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MISSION….

The	purpose	of	the	proposed	study	was	to	investigate	
changes	in	levels	of	post‐traumatic	stress	
symptomatology and	levels	of	the	human‐animal	
bond in	children	and	adolescents	ages	10‐18	over	the	
course	of	a	10‐week	equine‐facilitated	psychotherapy	
(EFP)	intervention.		Youth	in	the	treatment	group	(N	
=	36)	participated	in	10	weekly	two	hour	sessions	
EFP,	and	were	compared	on	changes	in	post‐
traumatic	stress	symptoms	compared	to	a	control	
group	of	participants	(N	=	32)	who	continued	to	
receive	the	already	existing	therapeutic	services	
provided	by	their	treatment	facility or	outpatient	
therapist.
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WHY	IS	IT	IMPORTANT……

• TO	STUDY	PTSD

• TO	STUDY	EQUINE	FACILITATED	
PSYCHOTHERAPY

PTSD: A 
MULTIFACETED 
SYNDROME

• Misunderstanding of early childhood 
trauma

• PTSD’s tendency to 
mask/exacerbate other syndromes

• A paucity of knowledge regarding 
appropriate treatments for victims of 
early childhood trauma

• The multidimensional effect of 
PTSD on the person requires 
treatments tailored to the 
individual’s needs:      
o age 
o symptoms 
o experiences of the individual  
o the various stages of the disorder

 Psychotherapy can be 
effective in treating PTSD, 
however fewer than 25% 
of traumatized youth 
receive treatment:

• limited resources

• children’s mistrust of 
therapy/therapists

• children’s experiences are 
expressed non-verbally 
and through play

 Treatments effective for 
adults having PTSD may 
not   generalize to 
children & youth 
having experienced  early 
childhood abuse 

EFP: A 
MULTIFACETED 
TREATMENT 

• Animal assisted therapy (Parish-
Plass, 2008) & EFP  (Hayden, 
2003) have proven effective in 
reducing children’s anxiety over 
attending therapy

• EFP includes fun and play and has  
proven helpful in maintaining 
children’s  attendance in therapy

• Primary interaction with the horse 
is  nonverbal; focus is  action-
oriented activity in the moment

• EFP offers holistic experiences 
utilizing cognitive-behavioral/body-
focused/ emotional-spiritual 
interventions in combination with 
equine activities

There exists little 
empirical evidence 
in favor of using EFP 
with traumatized 
children and youth
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POSTTRAUMATIC	
STRESS	DISORDER	
(PTSD)

• SALIENT	SYMPTOMS	OF	
PTSD	(DSM‐IV‐TR,	2000)

• Recurrent	intrusive	
thoughts,	dreams,	feelings

• Recurrent	avoidance	of	
stimuli	associated	with	
the		trauma				

• Persistent	increased	
arousal

PTSD	is	a	neuro‐
physical/emotional
/cognitive
/behavioral	
reaction	to	
abnormal	or	
extreme	stress

PTSD……
• The	National	Comorbidity	Study	(10,123	face‐to‐face	
interviews	with	youth,	13‐18)	indicated	that	46.3%	of	youth	
showed	a	lifetime	prevalence	of	any	mental	health	disorder	
while	21.4%	showed	a	lifetime	indication	of	a	mental	disorder	
severe	enough	to	disrupt	their	daily	lives	(Merikangas	et	al.,	
2010)

• USDHHS (2016)	reported	a	victimization	rate	of	9.4	per	1,000	
youth.	Finkelhor,	Turner,	Shattuck,	&	Hamby	(2013)	say	the	rate	
is	closer	to	1	in	10	

• The	National	Survey	of	Child	and	Adolescent	Well‐Being	
(Stambaugh	et	al.,	2013)	found	that	more	than	half	the	children	
in	the	sample	reported	four	or	more	adverse	childhood	
experiences	(abuse,	neglect,	domestic	violence,	etc)

Teicher,	M.	H.,	Anderson,	C.	M.,	&	Polcari,	A.	(2012).	“Childhood	maltreatment	is	
associated	with	reduced	volume	in	the	hippocampal	subfields	CA3,	dentate	gyrus,	
and	subiculum.”

Early	childhood	abuse	has	the	potential	to	disrupt	
neurodevelopment	which	can	in	turn	impact	language,	cognitive	

functioning,	and	academic	achievement.	
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PTSD & THE BRAIN – COMPLEX 
TRAUMA

• COMPLEX TRAUMA is the result of having 
experienced prolonged and/or multifaceted 
trauma that begins in very early childhood (Ford, 
Chapman, Connor & Cruise, 2012)

• The young child who experiences multiple 
traumatic events occurring in the context of the 
early caregiving system, and is deprived of any 
stress buffering from this system, the caregiving 
system itself becomes the source of distress (Cook 
et al, 2005). Frequently, these children develop an 
insecure attachment (Perry, 2013).  

COMPLEX TRAUMA – IT’S IN The BODY
The influence of poor attachment alongside multiple 
traumatic experiences:

• Can render the child incapable of developing significant 
intimate relationships 

• Invites aversion to touch, struggles in showing affection 
and underdeveloped conscience 

• Invites affect dysregulation 

• Creates numbing of feelings and body sensation, loss of 
physical energy or chronic agitation and an inability to 
take purposeful action

• Physiological responses to psychological distress invites 
repeated activation of traumatic memory and the 
associated stress response
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As a result of this psychophysiological impact on the 
traumatized individual, PTSD has been recognized 
as the psychiatric disorder having the strongest 
relationship with somatization

WHY TRAUMA SUFFERERS NEED 
TO DO MORE THAN “TALK 

ABOUT IT” 
The implication for treatment seems clear. That is, 
youth having experienced trauma, in particular multiple 
interpersonal traumatic incidents or complex trauma, 
require healing interventions that impact the 
psychological, emotional and physiological 
manifestations of PTSD. In fact, trauma authority, van 
der Kolk (2014) stands on the principle that “telling the 
story doesn’t necessarily alter the automatic physical 
and hormonal responses of bodies that remain 
hypervigilant, prepared to be assaulted, or violated at 
any time. For real change, the body needs to learn that 
the danger has passed. At some point we must let go of 
all the verbiage as yackety-yack largely in the conscious 
frontal cortex and logical left brain” (¶-10). 
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Equs:

EFP is a mind-body-
emotion-spirit 
intervention that 
responds to the 
comparable multifaceted 
aspect of posttraumatic 
stress 
(Burgon 2014; 
McCullough, 2011)

Bailey & Draven……horse-kiddo bonding, 
the real deal

WHY EFP?

EFP: is experiential psychotherapy 
that includes equines. It may 
include, but is not limited to, a 
number of mutually respectful 
equine activities such as handling, 
grooming, longing, riding, driving 
and vaulting. EFP is facilitated by a 
licensed, credentialed mental health 
professional working with an 
appropriately credentialed equine 
professional. EFP may be facilitated 
by a mental health professional who 
is dually credentialed as an equine 
professional.

~Equine Facilitated Mental Health 
Association (EFMHA); PATH-
INTERNATIONAL 

FIRST OF ALL….

WHAT IS 

EQUINE

FACILITATED

PSYCHOTHERAPY
?????

EFP IS??

• An experiential treatment 
approach that provides the 
client with abundant 
opportunities to enhance self-
awareness and re-pattern 
maladaptive behaviors, 
feelings and attitudes.

• The synergistic team of horse 
and therapist who together 
with the client & Equine 
Specialist/TRI, co-facilitate 
the psychotherapeutic 
process.

• ~Leslie McCullough, 2007

horse & human

bond
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Theory behind 
the Work

OBJECT RELATIONS –

D. W. WINNICOTT:

• The good-enough 
mother...starts off with an 
almost complete adaptation 
to her infant's needs, and as 
time proceeds she adapts 
less and less completely, 
gradually, according to the 
infant's growing ability to 
deal with her failure..." 
(from "Transitional Objects 
and Transitional 
Phenomena," 1951) 

Object Relations Theory ~ the 
Holding Environment

• "Psychotherapy takes place in the overlap of 
two areas of playing, that of the patient and 
that of the therapist. Psychotherapy has to 
do with two people playing together. 
The corollary of this is that where playing is 
not possible then the work done by the 
therapist is directed towards bringing the 
patient from a state of not being able to play 
into a state of being able to play. (from 
"Playing: Its Theoretical Status in the Clinical 
Situation," 1971, Winnicott)" 

SOCCER ANYONE??

WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME YOU HORSED 
AROUND???
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Steps to Conducting Research

• Step 1: Identify the Problem

• Step 2: Review the Literature

• Step 3: Clarify the Problem

• Step 4: Clearly Define Terms and Concepts

• Step 5: Define the Population

• Step 6: Develop the Instrumentation Plan

– Take and pass, CITI online training 

– Apply to and receive approval from the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB)

• Step 7: Collect Data

• Step 8: Analyze the Data

• Step 9: Give a Lecture!

• Step 10: Get Published! (9 & 10 interchangeable)

STEPS 1-6 • Literature review on:
– Extent of the problem – children not 

receiving treatment for PTSD

– What is available/underutilized

– Multifaceted nature of PTSD

– EFP & its impact on whole person

– Pros & Cons of EFP/other equine

• Clarified who might benefit most –
population in the research 
– Those experiencing complex trauma

– Youth in foster/juvenile care

– Under-privileged 

– Why these youth are underserved

• Define terms (EFP/PTSD, etc)

• Define Instruments

• CITI, IRB & IACUC

PROBLEM: There 
exists a critical need 
to evaluate effective 
methods of 
comprehensive 
mental health services 
for youth, as young 
people are being 
diagnosed with 
serious emotional and 
behavioral disorders 
at increasing levels 
(U.S. Department of 
Health & Human 
Services [USDHHS], 
2016).

Objective & Description

• The objective of this study was to investigate whether EFP 
is an effective treatment modality for treating post-
traumatic stress disorder symptoms in youth having 
experienced multiple adverse childhood experiences. 

• We hypothesized that the levels of symptoms associated 
with PTSD in youth ages 10-18 would decrease over the 
course of 10-weekly EFP sessions and that youth 
participating in EFP would experience significantly higher 
decreases in symptomology compared to a control group of 
youth participating in non-EFP outpatient sessions. 

• A secondary goal of this study was to explore if there was 
an association between changes in levels of symptoms 
associated with PTSD and changes in levels of the human-
animal bond in youth ages 10-18 after 10-weekly EFP 
outpatient sessions.
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Instrumentation: Pre/Mid/Posttest  

Revised Child Impact of 
Events Scale-13 (CRIES-13)

• Measures self-reported 
intrusion, avoidance, and 
arousal symptoms associated 
with PTSD

• includes 13 Likert-type items, 
with response options of 0 
(Not at all), 1 (Rarely), 3 
(Sometimes), and 5 (Often)

• The three subscales can be 
summed to create a continuous 
variable composite score 
(range 0-65).

Human-Animal Bond 
Scale (HABS)

• Used to assess the short-term 
impact of interacting with 
horses for youth in the 
treatment group

• includes 15 items, each of them 
based on a Likert type scale 
with values ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree)

• HABS score has possible 
values between 15 and 75, and 
will be treated as a continuous 
variable

Procedure

• All procedures for this study were approved by 
the Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the 
Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee 
(IACUC) at Tufts University to ensure human 
and animal safety. 

• Participants meeting the eligibility criteria were 
quasi-randomly assigned to the equine-
facilitated psychotherapy treatment group (n = 
36) or the control group that continued with 
traditional therapy (n = 32)

Procedures cont.

• Members of the treatment group participated in 10 
sessions of EFP over the course of 12 weeks in small 
group settings. The EFP sessions were conducted at one 
of two therapeutic riding facilities in the same 
geographic region as the mental health facilities. Both 
therapeutic riding centers follow the Professional 
Association of Therapeutic Horsemanship (PATH) 
International safety guidelines (one member center, one 
Premiere center) for maintaining horse well-being and 
safety of the participants
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Procedures cont.

• Each group session lasted approximately two hours and 
was conducted by a licensed clinical social worker with 
the assistance of one PATH International trained 
therapeutic riding instructor

• Each horse/client pair was assigned a trained horse 
handler to ensure human and animal safety

• The EFP sessions included a variety of activities, 
including learning how to lead horse from field, 
grooming, leading horse in arena and over ground poles, 
ground work, and mounted activities 

• The participants in the control group continued to 
receive their standard of care therapeutic services at one 
of the two mental health facilities

Results: PTSD
• Despite quasi-randomization, the control group had 

significantly higher baseline CRIES scores as compared 
to the treatment group. However, there were no 
differences between the two data collection sites for 
baseline CRIES scores 

• Repeated measures ANOVA results indicated a 
statistically significant within-subjects effect of time on 
CRIES scores, indicating that CRIES scores significantly 
decreased for all participants (in both groups) over 10 
weeks

• There was no significant between-subjects effect of 
treatment group status, indicating that the treatment and 
control group participants did not have significantly 
different CRIES scores across the three time points. 

More Results

Results: PTSD

• Contrary to the predicted 
hypothesis, there was no 
significant within-subjects 
interaction between treatment 
group and time, suggesting 
that there were no differences 
between the treatment and 
control group in changes in 
CRIES scores. 

• There were also no significant 
differences between the two 
sites in CRIES scores across 
the three time

Results: HABS

• Human-animal bond scale (HABS) 
scores were consistently high across 
baseline (M = 67.25), Week 5 (M = 
67.54), and Week 10 (M = 70.43). 
Repeated measures ANOVA results 
indicated no within subjects effect 
for time, indicating stability in 
HABS across the three time points. 

• Although there were no significant 
changes in the HABS across the 
three time points, Week 10 HABS 
scores were correlated positively 
with change in post-traumatic stress 
symptoms from Week 1 to Week 10.
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Limitations

• Lack of true random assignment
– Control group having higher pretest scores

• Need for specifically defined control 
procedure with control participants 
receiving CBT at similar intervals & 
duration at the EFP group

• Need for larger, more diverse samples
• Exploration of anecdotal information 

(type of participants, reason for 
participating, other therapy 
experiences, etc.)

What Does This Mean?

The goal of this study was to explore the 
effectiveness of equine-facilitated 
psychotherapy as an alternative treatment 
strategy for youth with post-traumatic stress 
disorder symptoms. Findings suggested a 
significant decrease in PTSD symptoms across 
the 10-week intervention for both the 
treatment and control group. However, there 
was no significant interaction between 
treatment and time (indicating that the EFP 
group did not decrease significantly more than 
the control group). 

WHAT ELSE?

These findings suggest 
that EFP is an effective 
treatment modality for 
post-traumatic stress 
symptoms, but further 
discussion of the relative 
benefits of EFP
compared to traditional 
treatment modalities 
such as cognitive 
behavioral therapy (as 
used in the control 
group) is warranted. 
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There is MORE! (say sugggaaarrr)

let’s discuss the findings, the participants,  behind 
the scenes & future research

What Did We Discover?

• Two interrelated themes emerged from the results, 
which have implications for effectively treating 
youth having reported multiple adverse childhood 
experiences (Stambaugh et al., 2013). 

• First, it is important to note that that clients in the 
EFP treatment group experienced as much 
progress as those in the control group receiving 
Trauma-Focused CBT (TF-CBT) which is currently 
one of the only interventions established as 
efficacious in treating trauma (Cohen, Mannarino, 
& Deblinger, 2012). Therefore, the finding that EFP 
performed as well as “the gold-standard” for 
therapeutic strategies is promising for the potential 
effectiveness of EFP. 

What Else?

• Secondly, the majority of the treatment 
participants had histories of repeated traumas 
during early childhood, which can increase the 
risk for the development of complex PTSD and 
contribute to poorer treatment responses 
(Lonergan, 2014)

• Lonergan (2014) discovered that half or more of 
patients participating in TF-CBT remained 
significantly symptomatic at posttreatment and 
met diagnostic criteria or relapse at follow-up 
(Kar, 2011; Schottenbauer, Glass, Arnkoff, 
Tendick, & Gray, 2008), with the conclusion that 
CBT is not always effective in treating all patients 
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What Does This Mean?

• Youth having experienced trauma, in 
particular multiple interpersonal 
traumatic incidents or complex 
trauma, require healing interventions 
that impact the psychological, 
emotional, and physiological 
manifestations of PTSD.  Starting with 
a foundational connection between 
client and equine, relationships are the 
bedrock of the therapy in EFP (Bachi et 
al., 2012; McCullough et al., 2015). 

HOW DOES THIS 
WORK?

• EFP has been found to be more effective  
than traditional interventions in 
enhancing trust, relatedness, self-
esteem, self-efficacy & feelings of 
contentment(Bachi et al., 2012; Brandt, 
2013; Klontz, Bivens, Leinart & Klontz, 
2007)

• EFP is experiential and located at a 
farm. Traveling to this rural setting 
there is a sense of anonymity; at the 
barn one is not a “patient” (Bachi et al., 
2012) 

• In this protected environment, youth 
can risk failure without fear of 
judgement by learning confidence 
through leadership with their horses, 
gaining self-esteem and a sense of 
mastery in their new-found ability to 
influence ‘something’ (Burgon, 2011, 
2013)

The physical and 
emotional risk-taking 
experiences that 
accompany working 
therapeutically with 
horses is a conscious 
decision made by the 
youth, a choice that 
can help her learn to 
modulate self and 
surroundings (Trotter, 
2012).

Important 
Take-Away…

The majority of the 
treatment population in 
this study had received 
intermittent office-based 
therapy throughout their 
years in foster care and 
detention facilities. 
Many youth who 
experience trauma and 
been in long-term 
treatment refuse to 
attend office-based 
interventions. On the 
other hand, leaving the 
facility to be outside at a 
farm and participate in 
“horse therapy” can 
make abundant sense. 
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The Role of TOUCH

Perhaps, its most 
significant contribution to 
the healing of trauma is 
that EFP leverages the 
therapeutic effects of 
physical touch. Given the 
deficits in early childhood 
attachment including 
emotional touching 
(Denworth, 2015) coupled 
with longstanding 
proscriptions regarding 
therapists touching their 
clients (Brooks, 2006), 
working with horses 
provides an ideal 
opportunity for physical 
touch (Sexauer, 2011).

The unconditional equine partner offers a safe and 
sanctioned means by which the client can allow the 

experience of physical sensation and holding.

SO…….

WHERE DO WE GO FROM 
HERE?????????????

MORE 
RESEARCH!!!

• Larger study populations
– promote use of parametric 

procedures/random sampling
– increase generalizability 
– More sites across the country
– Different populations

• Variable research design to 
include follow-up/ longitudinal 
questionnaires 
– Mixed methods

• Increased variability in:
– equines & equine types
– therapists & theoretical 

framework
– program types – riding, driving, 

vaulting
HAY! WHATCHA GOT IN 

THERE?
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ANYTHING ELSE???

GOT QUESTIONS? THOUGHTS? IDEAS?

We’re Done! Thanks for coming!!!


