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Introduction

The Way of the Donkey approach to positively empower young people is based on my research in the areas of bullying 
prevention and digital risk. 

In my research it has become clear that one of the most important things we must address with kids and teens is how 
they respond when distressed. How do they respond if someone is hurtful? Or someone denigrated them simply for 
being who they are? Or they have been left out? Or the ball they just kicked or tossed just missed the goal or basket? 
Or they witness a cruel event personally or through the media?

Kids and teens who are able to self-regulate and think things through to decide how to best respond are far better 
able to be empowered and resilient in today’s stressful, and unfortunately, sometimes cruel world. These skills are  
especially important for young people who have experienced trauma. Trauma informed care focuses strongly on 
self-regulation and problem-solving.

Several years ago, to my amazement, I discovered that donkeys have essential wisdom that is directly linked to these 
critically important skills needed by young people. It is helpful to understand the difference between how donkeys 
and horses respond to a threat. Horses evolved on the plains. If they sense something is wrong, they run. They are 
built for running and can run for long distances. 

Donkeys, however, evolved in rocky terrain. If they immediately ran, they risked tripping and falling. Donkeys are 
also highly intelligent. What donkeys do when something distresses them is they stop and think things through. 
Sometimes people think that donkeys are being stubborn. Donkeys are doing what they know they need to do to 
protect themselves.

It turn out that in addition to their brilliant response to distress -- stopping and thinking things through -- donkeys 
have other traits that fit marvelously with the research insight in a field known as positive psychology, or the science 
of happiness.

Out of this insight has come the foundation for The Way of the Donkey.

The Way of the Donkey

Connect With Friends  Connectedness with trusted others is known to be critically important to psychological well-
being. Donkeys  bond very closely with one or two other donkeys. Donkeys become distressed when separated from 
a buddy. Connections are very important for kids and teens.

Reach Out To Be kind  It turns out that one of the best ways to achieve happiness is by reaching out to be kind and of 
service to others. Like many mammals, donkeys engage in mutual grooming. They will reach out and scratch each 
other’s back. “I’ll scratch yours, you scratch mine.” Reaching out to be kind brings rewards to you and others.

Build Your Strengths  Donkeys are very curious and like to learn new things. One of the most important things kids 
and teens can do is build their strengths, especially character strengths. 

- 1 - 



Be Thankful  Donkeys are thankful for treats like carrots and apples. Gratitude for the good things that happen in 
your life contributes to happiness and appears to lead to more good things to happen. Help kids and teens focus on 
what they are thankful for.

If things get tough… 

Stop and stay focused  As discussed above, the nature of the donkey to stop when stressed is a key positive aspect of 
The Way of the Donkey. Avoiding an impulsive reaction when stressed is exceptionally important for kids and teens. 
The practice of “mindfulness” can help.

Stand Tall  Donkeys also stand tall and have presence. Kids and teens who stand with “presence” are more likely to be 
perceived as successful and competent. They are less likely to be treated badly.

Think Things Through  Donkeys carefully consider the best approach to follow. To decide what is best to do. They 
think things through–problem solve. To effectively problem solve, kids and teens need to assess the situation, 
identify their goal, thing about different strategies, assess each strategy to determine whether it is in accord with their 
values and what might happen, and decide what to do and a back-up plan. 

Foundational Research

Positive Psychology

The insight that provides a significant grounding for The Way of the Donkey is called “positive psychology”-- or 
sometimes called the science of happiness. The Positive Psychology Center at the University of Pennsylvania 
provides this definition:

Positive Psychology is the scientific study of the strengths and virtues that enable individuals and 
communities to thrive. The field is founded on the belief that people want to lead meaningful and fulfilling 
lives, to cultivate what is best within themselves, and to enhance their experiences of love, work, and play.

Our objective is to translate insight that is emerging in the field of positive psychology to practical guidance for 
parents and others who care about kids and teens.

Trauma Informed Care

It is helpful to start with a more brief focus on the more serious challenges that some young people face. This can 
help frame the insight into approaches that appear to be helpful for all kids and teens.

The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study has been assessing associations between childhood maltreatment 
and later-life health and well-being. The study findings suggest that ACEs are major risk factors for the leading 
causes of illness and death, as well as poor quality of life in the U.S.

However, in a recent study, researchers found that resilience--defined as “staying calm and in control when faced 
with a challenge”--can help to ameliorate the negative impact of adverse childhood experiences.

Note, one of the key reasons that The Caring Place Donkey Sanctuary believes that donkeys can be excellent 
“therapy” animals for young people who have experienced ACEs their known response to a situation of potential 
concern: to stop and remain in control. This is a key principle in The Way of the Donkey

Young people may also, unfortunately, have experienced traumatic distress. This could be acute situations or chronic 
ongoing distress.

Researchers have found that to assist young people who have experienced trauma, it is necessary to help them gain 
skills of self-regulation and cognitive coping skills, especially teaching them to think things through. Further, there is 
the importance of friendships and connectedness. Thus, there is a connection between trauma informed care and 
positive psychology.
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Bullying Prevention

I have done a significant amount of work in the field of bullying prevention. Web site: http://embracecivility.org

It is known that having even one close friend significantly decreases the harmful impact of having others be hurtful. 
One research study also demonstrated that when students made a daily practice of reaching out to be kind to others, 
this resulted in a significant increase in peer acceptance. 

Those who are hurtful often target those who are perceived to be weak. The practices of focusing on one’s strengths 
and being grateful can help increase young people’s positive energy, which likely will reduce the potential they are 
targeted. Further, those young people who practice standing tall are much less likely to be targeted. Lastly, being able 
to self-regulate and problem-solve if someone is hurtful to you are critical skills. 

My research has revealed that impulsive retaliation is a significant factor in a decision to be hurtful. Thus knowing 
hoe to self-regulate and problem solve are important skills. 

To increase the willingness and effectiveness of witnesses to step in to help, it is important to foster positive 
connections, encourage acts of kindness, and help young people build personal strengths, know how to stand tall to 
increase their personal power, and engage in effective problem-solving to determine the best strategies. 

Resources and Mentor ips

The Way of the Donkey page on The Caring Place Donkey Sanctuary web site provides links to helpful resources. The 
Mentor Tips in this document are for any adult in an ongoing relationship with a young person.

Positive Strategies

This next section will outline the research-based insight that provides the foundation for helping kids and teens 
become more positively empowered. This is the basis for this insight that has been incorporated in The Way of the 
Donkey.

Connections

Friends are important to the healthy development of young people. Through their interactions with friends, young 
people learn many important social skills, including how to communicate, cooperate, and solve problems. They 
practice controlling their emotions and learn how to recognize and respond to the emotions of others. They develop 
the ability to think through and negotiate different situations that arise in their relationships.

As noted, research has also clearly documented that young people who are bullied, but who have supportive friends, 
experience less distress.

Mentor Tip

The quality of a parent’s relationship with their children provides the foundation for children to be able to form 
positive relationships with peers. Additionally, adults are important role models in how they engage with their 
friends and others. Other strategies to assist kids and teens form good friendships include:

• Provide them with the opportunity to spend time with peers--in person, not digital connections.
• Focus on “the golden rule”--a version of which is in every religious and spiritual philosophy on the planet. How 

would you feel if someone treated you in this manner?
• Help them learn to take other people’s perspective. How do you think that person feels?
• Help them explore their interests. Some kind of physical activity is encouraged--perhaps a martial art if they are 

not into sports. Other interests may be involve the arts or sciences. Help them learn games and sports, so they 
can interact with others as a member of a team or just playing at recess. If they are on a team, make sure any 
coach who is involved demonstrates positive values. 

• Set clear expectations for how they should interact with others, especially including respect and kindness. Most 
importantly, teach them how to handle situations where something goes wrong. 
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- How should they respond if someone treats them badly? (Stop, remain calm, take a positive action to remove 
themselves from the hurtful situation, think things through to decide the best way to respond, and ask for 
help if the problem continues.).) 

- What should they do if they accidentally lost control and hurt someone else? (Stop, regain composure, think 
things through, accept personal responsibility, and remedy the harm.)

Kindness

Research has identified that giving to others makes people happy, even happier than spending on themselves. 
Engaging in kindness appears to promote happiness.

One effective strategy for young people who are being treated badly were to engage in a regular practice of reaching 
out to be kind to others. For some this will require getting over their personal fears. Reaching out to be kind to 
others not only will help to make them feel good, but also will likely result in kind responses in return and help them 
to form better connections with peers.

Mentor Tip

The manner in which parents and other adults treat others is something young people will model. Do you hold the 
door for others? Help someone with a grocery bag? Reach out to help someone who is distressed?

Especially for young people who are having difficulties forming positive relations or being treated badly, encouraging 
them to reach out to be kind to others is a critical first step in improving this situation. This will likely require 
overcoming fears. Private practice or discussions of strategies will be helpful.

One of the most positive responses I have ever heard about by a teen who was being cyberbullied was that she 
obtained a bunch of sticky notes, wrote out positive statements about others, and posted these statements on their 
lockers at school.

One approach I recommend to increase youth kindness is the Pocket Full of Pennies approach. Give a young person 
5 bring copper pennies in the morning. Instruct him or her to put these pennies in his or her left pocket. Throughout 
the say, reach out to be kind to another. Each time, transfer a penny to the right pocket. At the end of the day, 
discuss the 5 specific ways he or she reached out to be kind. Write about this in the journal.

Character Strengths

Drs. Peterson and Seligman wrote a great book entitled Character Strengths and Virtues. They conducted an analysis 
virtues and character strengths that are considered good by the vast majority of cultures and throughout history.

The 24 character strengths include: creativity, curiosity, judgment, love of learning, perspective and wisdom, bravery, 
perseverance, honesty, zest, love, kindness, social intelligence, teamwork, fairness, leadership, forgiveness, humility, 
prudence, self-control, appreciation of beauty and excellence, gratitude, hope, humor, spirituality.

In a research study, participants were asked to use one of their strengths in a new and different way each day. This 
approach resulted in a significant increase in happiness.

Mentor Tip

Go to the VIA Character Institute site at http://viacharacter.org and help older young people complete the survey on 
their site. Adults can also complete the adult survey. Alternatively, a shortened survey is on the Caring Place Donkey 
Sanctuary’s web site. 

Help young people pay attention when they are using one of these character strengths. Encourage them to make a 
daily practice of using one of their personal strengths. Discuss with them how they used a strength each day. If a 
challenging situation has emerged, ask them to think of strategies to respond that will use their personal strengths. 
Make efforts to develop new strengths. 
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Gratitude

Many research studies have documented the social, physical, and psychological benefits of gratitude. Gratitude has 
been found to bring happiness and reduce anxiety and depression. Gratitude is good for physical well-being and 
helps people sleep better. Gratitude makes us more resilient, strengthens relationships and promotes forgiveness.

Young people who practice gratitude report greater life satisfaction and more positive emotion. They feel more 
connected to their community.

Mentor Tip

Regularly ask young people to identify the best things that happened that day and encourage them to be grateful.

And If Things Get Tough ...

As noted, self regulation and problem solving, especially in relation to interpersonal relationship challenges are 
exceptionally important. To this, we add presence--or standing tall.

Self Regulation

The practice of mindfulness helps people achieve calmness and focus. Research has documented effectiveness of 
mindfulness training and practice in addressing stress-related concerns of children and adolescents, with 
documented positive results in young people’ physical health, psychological well-being, social skills including 
emotional regulation, and academic performance.

Regular practice of mindfulness prepares young people for when they become upset. Because they have practiced 
mindfulness and self-calming, they will have greater skills in self-regulating under stress 

Mentor Tip

The best video on mindfulesss is called Just Breathe. This video features kindergartners explaining the process and 
benefits of practicing mindfulness. 

Engage young people in daily practice of mindfulness. Discuss the importance of calming before acting if they are 
facing a challenging situation. 

Presence

Situations where young people are being hurtful generally involve differences in personal power. The one who is 
being hurtful has some form of dominance over the one who is being treated badly. Generally, this is social 
dominance, but may be physical dominance.

Often, young people who are more routinely bullied maintain physical postures that demonstrate a perceived lack of 
personal power. The young people who look “weak” are the ones who are more consistently victimized.

Adopting a physical pose that indicates power--a “power pose” results in both creating a perception by others that 
the person has greater personal power--and creates within the person who has decided to “stand tall”  internalized 
feelings of greater personal power.

Simply holding a “power pose” before a challenging interpersonal relationship task can increase effective 
performance. In other words, it is possible to “fake it” by assuming a “power pose,” which will then help a person feel 
more confident and be perceived as more confident.

Mentor Tip

Watch this TedTalk by Amy Cuddy. Watch the music video “Let it Go,” from Frozen. Note that at the beginning of 
this video, Elsa presents herself as powerless. Then early in the song, she “lets it go” with the release of her cloak. 
Throughout the remainder of this video, she presents herself as empowered. Other examples in children’s media can 
be found. Look at Simba in Lion King and Harry Potter when facing Voldemort.
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Help young people practice “feeling small” and then “standing “tall.” Before they leave home for school or any other 
event, ask them to check their body language and ensure they are “standing tall.”

Problem Solving Skills

When young people gain interpersonal relationship problem-solving skills--that is learn how to think of their own 
solutions to problems, consequences to their actions, and how they and others feel about things--they are less likely 
to engage in risk behavior and are more resilient in figuring out how to respond to challenges.

Young people need to be able to assess the situation, identify their objective, identify a variety of possible strategies 
and evaluate each strategy based on possible outcome and their personal values, and make a decision on how to 
proceed, implement strategy, assess effectiveness, decide what else needs to be done.

Mentor Tip

Rather then step in to resolve problems that emerge for young people, Mentors should use approaches to assist the 
young people figure out how to resolve problem situations by themselves. Merge this with the understanding of 
character strengths to determine how they can use one or more of their personal strengths to respond to a situation.

The following thinking things through approach is recommended. 

If I need to figure out what to do, I will ask myself these questions:

• What has actually happened?
• What is my goal in this situation?
• What powerful positive actions that use my strengths I could take?
• Is each action in accord with my values?
• For each action, what might happen?
• What is my best first choice?
• If this does not work, what else could I do?

The Way of the Donkey Journal
One way that Mentors, especially parents, can assist their children in maintaining a focus on these positive actions 
steps is to use a The Way of the Donkey Journal.

Every evening, just before bedtime or perhaps at dinner, have a discussion and write down the positive things that 
happened in each of the following areas.

• What fun thing did you do with a friend today?
• How did you reach out to be kind to someone else?

• What did you do to build on your strengths?
• What were you thankful for today?

• Did you need to focus on stopping yourself and thinking things through? What happened? How did you 
respond? How do you think this worked?
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