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Introduction

Horses have played many significant and diverse roles in human societies for centuries
including transportation, military service, work, status, and sports. Due to technological and
industrial advancements over time, horses are no longer necessary for physical needs such as
transportation, military service, and work. Although the role of horses in society has changed, the
emotional connection and bond between horses and humans has persevered. This emotional
connection is the foundation for equine-assisted therapy techniques and is the key to obtaining

mental, emotional, spiritual, and behavioral health.

Equine-Assisted Mental Health Therapy Overview

Equine-assisted mental health therapy, or equine-assisted psychotherapy, is the most used
type of equine-based therapies and broadly describes the inclusion of horses in clinical mental
health treatment. Equine-assisted mental health professionals utilize a variety of psychosocial
and evidence-based techniques to provide services to individuals suffering from a wide range of
issues including abuse/trauma, anxiety/depression, developmental delays, autism spectrum

disorders, anger, relationship issues, addiction, and other mental/behavioral health concerns.

There are many ethological characteristics of horses that allow them to be beneficial
when used in clinical mental health therapy services. Some researchers believe that the nonverbal
communication and size of horses helps clients become present-minded and focus on nonverbal
cues of socialization (Ford, 2013). Other researchers note that the herd mentality of horses allows
them to focus on cooperation and competition and are therefore more sensitive and allow for

stronger bonds to be formed with clients (Bachi, et al., 2011). Lastly, the casual nature and
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location of equine-assisted therapy allows the therapist to be more approachable to clients and

provides more of an authentic experience (Carlsson, et al., 2014).

According to Hallberg (2018), equine-assisted mental health therapy has several key
principles that build the foundation of practice. One key principle is that professionals view the
horse as an independent co-facilitator, and feedback from the horse enhances the therapeutic
session. Another key principle, as mentioned before, is the importance of the relationship
between the horse and the client. Finally, Mindfulness and “present-moment awareness” is
another principle that is encouraged with clients including integrating the mind, body, and spirit

(Hallberg, L., 2018).

Equine-assisted mental health therapy is complex and incorporates a wide range of
activities on a case-by-case basis including grooming, leading, riding, and engaging with the
horse. Clients are also taught to recognize basic horse communication and behavior and educated
on safety, respect, patience, assertiveness, and mindfulness/meditation practices that are
extrapolated into their everyday lives. Many of the activities help the client build relationships
and increase self-awareness and self-actualization. Sensory activities are also added as needed

for individuals suffering from autism spectrum disorders and other sensory processing disorders.

Equine-assisted counseling is another form of equine-assisted mental health therapy that
has similar principles with CBT and choice and reality therapies. According to Hallberg (2018),
this approach focuses on problem-solving and present-moment techniques with clients. Clients
are encouraged to challenge themselves and practice new skills in order to view their limitations
and successes. Because this therapy is present-focused, mindfulness and meditation techniques
are used to help the client focus on the “here and now”. Equine-assisted counseling addresses

relationship issues, control issues, assertiveness, and responsibility for one’s thoughts, feelings,
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and actions. Clients learn evaluation, planning, and practice techniques that are then extrapolated

into their daily lives (Hallberg, L., 2018).

Because equine-assisted mental health therapy sessions are developed on a case-by-case
basis and rooted in relationship building and self-discovery, many of the sessions are unscripted
and move at the client’s pace. However, equine-assisted therapists are encouraged to develop
session goals and create activities that follow a specific client’s treatment plan. Hallberg (2018)
notes that it is important for the therapist to collaborate with the client to determine long- and
short-term session SMART goals. The clinical therapist then matches the client’s goals with
equine activities. These activities need to be tailored to the client’s specific needs and must allow
the client to stay engaged without being overwhelmed (Hallberg, L., 2018). Clients always start
with groundwork and while some may eventually move up to riding, many only utilize non-

riding activities in their treatment.
Literature Review
Who Uses It

Equine-assisted mental health therapy is used by certified/licensed mental health
professionals who have specialized training in emotional/mental/behavioral health as well as
equine services. Equine-assisted therapists have a unique role from other mental health
professionals in the sense that they not only have to look out for the emotional/cognitive
wellbeing of their clients, but also the physical safety of their clients and the emotional/physical
safety and wellbeing of the horses involved. Hallberg (2018) states it is imperative for equine-

assisted therapists to understand the communication and behaviors of horses, including
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dominance relationships, fight/flight/freeze/appease, and responses to physical/emotional distress

(Hallberg, L., 2018).

Models of Equine-Assisted Therapy

The most common model of equine-assisted mental health therapy is the Equine Assisted
Growth and Learning Association (EAGALA) model. EAGALA is solution-oriented and focuses
on the process of the therapeutic session rather than the end goal. Facilitators allow the client to
problem-solve in his/her own way and take more of a “hands off” approach by observing the
client and providing limited instruction. EAGALA therapists utilize observation statements,
reflective listening, clarification, metaphors, and question-asking to guide the client and allow

him/her to process his/her activity (EAGALA, 2009).

Natural Lifemanship is another model of equine-assisted therapeutic intervention that is
commonly used by mental health professionals. This model encourages therapists to incorporate
an understanding of neurobiology into sessions and focuses on relationship-building techniques
(Natural Lifemanship, 2018). Therapists certified in Natural Lifemanship utilize the
Neurosequential Model of Therapeutics (NMT) developed by Dr. Bruce Perry. This model
shows how trauma affects brain functioning and provides assessment and intervention techniques

for different stages of trauma (Perry, 2006).

Populations Impacted — Services & Efficacy

The services provided by equine-assisted mental health therapy are directly related to the
training/certification of the therapist and the population being served. Mental health is a very

broad topic and includes a wide variety of issues that are treated in vastly different ways. The
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efficacy of treatment differs among specific populations as well. Listed below is how equine-

assisted therapy is used with specific populations and the efficacy of that particular treatment.

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is characterized as a developmental disorder that affects
communication, sensory processing, socialization, and behavior (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013). There are many ways that equine-assisted therapy can benefit children with
ASD. Equine-assisted therapy activities include grooming and groundwork that allows for the
creation of an emotional bond between the horse and the ASD client. Children with ASD
communicate physically rather than verbally with the horse, which can be used to help them
associate and express their feelings. Clients are also given a wide range of fun activities
(including therapeutic riding activities) and are encouraged to follow directions. The excitement
of the activities motivates the child to participate and communicate, and following directions
increases cognitive functioning. Lastly, sensory processing is enhanced when around the horse,
and the client learns to improve his/her balance and spatial orientation (Autism Spectrum

Disorder Foundation, 2020).

Multiple research studies have shown the efficacy of equine-assisted therapy within the
ASD population. Borgi, et al. (2016) showed that equine-assisted therapy enhanced adaptive,
executive, and social functioning in children with ASD. They also found an improvement in
motor functioning and communication/language skills (Borgi, et al., 2016). Another study
showed significantly improved social and sensory functioning in children who participated in

equine-assisted therapy (Coman, et al., 2018).
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Trauma & Abuse

Victims of trauma and abuse have a unique set of challenges they face and may have
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and anxiety. Many individuals suffering from trauma
experience fight/flight/freeze in response to situations. This response can be correlated with
horses’ natural response to acute stress as well, and part of the therapy intervention is showing
the similarities and how horses recover. Mindfulness techniques are also used to help decrease
anxiety and allow the client to focus on the present rather than the traumatic history he/she
experienced. Groundwork with the horse allows the client to develop a relationship with his/her
horse and build trust. Horses are highly responsive to verbal cues and may provide immediate
feedback to one’s actions, which helps increase clients’ awareness of their behaviors and

emotions (Earles, Vernon, & Yetz, 2015).

The Natural Lifemanship Trauma-Focused Equine-Assisted Psychotherapy Model (TF-
EAP) provides specific guidelines and insights in working with victims of trauma. This model
utilized the Neurosequential Model of Therapeutic (NMT) to integrate the four major regions of
the brain to allow for better communication among the neurological systems. This model of
therapy has two components: rhythmic riding, and relationship logic. Groundwork allows for a
foundation to be built and facilitators to observe patterns. Therapeutic riding deepens the
relationship between the rider and the horse and allows for trauma processing. Emotional

connection and regulation are maintained throughout the therapy experience (Shultz-Jobe, 2017).

Studies show that equine-assisted therapy has been very beneficial in decreasing anxiety
and PTSD symptoms in trauma victims and has had a positive impact (Earles, Vernon, & Yetz,

2015). Another study that specifically evaluated the Natural Lifemanship TF-EAP showed a
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decrease in anxiety, depression, and somatization as well as an increase in adaptability in trauma

victims (Alexander, 2017).

Emotional & Behavioral Issues

Emotional and behavioral issues vary from person to person and include anxiety,
depression, anger, ADHD, conduct disorders, attachment disorders, etc. These issues may be
rooted in biological, genetic, social, and/or environmental causes. Equine-assisted therapy
techniques used for this population include relationship building, mindfulness practice, non-
violent communication, and attachment theories. Some of the core principles used with this
population include the creation of a safe space, ability to make decisions/choices, acceptance,
relationship-centered, learning through modeling, focused on process rather than task or end

goal, and the concept of “being” rather than “doing” (Burgon, Gammage, & Hebden, 2017).

A study done at a therapeutic horsemanship centre in the UK found that clients were able
to safely form relationships with the horses and set respectful boundaries (Burgon, Gammage, &
Hebden, 2017). Another study showed that the unique connection and bond that clients make
with the horses allows for emotional transference, where clients are able to model the calmness
in horses and sense the world in a different perspective which leads to decreased anxiety and
improved social skills (Scopa, et al., 2019). Lastly, Kern-Godal, et al. (2015) showed that
utilizing horses in mental health treatment increased success rates and completion rates due to

increased motivation in clients to participate in their treatment (Kern-Godal, et al., 2015).
Veterans & Military

Veterans and military personnel experience a variety of mental health issues and a unique

perspective of the world. Some of the most common mental health issues this population faces
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are depression, stress, PTSD, and relationship issues. Within equine-assisted therapy facilities,
veterans can participate in individual, group, and/or couples therapy sessions. These programs
incorporate mindfulness-based techniques, grounding techniques, and elements of natural
horsemanship. Therapists encourage clients to explore their challenges and behaviors and
become aware of their responses. Therapy does not focus on past experiences, but instead

focuses on the present with relationship building and socialization strategies.

A study by Romaniuk, et al. (2018) showed that symptoms of depression, anxiety, stress,
and PTSD were significantly reduced in participants in individual therapy program but returned
after three months. Participants in the couples’ program showed significant reduction in the same
symptoms but continued to have improvement after three months. The conclusion of the study
was that equine-assisted therapy is in fact beneficial for veterans and military personnel but has

better results when their spouses are involved as well (Romaniuk, et al., 2018).

How I Plan to Use Equine-Assisted Mental Health Therapy

Equine-assisted mental health therapy is a multi-faceted, complex form of therapy that
can be beneficial for many clients. As an advanced social work practitioner, | hope to eventually
become certified in equine-assisted therapy. There are several different types of equine-assisted
therapy and there are a multitude of organizations that provide various trainings and
certifications. This can cause quite a bit of confusion for those looking to be certified, such as

myself, as well as clients seeking services.

During my internship at Mending Arrow Ranch, I have had the privilege of speaking with
multiple equine-assisted therapists who have certifications from different organizations. The

most common certifications from those I have spoken to seem to be through EAGALA and
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Natural Lifemanship. | have compared these certifications, but each offers a unique perspective
and attributes that the others do not. EAGALA is more well-known in the equine community and
provides more of a cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and adventure-based therapy approach
with a “hands-off” approach to sessions. Natural Lifemanship connects neurological functioning
with physical and emotional well-being and seems to take more of a holistic approach to therapy.
There are many other certifications as well, and | will need to do more research to find the best
route to take. I will most likely attend several trainings and incorporate multiple perspectives in

my therapy with clients to provide the best care.
Conclusion

In conclusion, equine-assisted mental health therapy has been shown to be quite effective
in mental health treatment including depression, anxiety, PTSD, ASD, conduct disorders, and
other behavioral/emotional issues. There are several models and frameworks that are used in
equine-assisted therapy, and different types of therapy are beneficial with diverse populations of
clients. The main foundation for equine-assisted therapy is relationship-centered and seeks to
enhance emotional regulation, social skills, and relationship skills. As an advanced social work
mental health clinician, | hope to one day incorporate equine-assisted therapy in my practice and
will use a variety of skills and techniques to provide an expansive array of services to clients in

need.
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‘We all know that spending time with horses makes us happier. But did you know
that spending time with horses actually improves our physical and mental health?

INCREASED EMPATHY

BECAUSE HORSES ARE LARGER AND MORE TRAINED (AND TRAINABLE)
THAN OTHER ANIMALS, MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING IS PARTICULARLY
IMPORTANT IN HORSE-HUMAN INTERACTION.

This mutual understarding increases our levels of oxytocin, a brain chemical
that's naturally released when humans experience pleasant touching (like hugs
or massage) or pleasant social interactions.

REDUCED STRESS

MANY OF US RIDE TO DECOMPRESS, BUT WASHINGTON STATE
UNIVERSITY DECIDED TO TEST WHETHER WORKING WITH AND RIDING
HORSES ACTUALLY REDUCES STRESS LEVELS.

They randomly assigned grade school students to two groups. The first group.
worked with horses for 90 minutes per week, while the second did not. They
found that the group working with horses had significantly lower stress
hormone levels throughout the day, which beyond just reducing stress, can also
reduce the risk of developing mental health problems.
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INCREASED STRENGTH IMPROVED SELF ESTEEM

You know how you get that ‘illy legs” (or let’s be honest, 7 out of 10 girls believe they ‘do not measure up” to
“jelly body”) feeling after a ride? That's because riding is other gitls their age. Even short periods of horse
literally a full-body strength workout, engaging your riding and related social activities have been shown
abdominals, back, shoulders, thighs and calves. to improve riders' self-esteem and sense of self-worth.

PTSD RECOVERY

AROUND 30% OF AMERICA'S COMBAT VETERANS SUFFER FROM
POSTTRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER.

/And "equine therapy’, where veterans work with horses, has been shown to
seduce PTSD, as well as depression, anxiety ADHD and other chronic mental
illnesses.
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Two Components of TF-EAP™

Mounted
Where the
relationship deepens
* “Re-parenting”
Trauma processing

Ground

* Typically where the
relationship starts
and its foundation
is built

* Patterns emerge

and are addressed

Connection

Regulation

Rhythmic Relationship
Riding™ Logic™

Whether mounted or on the ground, the connected relationship is the goal
---Connection with self (regulation) and connection with other (horse)---
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