommended. 

• Staff Development: Commitment to CPD is strong but needs more systematic 
integration with strategic objectives. 

 
5. Conclusion 

This evaluation demonstrates that Bravehound is an indispensable, distinctive, 
and life-saving charity for veterans in Scotland. Its interventions extend beyond 
individual outcomes, transforming not only the lives of veterans but also enhancing 
the wellbeing of their families and the wider community. 

To ensure the sustainability and scalability of this impact, Bravehound must now 
focus on strengthening its organisational resilience through four key priorities: 
• the development of rigorous systems for impact measurement, 
• the establishment of secure and sustainable funding streams, 
• the implementation of strategic growth planning, and 
• the cultivation of a culture of distributed and shared leadership. 

 
By advancing these priorities, Bravehound will be well positioned not only to 
safeguard its current role as a life-saving service for veterans but also to expand 
its influence as a national leader in social prescribing and in the field of animal- 
assisted interventions. 

 
6. Recommendations 

1. Strengthen Evidence and Evaluation 
• Introduce validated wellbeing and quality-of-life scales at key stages of 

intervention (pre-assessment, mid-programme, post-provision) to build a 
stronger evidence base. 

• Use mixed-method evaluation (qualitative testimonies + quantitative data) 
to demonstrate impact more robustly to funders and policymakers. 

• Develop an annual impact report highlighting cost-effectiveness 
(e.g., suicide prevention savings) alongside personal testimonies. 
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2. Enhance Organisational Capacity 
• Expand staff team with additional expertise in mental health, evaluation, and dog 

training to reduce strain and allow for scaling. 

• Establish structured volunteer recruitment, retention, and training pathways to 
ensure sustainable puppy socialisation and care. 

• Continue pilot programmes (e.g., Restart Dogs, veteran/family dog trainer training) 
and scale successful models to meet workforce shortages. 

3. Secure Infrastructure and Long-Term Sustainability 
• Launch a capital fundraising campaign to acquire dedicated premises, ensuring 

consistent, accessible, and high-quality service delivery. 

• Prioritise multi-year funding agreements with key partners and funders to reduce 
reliance on short-term grants. 

• Explore social enterprise models (e.g., dog training services, consultancy on veteran 
wellbeing programmes) to diversify income. 

4. Deepen Family and Carer Engagement 
• Formalise inclusion of family members in pre-assessment, ongoing support, and 

follow-up stages. 

• Develop tailored support resources for spouses, partners, and parents to reduce 
caregiver strain and strengthen household stability. 

• Consider peer-support networks for families to share experiences and strategies. 
 

5. Expand Collaboration and Policy Influence 
• Build a national network with other assistance dog providers to share best 

practice, align standards, and increase geographical reach. 

• Engage with policymakers to influence national strategies on suicide prevention, 
veteran care, and social prescribing. 

• Position Bravehound as a sector leader by contributing to research, conferences, 
and cross-sector initiatives. 

6. Prioritise Suicide Prevention and Crisis Support 
• Formalise referral pathways with trusted partners (e.g., Rock2Recovery) into written 

protocols to ensure rapid crisis response. 

• Provide staff training in suicide prevention, trauma-informed care, and crisis 
management. 

• Continue to highlight Bravehound’s preventative role in reducing suicide as a core 
part of its mission and funding case. 

• Proactively plan for the later stages of each dog’s life to ensure ongoing, 
sustainable support for both the veteran and the animal. 
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Introduction 
Bravehound occupies a distinctive and pioneering role in Scotland as the only 
charity dedicated to providing veterans with assistance dogs tailored to their 
individual needs. Its work is widely recognised as both cost-effective and highly 
impactful, delivering tangible benefits not only for veterans but also for their 
families and wider support networks. Through the provision of carefully matched 
dogs, Bravehound facilitates profound improvements in mental health, family 
cohesion, and community reintegration, offering a lifeline to some of the most 
vulnerable members of the veteran community. 

The charity’s model reflects broader developments in the field of social 
prescribing, which emphasises holistic, person-centred approaches to health and 
wellbeing. In this context, animal-assisted interventions are gaining traction as 
innovative practices capable of addressing complex psychological, social, and 
physiological needs. Bravehound represents a compelling case study of how such 
modalities can be operationalised to achieve measurable and lasting impact in 
veteran care. 

The evaluation presented in this report was designed to capture the strengths, 
challenges, and opportunities within Bravehound’s current model of service 
delivery. It documents the organisation’s achievements in providing tailored and 
sustainable interventions, while also recognising the operational realities of a 
small charity navigating resource limitations, funding uncertainties, and structural 
challenges. Importantly, the evaluation highlights the creativity and adaptability 
demonstrated by Bravehound in response to sector-wide barriers—for example, 
through innovative partnerships with Restart Dogs and training initiatives for 
former military handlers. 

Central to this evaluation are the voices of veterans and their families, whose 
testimonies provide compelling evidence of Bravehound’s life-changing and, in 
many cases, life-saving impact. Veterans consistently described their dogs as a 
reason to live, a source of hope, and a catalyst for re-engagement with family 
and community life. Families, too, reported reduced fear and anxiety, describing 
the interventions as transformative in restoring safety, stability, and resilience 
within the household. These qualitative accounts are supported by filmed 
documentation and quantitative measurement tools, such as the Warwick- 
Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale (WEMWBS), which together form a robust 
evidence base. 



Bravehound 

10 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At the same time, the evaluation recognises the strategic priorities required for 
sustainability and growth. These include the expansion of staff capacity, the acquisition 
of a dedicated premises, the development of succession planning and distributed 
leadership models, and the strengthening of impact measurement through mixed- 
method approaches. Addressing these priorities will be essential to safeguarding 
continuity of care, particularly in light of long-term challenges such as supporting 
veterans when they outlive their assistance dogs. 

Overall, this report demonstrates that Bravehound’s interventions are both relational 
and systemic, strengthening the wellbeing of veterans while extending ripple effects of 
support to families, communities, and society at large. In doing so, the charity not only 
contributes to improved mental health outcomes but also aligns with national priorities 
in suicide prevention, social prescribing, and public health. 
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Literature Review: 
The Efficacy of Social 
Prescribing and Animal- 
Assisted Interventions 
for Veteran Wellbeing 
Introduction 
In recent years, social prescribing has increasingly been recognised as a promising 
and holistic strategy for addressing the multifaceted determinants of health, 
particularly among populations underserved or insufficiently supported by 
conventional medical systems. By facilitating connections between individuals and 
non-clinical community resources designed to enhance overall wellbeing, social 
prescribing signifies a paradigm shift toward more integrated, person-centred models 
of care. Within this expanding field of community-based interventions, nature-based 
activities and animal-assisted therapies have emerged as innovative modalities, 
offering both psychological and physiological benefits. 

This review critically explores the efficacy and challenges associated with social 
prescribing, with a particular focus on animal-assisted interventions in the context 
of veteran wellbeing. Veterans represent a uniquely vulnerable demographic, often 
navigating the long-term effects of service-related trauma, mental health stigma, and 
social reintegration difficulties. Yet, while the conceptual promise of social prescribing 
is widely acknowledged, the empirical base remains nascent, fragmented, and 
often lacking in methodological robustness particularly when applied to military 
populations. 

Drawing on a wide range of contemporary scholarship, this review highlights key 
evidentiary and theoretical gaps, examines the nuanced potential of dog and horse- 
assisted therapies, and interrogates the operational challenges of delivering such 
services through third-sector organisations. It further considers the role of quality 
assurance within the charitable sector, which often underpins the delivery of these 
interventions, emphasising the importance of accountability, impact measurement, 
and sustainable funding. Ultimately, this review aims to identify future directions for 
research and policy to ensure these interventions are not only effective, but also 
scalable, equitable, and responsive to the lived realities of veterans. It formed the basis 
of the evaluation reported here. 
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Introduction to Social Prescribing in the Contemporary Context 
Social prescribing has emerged as a complex, multifaceted intervention strategy aimed 
at addressing non-medical, health related social needs through community-based 
support. Defined as “a means for trusted individuals in clinical and community settings to 
identify that a person has non-medical, health related social needs and to subsequently 
connect them to non-clinical supports and services within the community” (Muhl, 
Mulligan et al., 2022), social prescribing is increasingly recognised for its holistic approach 
in supporting individuals with chronic health conditions (Hassan, Giebel, Morasae et al., 
2020). 

Despite this, the effective deployment of social prescribing depends heavily on the 
availability and efficacy of community-based services (Alderwick et al., 2018). A 
successful outcome is contingent upon a triadic relationship among healthcare providers, 
Link Workers, and the participant’s motivation to engage with prescribed activities 
(Brown et al., 2021; Repel et al., 2017). 
 
Evidentiary and Theoretical Gaps in Social Prescribing 
The empirical evidence supporting social prescribing remains embryonic and is often 
undermined by a lack of theoretical frameworks to explain its mechanisms of action 
(Estafandiari et al., 2023; Cooper et al., 2022; Abbasi, 2019). Studies often rely on qualitative 
methods, small sample sizes, inconsistent outcome measures, and lack longitudinal rigor 
(Lawler et al., 2023; Moore et al., 2022; McLaughlin & Hamilton, 2019; Bickerdike et al., 
2017). This has led scholars to argue that the expansion of social prescribing practices is 
outpacing the development of its evidence base. 

Furthermore, the localised and grassroots nature of many social prescribing initiatives 
results in minimal cross-comparative evaluations (Drinkwater et al., 2019; Husk et al., 
2019). The difficulty in measuring long-term adherence and the lack of insight into 
mechanisms by which participants flourish in community groups further complicates the 
evaluation process (Esmene et al., 2020). Additionally, the effects on the voluntary sector 
and issues of sustainability due to reliance on short-term funding and volunteer-based 
implementation have raised concerns about scalability (Mittal et al., 2023; McHale et al., 
2020). 
 
The Specific Case of Nature and Animal-Based Prescriptions 
Nature-based prescriptions, although increasingly accepted for their health benefits, 
are not yet mainstream medical practices due to implementation complexities and 
variable stakeholder engagement (Foley et al., 2023). The delivery of such interventions 
predominantly through third-sector organisations further challenges coherence and 
sustainability (Shanahan et al., 2016). 

Animal-assisted therapy (AAT), specifically using horses and dogs, has shown promise in 
enhancing psychological wellbeing (Marchand et al., 2023; O’Haire et al., 2015). Horses, 
in particular, exhibit behaviours conducive to therapeutic contexts due to their social 
intelligence and responsiveness to emotional cues (Tedeschi et al., 2019). However, 
methodological limitations such as self-selection bias, small sample sizes, and lack of 
standardisation hinder its scientific legitimacy (Rosing et al., 2022; Anouk et al., 2019). 
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Dogs as Therapeutic Interventions: General and Military Populations 
Dogs have increasingly been used in healthcare and educational settings to mitigate 
stress, anxiety, and even physiological symptoms (Barker et al., 2016; Harper et al., 2015; 
Zents et al., 2017). However, these findings predominantly demonstrate short-term 
benefits with limited data on long-term outcomes (Thodberg et al., 2016; Glenk, 2017). 

In military contexts, the therapeutic use of dogs has been significantly more robust. 
Assistance dogs have been shown to reduce symptoms of PTSD, anxiety, and sleep 
disturbances among veterans (Beetz et al., 2019; Kloep et al., 2017; Rodriguez et al., 
2020). They also act as social catalysts, helping veterans reintegrate into daily life 
and form stronger emotional connections (Nieforth et al., 2023). Nevertheless, concerns 
remain regarding the logistical burdens and costs associated with assistance dog 
care, as well as the overrepresentation of US-based studies, highlighting the need for 
international comparative research (van Buiten et al., 2021; Pruskowski et al., 2020). 

 
Social Prescribing and Veteran Engagement 
The reluctance of veterans to seek conventional mental health treatments, largely due 
to cultural stigma and masculine norms, underscores the potential value of non-clinical 
interventions like social prescribing (Hoge, 2004; Iversen et al., 2010; Derrien et al., 2020). 
However, only a limited body of literature (approximately 35%) directly addresses 
military-specific applications, revealing a substantial research gap. 

The emergent consensus suggests that social prescribing, while conceptually 
promising, is empirically and theoretically underdeveloped (Wakefield et al., 2022; 
Bickerdike et al., 2017). It remains unclear how best to target and implement these 
interventions for veterans, especially in the absence of standardised models or 
outcome metrics (Drinkwater et al., 2019). 



Bravehound 

14 

 

 

 

 
Quality Assurance in Charitable Social Prescribing 
In the UK, the regulatory framework for charities has evolved significantly post- 
Charities Accounts Regulations 2006. The Statement of Recommended Practice (SORP) 
provides an accounting and reporting framework, although compliance across the 
sector is inconsistent (McConville & Cordery, 2018; Dunne, 2013). Non-adherence can 
damage legitimacy, particularly in a competitive funding environment increasingly 
focused on demonstrable impact (Krasteva & Yildirim, 2016; Harlock, 2013). 

Charities face the dual challenge of meeting financial accountability while 
demonstrating social value, often resulting in mission drift (Yang & Nortcott, 2018). 
Calls for integration of non-financial performance metrics into standard reporting 
protocols are gaining traction (Boateng et al., 2016; Manville & Broad, 2013). However, 
many charities struggle with technical capacity and resource limitations, reducing 
their ability to engage in meaningful impact assessment (Back-Mortensen & 
Montgomery, 2018). 
 
Literature Review Conclusions and Recommendations 
This literature synthesis reveals an optimistic yet cautious view of social prescribing 
and animal-assisted interventions, particularly within veteran communities. 
While anecdotal and short-term evidence supports their utility, a rigorous empirical 
foundation and theoretical clarity remain underdeveloped. There is a pressing 
need for: 

1. Longitudinal, mixed-methods research to understand mechanisms of change 
and long-term outcomes. 

2. Standardisation of evaluation tools and metrics across social prescribing 
programs. 

3. Cross-national studies to reduce regional research biases, especially 
in military contexts. 

4. Enhanced support for charitable organisations in quality assurance 
and impact reporting. 

5. Strategic commissioning models that align stakeholder expectations 
with sustainable funding. 

 
Only through such integrated efforts can social prescribing evolve into a robust, 
evidence-based practice capable of addressing the nuanced needs of veterans 
and other vulnerable populations. 
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Workstreams 
Workstreams 1 & 2: Exploration 
Through a series of scoping exercises, we examined what the literature (Academic and 
Grey) tells us about the value of canine therapeutic intervention, how current resources 
are perceived by veterans who are part of the process and current and potential 
future demand for that resource. A qualitative approach to data collection was 
employed to allow for scoping, exploration, and explanation. Individual interviews, 
focus group discussion were used to identify the impact of canine support. 

 
Workstream 3 & 4: Exploration and Explanation 
The evaluation aimed to identify the strengths of the current approach to supporting 
veterans and to examine how and why impact has, or has not, been achieved. 
In addition, it sought to inform the development and prioritisation of actions that 
will further strengthen and advance the service. 

A process and impact evaluation in line with HM Treasury’s (2020) Magenta Book on 
Central Government Guidance in Evaluation was employed for the evaluation. We 
explored with all stakeholders what works, for whom, and why: it was not a simple 
mechanistic examination of outcomes, but rather a study which explored how the 
contextual factors inherent in the approach may impact effectiveness using process 
and impact evaluation methods. The outcomes will be used to inform areas for 
development for the case study partner and to develop simple “what works” guidance 
for services. 

To gain a deeper understanding of people’s experiences with the current process of 
supporting veterans, we conducted a series of in-depth interviews. These included 
five staff members, ten active clients, and five former clients subsequent discussion 
with the trustees were also incoporated into the evaluation. The interviews explored 
participants’ perspectives on working with or receiving support from Bravehound, 
with a particular focus on identifying what aspects of the service work well, what 
challenges exist, and why certain approaches are more or less effective 

Feedback to staff for validation of outcomes and discussion on prioritising of action 
plan. Final report was then developed explaining what works, for whom, and why 
and key recommendations. Outcomes of the evaluation Inform the effectiveness of 
Bravehound’s impact on the of veterans, helping enhance and develop their practice. 
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Methodology 
To support the evaluation and contribute to organisational development, a series of 
participatory workshops were implemented with Bravehound staff and leadership. 
These workshops were designed to create structured opportunities for reflection, 
shared learning, and the co-construction of a collective vision for the future of the 
organisation. The approach was underpinned by the recognition that organisational 
dynamics, sustainability, and leadership practices are critical to the long-term resilience 
of small charities operating in complex environments. 
 
Workshop 1: Sustainability 
The first workshop focused on the theme of sustainability, with an emphasis on 
identifying structural barriers and opportunities within the organisation. Participants 
critically examined issues such as role siloing, professionalism, the absence of a central 
base, and hierarchical arrangements. The session encouraged staff to reflect on how 
structural divisions limited collaboration and to consider how establishing a physical 
base could strengthen organisational cohesion by making interdependencies and 
collective impact more visible. 

A central strand of discussion was the role of agency and shared purpose in shaping 
a more distributed organisational structure. Staff explored the concept of a leadership 
constellation, whereby individuals could exercise responsibility within their own 
domains while remaining attentive to the needs of collective leadership. The workshop 
therefore created a space for reviewing current organisational structures, interrogating 
barriers to agency, and considering opportunities for professional development (CPD) 
that extends beyond role-specific specialisms. These reflections were framed within a 
broader conversation on sustainable organisational practice, with growth positioned 
as the next stage beyond stability. 
 
Workshop 2: Growth 
The second workshop addressed the theme of growth, inviting staff to engage in 
blue-sky thinking about the organisation’s future direction. This exercise encouraged 
participants to articulate aspirations, identify priorities for change, and explore what 
conditions would be necessary to enable sustainable development. 

Discussions focused on the need to balance resource constraints (budgeting, funding, 
staffing) with ambitions for expansion, and to situate staff learning and professional 
development within a broader framework of organisational learning. Participants 
were asked to reflect on the organisation as a whole, rather than solely as a charity, 
considering what it would mean to operate as a learning organisation capable of 
adapting, innovating, and building leadership capacity across all levels. Themes 
emerging from this session included the importance of embedding HR development 
alongside HR management, linking individual growth to organisational resilience, and 
distinguishing between short-term service delivery outcomes and the longer-term 
outcomes required for sustained organisational health. 
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Workshop 3: CEO and Board Development 
The third workshop brought together the CEO and Board of Trustees to consider 
governance, leadership, and sustainability from a strategic perspective. Key areas of 
focus included clarifying roles and responsibilities, reviewing the current composition 
of the Board, and exploring opportunities to extend membership to include individuals 
with expertise in organisational growth, strategic leadership, and sustainability. 
This session underscored the need for the Board to balance its oversight role with 
active involvement in shaping the long-term vision and sustainability remit of the 
organisation. By strengthening governance capacity, Bravehound is better positioned 
to align its leadership structures with its mission, ensuring that strategic growth is 
supported by both operational practice and effective oversight. 

 
Engagement and Orientation Process 
The evaluation commenced with a series of full-day workshops held at Craiglockhart, 
which provided the first point of structured engagement between the research team 
and Bravehound staff. These sessions were designed to introduce the evaluation 
process, establish trust, and create an open forum in which staff could share insights 
about their individual roles and responsibilities. The workshops allowed evaluators 
to develop an understanding of how staff members’ duties were situated within the 
wider organisational framework and operational system. 

It quickly became apparent that Bravehound staff possessed a high level of expertise 
and role-specific knowledge, which they communicated with pride, enthusiasm, and 
commitment. Their professional competence and dedication to the charity’s mission 
were consistently evident. However, alongside these strengths, the workshops also 
revealed areas of organisational vulnerability, including a degree of role isolation, 
challenges in staff capacity building, and the need for longer-term funding to support 
team growth. Furthermore, the reliance on the Founder, CEO for continuity highlighted 
the importance of developing a succession plan to secure the charity’s long-term 
resilience. 

 
Staff Development and Organisational Leadership 
Another focus of the evaluation was an examination of Bravehound’s approach 
to continuing professional development (CPD) and organisational leadership. The 
research team explored whether individual staff roles were subject to regular review, 
whether employees were set clear objectives aligned with the charity’s mission, and 
the extent to which staff were encouraged to contribute to the sustainability and 
strategic development of the organisation. 
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Discussions during the workshops revealed that some operational functions, such as 
finance and logistics, were clearly assigned and competently managed. However, 
given the small size of the team, the evaluators noted that collective responsibility 
for the charity’s direction and long-term resilience was essential. The development of 
leadership capacity across all staff was therefore identified as a priority. By equipping 
each employee to contribute beyond their immediate role, the organisation can 
cultivate a culture of shared responsibility and distributed leadership, enhancing both 
its strategic resilience and operational sustainability. 

One barrier identified was the absence of a central physical base where staff could 
regularly meet and collaborate. This lack of a shared space was seen as limiting 
opportunities to strengthen organisational identity and cultivate a collective sense of 
purpose. Creating dedicated opportunities for staff interaction, whether through a 
permanent base, structured retreats, or regular in-person meetings, was recommended 
to reinforce collaborative working and shared leadership practices. 
 
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) Practices 
The evaluation also explored the charity’s current CPD processes. Staff and contracted 
dog trainers participate in a range of training opportunities, including those provided 
by Combat Stress, mental health first aid courses, canine first aid, general first aid, and 
suicide prevention training. An annual appraisal process and monthly one-to-one 
meetings were also in place, providing opportunities for professional reflection and 
performance review. 

Dog trainers were noted to be highly qualified, with additional professional dog 
training courses made available where appropriate. This reflects a strong commitment 
to maintaining high standards of technical expertise and clinical awareness across 
the team. Nevertheless, the evaluation identified opportunities for strengthening the 
alignment between CPD, individual role objectives, and the organisation’s broader 
mission. Establishing a more formalised system for role review, line management, 
and strategic goal setting could further empower staff to see their professional 
development not only as role-specific but also as integral to the charity’s long-term 
growth and sustainability. 
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/ Quality / Value 

 

 

Check-ups 

   

 

 

 

In Conflict 

Premises 

“For an amputee or wheelchair user, picking up a dropped item, such as keys 
is challenging, our assistance dogs are able to be trained to help the veteran 
they are partnered with managing these practical everyday tasks.” 

Workshop Outcomes 
Staff Data 
Our qualitative data analysis from staff revealed two themes: Labour Efforts and Value 
(underpinned by six sub-themes) and Support Challenges (underpinned by three sub- 
themes) as illustrated in our thematic network analysis (Attride-Stirling, 2001) in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Thematic Network Analysis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Labour Efforts and Value 
Labour efforts and value pertain to the dedicated time and professional commitment 
invested by staff to ensure the charity delivered meaningful and impactful outcomes 
for its intended beneficiaries. This included providing each assistance dog with 
individualised, purpose-driven training tailored to the specific therapeutic and 
functional needs of each veteran. 
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“Veterans have individual needs, which we strive to meet, our dogs transform 
lives and are lifesaving. Bravehound’s provide companionship and purpose, 
with a sense of responsibility and belonging being identified as being the most 
important changes a Bravehound assistance dog makes to veteran’s lives.” 

 
“We evaluate the dogs and aim to select one that is interactive, but not 
excessively energetic. We adhere to robust health checks, to ensure we 
accept the most healthy dogs into our programme. We seek a balance, as 
the dogs must be a source of calmness and confidence for the veteran, they 
must be sensitive to the needs and anxiety levels of the veteran they are 
partnered with. Many of our assistance dogs will interrupt a daytime 
flashback or wake a veteran from a nightmare.” 

“This process is highly individualised. It is not simply about providing a dog; 
instead, it involves tailoring a personalised package specifically designed 
for the unique needs of each individual.” 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
While the existing literature has raised important concerns regarding the long-term 
sustainability, integration within the household context, and the persistence of stressors 
associated with assistance dogs beyond the initial engagement period (Nieforth et al., 
2023; Yarborough et al., 2018; van Buiten et al., 2021), participants in this study stressed 
the significance of starting to implement robust pre-assessment procedures and 
structured post-provision follow-ups. Such measures were viewed as essential not 
only for optimising the likelihood of enduring success in the handler–dog partnership 
but also for facilitating the early detection and resolution of emerging challenges that 
might compromise wellbeing or service effectiveness. Importantly, this proactive and 
preventative approach highlights a shift from reactive problem-solving toward a model 
of anticipatory care, which may mitigate some of the sustainability concerns articulated 
in prior scholarship. Furthermore, these practices suggest that systematic monitoring 
and tailored support are integral to embedding assistance dogs more effectively into 
the broader context of veterans’ rehabilitation and social reintegration. 

 
“Many veterans may find it problematic to be in close proximity to other 
people, particularly people behind them in a queue. A Bravehound assistance 
dog can be trained to circle around them, ensuring there is proper distance, 
with the dog creating and maintaining a space between them.” 
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“He interacted very well with the dog, as did his wife. We later arranged an 
additional meeting to observe how he and his wife engaged with the dog in 
a more natural, outdoor setting. This was a deliberate part of our assessment 
process.” 

“We believe it’s essential to explore and nurture the broader relationships 
surrounding the veteran, particularly with family members. Building these 
relationships is a significant aspect of our work that often goes unrecognised.” 

 
 

 

 

 
Staff members stressed the deliberate and sustained efforts to engage family members 
and spouses, stakeholders who are frequently marginalised within assistance dog 
interventions. Despite their pivotal role in shaping the daily dynamics of the handler– 
dog partnership, this group has often remained underacknowledged in both practice 
and scholarship. Staff highlighted that meaningful inclusion of family members 
throughout the provision process not only fosters stronger relational bonds but also 
provides substantial emotional relief and psychosocial support for both the veteran 
and their immediate support network (Nieforth et al., 2023). By recognising families as 
active collaborators rather than peripheral observers, assistance dog programmes may 
enhance the sustainability of outcomes, reduce caregiver strain, and promote more 
holistic wellbeing. This emphasis on family engagement reflects a growing recognition 
within rehabilitation and social prescribing literature that the efficacy of interventions 
is contingent not solely on the individual beneficiary but also on the broader relational 
and social ecosystems in which they are embedded. 

 

 

 
“We begin by obtaining reports from both the individual’s mental health 
support professional and their general practitioner (GP). We specifically 
ask whether they believe the applicant is suitable to care for a service dog 
considering responsibilities such as regular exercise, daily care, and overall 
wellbeing of the animal. If the GP or mental health support professional 
advises against it, the application process is halted at that point. The 
duration from initial application to the preliminary visit can vary, often taking 
several weeks or even months, depending on how quickly the necessary 
documentation is returned.” 

“Following this, a robust, structured introduction process begins: the veteran 
first spends approximately three hours with the dog during an initial visit, 
followed by an overnight stay. This is then extended to a week-long stay, 
after which the dog gradually transitions to living full-time with the veteran.” 
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“I could take anything, but when the boys began to be affected, 
I didn’t think I could hold everything together. (Bravehound) Rip 
has brought happiness back and made us a family again.” 

 
 

 

 
 

 
This section highlights the extensive professional and emotional commitment invested 
by Bravehound staff to deliver meaningful, life-changing outcomes for veterans. Central 
to this effort is the highly individualised training of assistance dogs, tailored to address 
the therapeutic and functional needs of each veteran, from practical support, such as 
retrieving items, to managing anxiety in social situations or interrupting nightmares and 
flashbacks. 

The process is deliberately structured, encompassing rigorous health checks, pre- 
assessment screening involving healthcare professionals, gradual introductions 
between veterans and dogs, and ongoing post-provision support. Importantly, the 
evaluation demonstrates a shift towards anticipatory care, with robust pre-assessment 
and structured follow-ups designed to prevent problems and ensure long-term success 
of handler–dog partnerships. 

Staff also emphasised the importance of involving family members throughout the 
process, recognising their central role in sustaining the partnership and enhancing 
wellbeing for both veterans and their households. By including families as active 
collaborators, Bravehound addresses gaps often noted in both practice and 
scholarship, strengthening relational bonds and promoting holistic outcomes. 

 
“Engaging with family members is an important part of our work as families 
are profoundly impacted by the mental health needs of their veteran family 
member.” 
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Bravehound Sasha 
Bravehound Sasha is named after Lance Corporal Kenneth 
Rowe’ssearch dog Sasha DM. Sasha was awarded the Dickin Medal 
by the PDSA for saving many lives. Both Lance Corporal Kenneth 
Rowe, who served with the RAVC and Sasha were killed in 
Afghanistan in July 2008. Their tour was over, however as there 
was no replacement search team available. Lance Corporal 
Kenneth Rowe offered to stay, and BRAVEHOUND Sasha was 
named to honour his courage and sacrifice. 

Bravehound sought permission of the Rowe family to name our 
Bravehound Sasha in memory of Lance Corporal Kenneth Rowe 
and Sasha DM and permission was warmly granted. 

Bravehound Sasha is partnered with RAF veteran and former 
search dog handler Mick McConnell. 
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“You have no idea what you have done for us as a family. I used to worry 
 

 
Veteran’s Mother 

 
a walk, it’s with (Bravehound) Lynne, I don’t even think about it anymore.” 
Veteran Wife 

Family Voices 
 

Comments such as the above illustrates how Bravehound helps to reduce the chronic 
fear, anxiety, and emotional burden experienced by families who live with the 
daily reality of potential loss. By fostering a sense of security through the veteran’s 
partnership with an assistance dog, families can reclaim stability in their everyday 
lives and experience peace of mind that had previously been absent. Importantly, 
this outcome reflects not only benefits for the veteran but also a wider ripple effect of 
wellbeing within the family unit, allowing caregivers to rest, recover, and rebuild their 
own resilience. In this way, Bravehound’s interventions address the interconnected 
needs of both veterans and their families, strengthening the support system that 
underpins long-term recovery. 

 

 
The above quote along with other similar ones reflected the profound transformation 
from living with the constant, overwhelming fear of suicide to experiencing reassurance 
and a sense of normalcy in daily life. Bravehound’s intervention has helped to reshape 
how ordinary routines are perceived, turning what was once a potential crisis trigger 
into a moment of stability and trust. For caregivers, this shift alleviates persistent 
emotional strain, reduces hypervigilance, and allows them to regain confidence in their 
loved one’s safety. Moreover, the testimony supports how assistance dogs contribute 
not only to the veteran’s wellbeing but also to the emotional security of spouses and 
families, reinforcing the idea that Bravehound’s impact extends beyond the individual 
to strengthen the resilience of the broader support network. 



Review of Practice 

25 

 

 

 
“Previously isolated beneficiary veterans who had been 
withdrawn from the community, had requested organised outdoor 
activities, Hillwalking and Open Water swimming. They reported 
reduced isolation and growing in confidence, feeling part of a 
supportive community. They also develop trusting relationships 
with Bravehound as an organisation, where we work with them 
and our partner organisations to find additional support beyond 
the capacity and expertise Bravehound staff. This is incredibly 
important as so many services have closed, reduced or withdrawn 
form face to face support. By including family members in these 
activities, we have developed trusting relationships with them, 
so that family members are less isolated and feel confident in 
raising issues and asking for support.” 

 
 

 

 
 

This quote illustrates how, when required, Bravehound helps to alleviate the chronic 
fear, anxiety, and emotional burden experienced by families who can live with the 
constant anticipation of potential loss. Through the provision of an assistance dog, 
veterans gain a reliable source of support and companionship, which in turn fosters 
a heightened sense of safety and reassurance within the family unit. As a result, 
families can reclaim stability in their daily lives and experience peace of mind that 
had previously been absent. Crucially, this outcome extends beyond the individual 
veteran to produce a wider ripple effect of wellbeing across the household, enabling 
caregivers to rest, recover, and rebuild their own resilience. By addressing the 
interconnected needs of both veterans and their families, Bravehound strengthens 
the informal support networks that are fundamental to sustaining long-term recovery 
and reintegration. 

 

 

 

 

Veteran Wife 
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The testimonies provided by families and staff collectively support the transformative 
and far-reaching impact of Bravehound’s interventions. For veterans, the provision of 
assistance dogs fosters a profound sense of safety, trust, and companionship, while 
for families, it alleviates the chronic fear, anxiety, and emotional burden associated 
with the constant anticipation of potential loss. Ordinary routines that once carried 
the risk of crisis are reframed into experiences of reassurance and stability, enabling 
caregivers to regain resilience, experience emotional relief, and restore balance 
within the household. These ripple effects extend beyond individual beneficiaries to 
strengthen informal support networks, thereby reinforcing the foundations for long- 
term recovery and reintegration. 

At the same time, staff narratives highlight the substantial investment of resources, 
including staff time, expertise, and specialist training, required to deliver such holistic 
and context-specific support. These accounts are not anecdotal alone but are 
substantiated by formalised operational procedures and embedded organisational 
protocols, reflecting the structured and deliberate nature of Bravehound’s approach. 
This coherence between practice and institutional framework demonstrates a strong 
commitment to sustainability, accountability, and best practice in veteran care. 

Viewed in combination, these perspectives illustrate that Bravehound’s model of 
intervention is both relational and systemic: it strengthens the wellbeing of veterans 
and their families while also embedding robust structures that ensure the delivery of 
effective, high-quality, and sustainable support. 
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Life Saving: 
Hearing Veteran Voices 
The testimonies provided by veterans highlight the life-saving impact of Bravehound’s 
interventions, with many explicitly attributing their continued survival to the presence 
of their assistance dog. Statements such as “Without Max, I can honestly say I 
wouldn’t be here” and “Gizmo’s given me a reason to live” underscore the critical 
role of assistance dogs in suicide prevention. These declarations are particularly 
significant given the high prevalence of suicidal ideation and suicide attempts 
among veterans, reflecting not only the depth of psychological crisis but also the 
transformative effect of targeted, non-clinical support. 

Beyond survival, veterans also described profound improvements in quality of life 
and relational wellbeing. For instance, one individual noted that their dog enabled 
them to “engage with [their] children much more,” signalling a re-establishment of 
family bonds that are often strained or fractured by the effects of trauma. The ability 
to reconnect with loved ones is not only vital for the veteran’s own recovery but also 
generates a positive ripple effect within the wider family unit, strengthening resilience 
and stability in the household. 

Several veterans framed their dogs as more than companions, describing them as 
sources of hope, purpose, and even spiritual meaning. Expressions such as “Theo’s 
my angel” reflect the profound emotional significance of these relationships, which 
extend beyond functional support to embody a sense of unconditional trust and 
acceptance. This highlights the unique therapeutic value of assistance dogs, which 
lies in their capacity to provide both practical support and deeply meaningful 
emotional connection, an aspect often difficult to achieve through clinical or 
pharmacological interventions alone. 

Crucially, veterans also pointed to the role Bravehound plays in breaking cycles of 
self-destruction and restoring hope. Statements like “Through Bravehound I’m not 
in that place anymore” illustrate the charity’s role in preventing relapse into suicidal 
crises, enabling individuals to rebuild their lives with a renewed sense of stability and 
direction. These accounts collectively with others throughout the study demonstrate 
that Bravehound’s interventions are not merely supportive but life-preserving, offering 
veterans a foundation from which to move beyond survival toward meaningful 
recovery and reintegration. 
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https://vimeo.com/1073530768 Hagrid and Gizmo 
https://vimeo.com/1012739311 Compilation video 

 
“Without (Bravehound) Max, I can honestly say, I wouldn’t be here.” 

“Without (Bravehound) Paisley I wouldn’t be here right now.” 

“I was really low, he (Bravehound Gizmo) is the only reason I’m still here today. 
Gizmo’s given me a reason to live.” 

“He’s changed me, I can engage with my children much more. 
He (Bravehound Gander) keeps me alive.” 

and Bravehound, I’d be going through the same circle of self-destruction. 
If angels exist, Theo’s my angel.” 

“I have thought about taking my own life. Through Bravehound I’m not 
in that place anymore.” 
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“They are supportive of this approach because it directly aligns with 
the core principles of social prescribing. The argument is that if such 
interventions help prevent hospital admissions and maintain individuals’ 
wellbeing, the financial savings from reducing hospital bed usage and 
healthcare costs are substantial.” 

Support Challenges 
All focus groups conducted with staff reflected on the range of challenges that 
constrained their capacity to deliver optimal support to veterans and their families. 
Among these, a central difficulty, echoing concerns well-documented in the wider 
literature (Anderson, 2017; McConville, 2017), was the complexity of quantitatively 
capturing and evidencing the charity’s impact and overall value. While participants 
emphasised the transformative nature of Bravehound’s interventions, particularly in 
terms of psychological wellbeing, family dynamics, and community reintegration, they 
noted that these outcomes are often qualitative, relational, and context-dependent, 
making them resistant to standardised metrics of measurement. This tension reflects 
a broader challenge within the third sector and social prescribing fields, where 
demonstrating accountability and securing funding frequently relies on quantitative 
indicators, despite the inherently holistic and individualised character of support 
provided. Consequently, participants highlighted the need for more nuanced evaluative 
frameworks that can both capture the complex lived experiences of beneficiaries and 
satisfy external requirements for evidence-based reporting. 

 

 
Bravehound beneficiary veterans overwhelmingly reported experiences of suicidal 
ideation, with a substantial proportion disclosing previous suicide attempts. This 
finding underscores the acute level of psychological distress within this population 
and highlights the critical importance of timely, sustained, and specialist interventions. 
The wider societal implications of suicide further emphasise the urgency of this work. 
According to a 2022 study by The Samaritans, the financial cost of each suicide in 
Scotland is estimated at £1,433,375 (Samaritans, 2022). This figure incorporates not only 
the direct economic burden associated with healthcare, emergency response, and 
investigative procedures but also the long-term indirect costs, including lost productivity, 
diminished social capital, and the profound emotional and psychological toll on families, 
communities, and support systems. 

In this context, Bravehound’s preventative role extends beyond individual wellbeing to 
represent a significant societal and economic contribution. By mitigating suicide risk 
among veterans through the provision of assistance dogs, therapeutic interventions, 
and integrated referral pathways, the charity not only enhances quality of life but also 
reduces the potential human and financial costs associated with suicide. This positions 
Bravehound as a critical actor in both public health and economic sustainability, aligning 
its work with broader national priorities on suicide prevention and mental health support. 
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Bravehound Max 
Bravehound Max is partnered with Army veteran Billy Bradley, 
he can fetch medication as well as provide companionship and 
a structure to each day. A reason to live. 
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“It is particularly challenging when many funders require evidence of 
exponential growth. Maintaining current operations is insufficient; there is 
a pressure to demonstrate significant growth, often with limited financial 
resources, which complicates the ability to meet these expectations. 

Our impact is life transforming and lifesaving and there is a need for 
standardisation of evaluation methodology to be able to evidence the 
importance and value for money of our life-saving impact on vulnerable, 
at-risk veterans within the sector. This is particularly important when 
comparing a relatively small number of beneficiaries with those of a much 
less intensive support organisation, like a drop-in centre or Breakfast club.” 

Funding Challenges 
The relatively small size of the charity mitigates against the collection of quantitative 
data of sufficient scale or generalisability to carry significant meaning. Nonetheless, 
participants acknowledged that the use of validated wellbeing scales administered 
at different stages of the intervention could help to capture measurable change, 
identify key areas of improvement, and ultimately provide a stronger evidence base 
for Bravehound’s impact. Such an approach would not only support internal learning 
and service refinement but would also help address the increasingly data-driven 
requirements of funders, who often rely on quantitative evidence to guide their 
investment decisions (Harlock, 2013; Moxham, 2019). 

Considering this, focus group participants recognised the ongoing challenges of 
securing financial resources necessary to expand and enhance their service provision. 
In addition to data limitations, staff identified the absence of a dedicated premises as 
a significant barrier to delivering optimal support and expressed a clear ambition to 
initiate a capital fundraising campaign. While issues related to physical infrastructure 
are seldom given sustained attention in the non-profit literature, participants 
consistently emphasised that the acquisition of a suitable, well-resourced facility was 
essential to the long-term sustainability of Bravehound’s services. They viewed such an 
investment as critical to enhancing the quality, accessibility, and stability of provision 
for veterans and their families, thereby consolidating the charity’s capacity to deliver 
meaningful, enduring outcomes. 
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Participants highlighted the opportunity to strengthen collaboration with both 
established and emerging providers of assistance dogs for veterans across the UK. 
Developing such partnerships would not only allow for the sharing of best practice 
and specialist knowledge but also support the creation of a nationally coordinated 
network of provision. This approach could enhance consistency of standards, 
reduce duplication of effort, and expand access to services for veterans regardless 
of geographic location. A UK-wide collaborative framework would also provide a 
stronger collective voice in influencing policy, funding priorities, and public awareness, 
thereby amplifying the overall impact of assistance dog interventions for the veteran 
community. 

England based providers are: 
• Veterans with Dogs - www.veteranswithdogs.org.uk 
• Service Dogs UK - https://www.servicedogsuk.org 
• Hounds for Heroes - https://www.houndsforheroes.com 

 
Bravehound are the only members of Assistance Dogs UK and Assistance Dogs 
International, providing assistance dogs to veterans with mental health needs in 
Scotland. 
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Bravehound Cocoa 
Bravehound Cocoa who is both an assistance and alert dog. 
She supports Army veteran Major (Retired) Archie Douglas, 
enabling him to lead an active and independent life. 
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Discussion 
Social Prescribing and Innovative Modalities 
In recent years, social prescribing has emerged as a promising and holistic strategy 
for addressing the complex determinants of health, particularly among populations 
underserved or insufficiently supported by conventional medical systems. By 
connecting individuals with non-clinical community resources, social prescribing 
represents a paradigm shift toward integrated, person-centred models of care. 
Within this growing field, nature-based activities and animal-assisted therapies have 
gained increasing recognition as innovative interventions capable of producing both 
psychological and physiological benefits. Bravehound’s work sits at the forefront of this 
movement, providing a compelling case study of how such approaches can be applied 
effectively in the context of veteran care. 
 
Strengths of the Current Approach 
The evaluation sought to identify the strengths of Bravehound’s model, explore 
mechanisms of impact, and highlight areas for further development. Participants 
emphasised the charity’s intention to introduce robust pre-assessment procedures 
and structured post-provision follow-ups, designed to optimise long-term outcomes in 
the handler–dog partnership. These processes were seen to be valuable not only for 
ensuring sustained success but also for enabling the early identification and resolution 
of challenges, shifting the service from a reactive model of support toward one of 
anticipatory care. 

Equally important was the charity’s commitment to engaging family members and 
spouses, who are often marginalised stakeholders in assistance dog provision. Staff 
and families alike stressed that meaningful inclusion of relatives reduced caregiver 
strain, promoted emotional relief, and strengthened the sustainability of outcomes. 
This reflects a broader recognition in the rehabilitation and social prescribing literature 
that intervention effectiveness is contingent not only on the individual but also on the 
relational and social ecosystems that support recovery. 
 
Family and Carer Perspectives 
The testimonies of family members provide compelling evidence of the transformative 
ripple effect of Bravehound’s interventions. Mothers and spouses reported substantial 
reductions in fear, anxiety, and hypervigilance, describing a return to peace of mind 
and stability within the household. Everyday activities that had once triggered acute 
distress such as a veteran leaving home for a walk, were reframed into moments of 
reassurance through the presence of the assistance dog. 
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Veterans’ Testimonies: Survival, Recovery, and Meaning 
In critical cases, Bravehound staff facilitated rapid crisis intervention by activating 
referral pathways to trusted partners such as Rock2Recovery, thereby preventing 
imminent suicide attempts. This dual role, as both a preventative and responsive 
service, demonstrates Bravehound’s unique positioning as a lifeline for families who 
might otherwise face crises in isolation. 

Perhaps the most striking evidence of Bravehound’s impact lies in the voices of 
veterans themselves. Many participants attributed their survival directly to their 
assistance dog, describing the animals as “a reason to live,” “an angel,” and “the 
only reason I am still here.” Such declarations underline Bravehound’s critical role in 
improving mental health and wellbeing and suicide prevention, particularly within a 
population where suicidal ideation and attempts are overwhelmingly prevalent. 

Beyond immediate survival, veterans reported enhanced quality of life, restored family 
relationships, and renewed capacity for engagement in daily activities. Assistance 
dogs were described not only as practical supports but also as profound sources of 
hope, purpose, and unconditional trust, benefits that extend beyond what traditional 
clinical or pharmacological approaches often achieve. These testimonies highlight 
that Bravehound’s interventions are not merely supportive but life-preserving, offering 
veterans a pathway from survival to meaningful recovery and reintegration. 

 
Organisational Capacity and Challenges 
While Bravehound’s model is demonstrably impactful, participants acknowledged 
several structural and operational challenges that constrain growth and sustainability. 
The small size of the team requires substantial investment of time and resources to 
maintain existing provision, limiting scope for expansion. Staff therefore emphasised 
the need to grow the team and expand expertise to ensure long-term capacity. 

The charity’s scale also mitigates against generating large-scale quantitative data 
that funders increasingly rely upon to guide investment decisions. Participants 
highlighted the potential value of incorporating validated wellbeing scales at key 
stages of intervention to strengthen the evidence base, identify improvements, and 
better communicate impact to stakeholders. 

A further barrier identified was the absence of a dedicated premises. Staff viewed the 
acquisition of a suitable, well-resourced facility as essential to delivering consistent, 
accessible, and high-quality support. The initiation of a capital fundraising campaign 
was therefore proposed as a priority, with participants arguing that infrastructure 
investment would consolidate Bravehound’s long-term sustainability and capacity for 
service enhancement. 
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Opportunities for Collaboration and Wider Impact 
Looking ahead, participants saw significant opportunities for Bravehound to 
collaborate with established and emerging providers of assistance dogs across 
the UK. By developing a nationally coordinated network, the organisation could 
strengthen consistency of standards, share best practice, and extend access to 
services regardless of geographic location. Such collaboration would also provide a 
stronger collective voice in influencing policy, shaping funding priorities, and raising 
public awareness. 

Beyond the immediate context of veteran care, Bravehound’s preventative work also 
carries broader societal and economic significance. The estimated financial cost of 
each suicide in Scotland is £1.43 million (Samaritans, 2022). By reducing suicide risk 
among veterans, Bravehound contributes not only to individual and family wellbeing 
but also to public health and economic sustainability, aligning directly with national 
priorities in suicide prevention. 
 
Conclusion 
Considered collectively, the findings demonstrate that Bravehound’s model of 
intervention is both relational and systemic. At its core, it strengthens the wellbeing of 
veterans through the provision of assistance dogs, but its impact extends outward to 
families, communities, and society at large. The testimonies show that Bravehound’s 
interventions are not only effective but lifesaving, fostering survival, recovery, and 
reintegration for some of the most vulnerable members of the veteran community. 

At the same time, the evaluation highlights the strategic priorities required to ensure 
sustainability and growth: strengthening the evidence base through mixed-method 
evaluation, securing a dedicated facility, expanding team capacity, and fostering 
national collaboration. By addressing these challenges, Bravehound is well- 
positioned to consolidate its role as a critical actor in veteran mental health support, 
social prescribing, and suicide prevention, delivering high-quality, life-changing, and 
sustainable outcomes. 

The Bravehound charity is unique in Scotland providing a cost effective and highly 
impactful positive impact on the lives of beneficiary veterans and their family 
members. Overall, staff participants detailed the extensive and labour-intensive 
efforts required to ensure veterans are paired with the most appropriate assistance 
dogs, thereby maximising the impact and value of the intervention. The charity’s 
practices demonstrate a clear commitment to providing tailored and meaningful 
support. However, as illustrated in Figure 2, a tension exists between delivering 
effective interventions and managing the operational realities of running an 
assistance dog charity. Key challenges identified included difficulties in evidencing 
impact quantitatively, securing adequate multiyear/ long-term funding, and obtaining 
appropriate premises. 
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These barriers were consistently described as limiting both current support provision 
and the charity’s capacity for future growth. The charity demonstrated an ability to be 
open and to think imaginatively about how to solve problems. One example of how 
Bravehound is both ambitions and imaginative is in managing a sector-wide problem 
in recruitment and retention of volunteers. The challenge of finding sufficient volunteer 
capacity to care for puppies from acquisition at 12 weeks to 18 months, when they 
are ready to be matched with a veteran was problematic. Bravehound researched 
alternatives to volunteers for this important role, identifying Restart Dogs (https:// 
www.restartdogproject.com) where prisoners train to be dog trainers, working to train 
assistance dogs, that are then given to Bravehound after initial training. A successful 
pilot project has resulted in two Restart Dogs being successfully partnered with 
veterans, one completing final training and another due to arrive in 6 weeks. Another 
example is the shortage of qualified assistance dog trainers. Bravehound is running a 
Pilot programme to provide training former military dog handlers, who may not have 
recognised qualifications and other veterans and family members with an interest in 
working as civilian dog trainers. 

 
Recommendations 
1. Strengthen Evidence and Evaluation 
• Introduce validated wellbeing and quality-of-life scales at key stages of 

intervention (pre-assessment, mid-programme, post-provision) to build a stronger 
evidence base. 

• Use mixed-method evaluation (qualitative testimonies + quantitative data) to 
demonstrate impact more robustly to funders and policymakers. 

• Develop an annual impact report highlighting cost-effectiveness (e.g., suicide 
prevention savings) alongside personal testimonies. 

2. Enhance Organisational Capacity 
• Expand staff team with additional expertise in mental health, evaluation, and dog 

training to reduce strain and allow for scaling. 

• Establish structured volunteer recruitment, retention, and training pathways to 
ensure sustainable puppy socialisation and care. 

• Continue pilot programmes (e.g., Restart Dogs, veteran/family dog trainer training) 
and scale successful models to meet workforce shortages. 

3. Secure Infrastructure and Long-Term Sustainability 
• Launch a capital fundraising campaign to acquire dedicated premises, ensuring 

consistent, accessible, and high-quality service delivery. 

• Prioritise multi-year funding agreements with key partners and funders to reduce 
reliance on short-term grants. 

• Explore social enterprise models (e.g., dog training services, consultancy on veteran 
wellbeing programmes) to diversify income. 
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4. Deepen Family and Carer Engagement 
• Formalise inclusion of family members in pre-assessment, ongoing support, and 

follow-up stages. 

• Develop tailored support resources for spouses, partners, and parents to reduce 
caregiver strain and strengthen household stability. 

• Consider peer-support networks for families to share experiences and strategies. 
 
5. Expand Collaboration and Policy Influence 
• Build a national network with other assistance dog providers to share best 

practice, align standards, and increase geographical reach. 

• Engage with policymakers to influence national strategies on suicide prevention, 
veteran care, and social prescribing. 

• Position Bravehound as a sector leader by contributing to research, conferences, 
and cross-sector initiatives. 

6. Prioritise Suicide Prevention and Crisis Support 
• Formalise referral pathways with trusted partners (e.g., Rock2Recovery) into written 

protocols to ensure rapid crisis response. 

• Provide staff training in suicide prevention, trauma-informed care, and crisis 
management. 

• Continue to highlight Bravehound’s preventative role in reducing suicide as a core 
part of its mission and funding case. 

• Proactively plan for the later stages of each dog’s life to ensure ongoing, 
sustainable support for both the veteran and the anim 
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Bravehound Theo 
Bravehound Theo is named after Search Dog Theo DM. In March 
2011 Lance Corporal Liam Tasker, who served with the RAVC was 
killed while serving in Afghanistan. His search dog Theo collapsed 
and died later the same day. Credited with saving many lives, 
Theo was awarded the PDSA Dickin Medal. Bravehound were 
granted permission to name a Bravehound Theo, to honour the 
courage and sacrifice of both Lance Corporal Liam Tasker and his 
search dog Theo DM. Bravehound Theo is partnered with army 
veteran Henry McClelland, providing 24hr companionship and 
purpose.
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Appendix 1 – Participant 
Information Sheet 
Participant Information Sheet 

1. Study title: 
Bravehound Evaluation study 

 
2. Invitation Paragraph: 
You are being invited to take part in an Evaluation study that is being conducted by 
Edinburgh Napier University. Addressing veterans’ health and social care issues involves 
adopting a holistic and systems thinking approach to service design and provision 
one that recognises the multiple factors impacting on the effectiveness of such 
aspects, including the agency of people receiving and providing services, complex 
bio-psycho-socio- determents of health and wellbeing, and the requirement for 
transdisciplinary and intersectoral collaborative work to address these issues. While 
there are several studies currently in process to address some of these complexities, 
none, yet have focussed on the impact of therapeutic dogs for the veteran population. 
Having established itself over the last 10 years Bravehound now wishes to develop 
an evidence base to support their continuing development and support within the 
veteran community. You are being asked to be part of that evaluation. Before you 
decide it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what 
it will involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss 
it with others if you wish. Ask us if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like 
more information. Take time to decide whether or not you wish to take part. 

 
3. What is the purpose of this study? 
The activity is an evaluation which will provide an evidence base for Bravehound in 
terms of thier impact. it will: Inform the effectiveness of Bravehound’s impact on the 
of veterans, helping enhance and develop their practice. Identify the strengths of the 
current approach in supporting veterans; establishing how and why impact that has/ 
has not been made. Help to develop and prioritise actions to develop the service. 
Address what works and why, and what could be improved to deliver a stronger 
intervention with the veteran population in Scotland. The context of the intervention 
delivery will be evaluated to identify what can be learned from the intervention and 
approach to delivery and how this can be applied elsewhere. 

4. Why have I been chosen? 
You have been identified as a key stakeholder/veteran and as somebody who can 
give an insight into the experience of military transition in Scotland. 
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5. Do I have to take part? 
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part, you 
will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent form. If you 
decide to take part, you are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a 
reason. 
 
6. What would taking part involve? 
If you do agree to take part, you will be asked to meet with a researcher for an 
interview/focus group at a time and location suitable to you. The interview is expected 
to last for around 40 minutes. You will be asked at the beginning of the interview if 
you have any questions about the study, and you will then be given a consent form to 
complete and sign (you will be given a copy of this information sheet and your consent 
form to keep). If a face-to-face interview isn’t suitable, but you would like to take part, 
we can arrange a telephone or online interview instead. With your permission we will 
record the interview/focus group to ensure that we retain an accurate account of the 
discussion. If you do not wish the interview to be recorded, please indicate this to the 
researcher and omit this part of the consent form. All recordings will be held on secure 
Edinburgh Napier University servers and will be destroyed at the end of the study. 
Interviews will be transcribed and anonymised. Transcripts will be retained securely for 
10 years. 
 
7. What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 
There are no risks or disadvantages that the research team perceive. Taking part in the 
research will require you to give a modest amount of your time. 

8. What are the possible benefits of taking part? 
You will receive no direct benefit from taking part in this study. However, the aim of the 
study is to address how Bravehound may, grow, evaluate, and potentially extend its 
services. Therefore, the potential benefit from this study is to influence and underpin 
service provision and service delivery. 
 
9. Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 
All information which is collected about you, or responses that you provide, during the 
course of the research will be kept strictly confidential in compliance with the Data 
Protection Act (2018). When we use the information provided by you, from the interviews, 
it will be anonymised and depersonalised. No names or identifiable data will be 
mentioned if we quote something that you say in future reports or publications. You will 
be identified by an ID number, and any information about you will be removed so that 
you cannot be recognised from it. Processed information will only be shared between 
the University of Edinburgh, our funder, The Forces in Mind Trust (FiMT), and Edinburgh 
Napier University. 

Please note that assurances on confidentiality will be strictly adhered to unless 
evidence of serious harm, or risk of serious harm, is uncovered. In such cases the 
University may be obliged to contact relevant statutory bodies/agencies. 
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10. What will happen to the results of the Evaluation study? 
We will also aim to publish our findings from the evaluation in a report and 
potentially in academic journals and presentations at conferences. In presenting 
these findings, any information you have provided will remain anonymous. 

 
11. Who has reviewed the study? 
This study has been reviewed by Edinburgh Napier University, The Business School, 
Ethics Committee. 

 
12. Contact for Further Information 
If you would like further information about this study, please contact the principal 
investigator, Prof Gerri Matthews-Smith at g.matthews-smith@napier.ac.uk. 

 
Thank you for taking part in this study. 
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Appendix 2 – Participant 
Consent Form 
Edinburgh Napier University Research Consent Form 

Title of Study: Evaluation of Bravehound 

Edinburgh Napier University requires that all persons who participate in 
research studies give their written consent to do so. Please read the following 
and sign it if you agree with what it says. 

1. I freely and voluntarily consent to be a participant in the evaluation study of 
Bravehound be conducted by Prof Gerri Matthews- Smith/Dr Janice McMillan 
/Dr Jamie Thomson, who are staff members at Edinburgh Napier University. 

 
2. The nature, aims, and risks of the research have been explained to me. I have 

read and understood the Participant Information Sheet and understand what is 
expected of me. All my questions have been answered fully to my satisfaction. 

3. I understand that if I decide at any time during the research that I no longer 
wish to participate in this project, I can notify the researchers involved and be 
withdrawn from it immediately without having to give a reason. I also understand 
that I may be withdrawn from the study at any time by the research team. 

4. I consent to the processing of my personal information for the purposes of 
this evaluation study. I understand that such information will be treated as 
confidential and handled in accordance with the provisions of the Data 
Protection Act 2018 and the privacy notice provided to you. 

5. This consent is specific to the particular study described in the Participant 
Information Sheet and shall not be taken to imply my consent to participate 
in any subsequent study or deviation from that detailed here. 

6. I also understand that if at any time during the interview/focus group/ 
workshop I feel unable or unwilling to continue, I am free to leave. That is, 
my participation in this study is completely voluntary, and I may withdraw 
from it without negative consequences. However, after data has been 
anonymised or after publication of results it will not be possible for my 
data to be removed as it would be untraceable at this point. 

7. In addition, should I not wish to answer any particular question or questions, 
I am free to decline. 

8. I have read and understand the above and consent to participate in this study. 
My signature is not a waiver of any legal rights. Furthermore, I understand that 
I will be able to keep a copy of the informed consent form for my records. 

 
Continued on the following page 

Please Initial 
or Tick Boxes 
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Participant’s Signature 

Date 

I agree that the research project named above has been explained to me to my 
satisfaction, and I agree to take part in the study. Furthermore, I will retain one copy 
of the informed consent form for my records. 

 
 

Researcher’s Signature 

Date 

I confirm that I have explained and defined in detail the research procedure in which 
the respondent has consented to participate. 

 
Contact Details of Principal Investigator: 
Name: Professor Gerri Matthews-Smith, 
FHEA, Director Centre For Military Research, 
Education and Public Engagement, 
University Lead for Military Research 

 
Address: 
Edinburgh Napier University, 
The Business School, 
Craiglockhart Campus, Room 2/40, 
Edinburgh, EH14 1DJ 

Tel No: 07946 540501 

Email: g.matthews-smith@napier.ac.uk 
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Bravehound Gizmo 
Bravehound Gizmo was named by Leah Menzies, a Military Police 
veteran. He enables Leah to hold down a full-time job and gives 
purpose, companionship and a reason to live. 
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Appendix 3 - Bravehound 
– Focus Group Questions 
Bravehound Sample questions. 

Staff focus group and interviews. 

1. Tell me a bit about the history of Bravehound. 
i. Origin 
ii. Vision 
iii. For whom 
iv. How long established. 

 
2. What are your roles in the organisation and how long have you worked there? 

i. Office, training etc 
ii. Current function and identified roles. 

3. Looking now to what we have discussed. 
i. What works well? 
ii. What works less well? 

4. How would you like to see the charity develop? 
i. Roles 
ii. Extensions of groups 
iii. Including other activities 

5. Do you currently measure impact? 
i. Evaluation process 
ii. Wellbeing measures of any kind – would you consider using them? 
iii. Any other aspects you think should be evaluated. 

 
Dog owner questions 
1. Tell me a little about your dog and how you work together on a daily basis? 

i. How long have you had your dog? 
ii. Is this the first one or have you had others? 
iii. Are you involved in the dog training ? 

2. How does the dog work with you on a daily basis? 
i. Sleep in the house /kennel 
ii. With you all the time 
iii. With family members 

3. How supported did /do you feel by the charity in caring for the dog ? 

4. Would you recommend a therapet to other people? 

Both groups will be asked at the end of each session if they would like to add anything else 
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Armed Forces Day celebrations included a presentation 
from Royal Navy and RAF Judges to two inspirational 
Primary school children who raised £1,000 through 
biscuit sales, to purchase a Bravehound Puppy. 
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