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1. Summary 

 

• Needs addressed: There is an overwhelming need for mental health diagnosis and care, mental 

health care providers, and aid in the reintegration period.  

• Solution:  A pilot program utilizing Equine Assisted Psychotherapy (EAP) 

 

 

 

2. Situation 

 

Recently, the news has been filled with reports on how the current medical and mental health 

infrastructure is unable to provide adequate care for our service members. According to an AP press 

release (June 15), about 35 percent of soldiers are seeking some form of mental health treatment a year 

after returning home. Army officials report 10,477 divorces among the active-duty force in 2004, a 

number that's climbed steadily since 2001 (DOD PR June 16, 2007). The effects of prolonged, recurring 

deployments can not only be seen in the workplace, but are affecting family life as well.  

 

The Army has increased support to counter perceived stigmas about seeking mental health help, and is 

offering more programs to enhance marital relationships and support groups for their soldiers. There is 

a call to “revolutionize warrior care”, and much emphasis is put on providing the best treatment 

options.  

However, local communities are often overburdened by the amount of soldiers and their family 

members seeking help; therapy is often a long drawn out process in an office setting. Despite increased 

training and preventative diagnostics, many soldiers still do not seek help, sometimes receiving 

prescription medicine that might mask underlying issues. Surveys of troops in Iraq have shown that 15 

to 20 percent of Army soldiers have signs and symptoms of post-traumatic stress. There is an apparent 

need to accommodate the increasing demands for effective treatment modalities and diagnostics, to 

not allow service members to “fall through the cracks”.  A report from a Defense Department task force 

released June 14, 2007 supports this statement. It found "current efforts fall significantly short" in 

providing help for our troops. "The psychological health needs of America's military service members, 
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their families and their survivors, pose a daunting and growing challenge to the Department of Defense” 

(AP 06/ 15/2007). 

One important point of when stressors are at their peak is the reintegration period; when service 

members return from their deployments and enter “garrison life”. Nationwide training – Battlemind 

Training - offered to facilitate this process has already been implemented. However, these training 

sessions mostly consist of lectures and presentations. Coming back from a combat environment to a 

classroom environment poses certain challenges to the soldier.  

 

 

 

3. Solution 

 

Equine Assisted Psychotherapy (EAP) is an emerging psycho-educational treatment modality 

incorporating horses experientially for emotional growth and learning. It is based on the EAGALA 

Model
1
. Through carefully chosen activities, participants gain insights into their behaviors through 

“learning by doing”. Sessions are different in many aspects: groups of 8 or more can participate, thereby 

increasing treatment accessibility and shortening time to receive treatment. The classical therapeutic 

office model is taken out of context and placed in an arena with horses; interactions exist with the 

horses and a professional team of at least one licensed mental health professional and at least one 

horse specialist. Activities are “hands on”; lectures and long conversations are reduced to a minimum. 

Insights and changes in behavior do not necessarily occur by talking, but rather through the interaction 

with the animals.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 EAGALA: Equine Assisted Growth and Learning Association  
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4. Objective 

 

“Posttraumatic stress is an absolutely normal reaction to a very abnormal situation”. When not given 

the proper tools, symptoms of severe stress can manifest themselves into psychiatric disorders. Our 

objective is to provide our service members a preventative safety net: the opportunity to practice and 

apply the tools set as standard by the Battlemind Training, therefore increasing the probability that 

current support systems are being properly used and severe reactions avoided. We are expecting the 

following outcome:  

 

There will be a significant decrease in: 

� Family and marital disintegration 

� Domestic violence 

� Alcoholism and substance abuse 

 

There will be a significant increase in –  

� Smooth transitions from combat to garrison life 

� Increase in resilience 

� Effective coping and relationship skills 

� Healthy relationships and families 

 

 

 

5. How EAP works  

 

The model of talk therapy involves reflection, instruction, insight, cognitive and emotional processes. 

The therapist acts as a catalyst for change and designs therapy sessions based on theoretical bias. The 

client takes emotional, cognitive, and psychological work from the therapy session back to everyday life 

and through a process of practice and reflection, change may occur.  

 

With EAP, clients have the opportunity to immediately practice and integrate new ways of being, 

because of the “in the moment” demands that interactions with animals require. The work of EAP has 

the potential to create change in the moment, thereby reducing required time to achieve desired 

results.  Experiential (hands-on) training is a more effective approach to learning. This is especially true 
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for those who join the armed services: their personalities thrive in a “hands-on” training environment. 

The Department of Defense already effectively incorporates this concept in the methods used to train 

our men and women for combat. To implement this same concept during the reintegration period will 

have an incredible impact: 

• Action, not talk – principles of healthy transitions are practically applied and practiced 

• Overcome barriers of care – Horses cannot lie – they don’t see spoken language but react to 

nonverbal communication and body language only. Participants challenge themselves in 

activities with horses which has less of a “stigma” than traditional talk therapy. Cultural barriers 

are nonexistent. Participation in these activities makes this treatment modality more interesting 

and appealing, therefore increasing the probability of having a greater impact.  

• Solution-focused – participants must find their own solutions to proposed exercises through 

hands-on experience; they learn to rely on themselves and their team members 

• Fostering resilience – experiential activities re-create frustrations, stressors, and relationship 

problems. Participants learn to adapt, improvise, and overcome perceived stressors as 

effectively at home as they do on the battlefield 

• Focus on non-verbal communication  – horses confront unhealthy non-verbal messages, 

providing awareness of how participants communicate and promoting change to healthy 

communication styles 

• Adaptability – participants must respond to the unpredictability and inability to “control” the 

horses and discover ways to make the relationship work  

 

 

6. A Proven Treatment Methodology  

 

Research/Outcome studies: Much of the literature supporting the burgeoning increase in animal-

assisted therapeutic programs is based on case-studies, survey responses, or theoretical literature 

(Greenwald 2001; Hayden 2005; Iannone, 2003; Root, 2000; Taylor 2001; Tramutt, 2003). Therapeutic 

riding programs are currently successfully being used by the VA with disabled veterans. EAP has been 

known to positively affect various groups, e.g. violent offenders, at-risk youth, and people seeking 

personal growth experiences (Frewin &Gardiner, 2005). At this time, there are approximately 500 

centers and programs running in the United States who successfully use EAP for a variety of in- and 

outpatients with many clinical and psychiatric disorders.  
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7. Fundamentals of EAP 

 

• Specific treatment goals/interventions are identified and documented 

• Activities captivate and hold attention; they stimulate creativity and “thinking outside the box”: 

participants learn to rely on resources other than preconceived solutions 

• EAP sessions are individually designed; they address prior identified mental health and human 

development issues quickly, directly and effectively 

• EAP activities are designed to recreate situations similar to home, at work and in relationships 

• Due to its nature of being “hands on”, experiential learning and therapy offers the greatest 

likelihood for authentic participation 

• Participants create their own internal images, thereby increasing their ability to address 

psychological material with reduced levels of defenses 

• EAP stimulates conscious and unconscious processes, creating new possibilities, strengths, 

perspectives, understanding and solutions 

• Within attending groups, cohesion deepens and communication is enhanced 

• EAP sessions are non-directive. This approach benefits participants by: 

� Allowing opportunity to utilize individual creativity and problem solving 

� Increasing self discovery, self-confidence, self-efficacy and leadership 

� Helping participants discover what is right and wrong for themselves 

� Experiencing the immediate reality of choices, attitudes and consequences 

• EAP is not a horsemanship workshop: the primary focus is on the development of 

interrelational, coping and communication skills 

• EAP is conducted on the ground, there are no riding activities. This allows focusing on skills that 

need to be addressed instead of focusing on learning to ride 

• The fundamental concept is that by changing one’s behavior, the environment (here the horses’ 

behavior) will change 
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8. Why horses?   

 

Although there are various types of experiential modalities to treatment, horses add an additional 

benefit. They respond to the participants and their non-verbal messages. Horses – flight animals by 

nature - are highly social animals living in large herds. Because of that, they have the inate ability to read 

body language and to respond to underlying issues in large groups. Since horses have no inhibitions, 

preconceived notions or hidden agendas, they act purely on basic needs, mirroring the behaviors and 

emotions of the individuals with whom they interact. As a result, the horses “play out” and mirror the 

dynamics the participants experience in other aspects of their lives. People typically “speak” for animals 

and are readily willing to interpret animal behavior. These dynamics create unlimited potential for 

treating a variety of psychosocial problems.   

 

 

9. Treatment plan: 

 

Leaning on the already established Battlemind Training, key concepts of reintegration and stress 

management are addressed:  

 

� Anger management (Accountability vs. Controlling; Targeted vs. Inappropriate Aggression; Non-

defensive vs. Aggressive driving; Discipline and Ordering vs. Conflict) 

 

� Problem solving styles (Tactical Awareness vs. Hypervigilance; Individual Responsibility vs. Guilt; 

The Alcohol transition) 

 

� Communication (Buddies vs Withdrawal; Mission OPSEC vs. Secretiveness) 

 

� Relationship and family roles (Emotional Control vs. Detachment) 
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10. Training modules/activities: One example of an EAGALA session in treating redeployment transition 

issues.  

 

Participants are asked to build two spaces utilizing various props in an arena setting; one space 

represents their time being deployed, the second home or life in garrison. What they build and the 

meaning behind it will be discussed prior to handling the horses. For example, the props may represent 

physical and emotional reminders of their deployment and can be labeled accordingly. The soldiers are 

then asked to move a group of horses from the home space to the deployment space and back. This in 

itself presents them with a number of difficulties. Horses have different personalities, generally do not 

want to get separated from each other or might not want to be brought to a certain area. Participants 

are not allowed to touch or bribe the horses in any manner. How the soldiers go about this activity – 

which horses they pick, how they communicate with each other, how they work together as a team or 

individually, how they treat the horses - each aspect of this process and the horses’ responses to their 

choices is then discussed and related to parallels in their transition experience. The soldiers will 

determine what metaphor the horses become for them: the horses may become a representation of 

themselves or family members, or they may represent feelings, beliefs, expectations, or dreams and 

hopes. By creating an experience like this, the soldiers have the opportunity to project on to the horses 

and experience real-life concerns, patterns, and beliefs. By addressing the metaphors, the activity itself 

and experienced difficulties, participants have the opportunity to draw parallels to how they react in 

similar situations with similar difficulties. The concept of how changing one’s behavior will affect the 

entire process becomes apparent and can then easily be transferred to their redeployment experience.  

 

 

11. Assessment tools 

 

To be able to measure the efficacy of our program, a series of questionnaires and inventories can be 

administered before and after the course of these sessions. If this option is chosen, these test 

instruments will include proven test instruments about depression, anxiety, PTSD, coping and 

communication skills. Sessions will be geared and structured to address the most predominant needs of 

participants. Outcome results will be shared with the U.S. Army or approving organization.  
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12. Program implementation 

 

In accordance with the EAGALA model, a 6 week long program with weekly 2 hour sessions is offered. 

This program has recommended attendance within the 2-4 month window after redeployment. 

Attending groups may vary in size. Prior to attending, needs assessments with various topics are filled 

out, allowing for individually formatting the structure of the program to specific needs. The first session 

consists of information gathering and introductions. Sessions typically last – depending on the size of the 

attending groups and session design – about  two hours. The first 3 sessions are being offered to service 

members alone, for session 4 and 5 significant others are encouraged to attend. A concluding last 

session will be for servicemembers alone again.  

 

Initial funding for this pilot program for up to 8 soldiers and their significant other is provided for. There 

will be no cost to the government or participants. After this pilot program, a cost analysis will be 

provided for each location.  

 

 

13. Location  

 

One of the benefits of this program is that it is not fixed to a specific location. In the Fort Bragg area, 

there are several horse farms readily available. Qualified staff can be contracted to work at chosen 

locations. Upon implementation of this program, in order to reduce cost, utilization of military horse 

stables and horses are recommended.  
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Staff  

 

Staff always includes at least one licensed mental health professional and at least one horse 

specialist, but may vary depending on the size of the attending groups.  

 

• Ilka Parent: Ilka is a Licensed Professional Counselor and EAGALA Level II certified. Originally 

from Germany, she has had extensive training in various psychotherapeutic approaches. 

Being a military spouse, she has gained experience counseling our service members and 

their families for the past 16 years, working in various military hospitals at and around many 

installations. Combining her love for psychotherapy with her passion for horses has been a 

dream of hers for the past 21 years.  

 
• Dany Denehan: Dany's lifelong love for horses has landed her on our team as an 

equine specialist. She spent her youth riding and attending the occasional horse 

show in Germany where she earned her national equestrian certification. After 

taking a break from all things equine to raise her children with her active-duty 

husband, she finally got back in the saddle and adopted Major, a retired racehorse. 

Dany has completed Level I of the EAGALA training. 

 

• Allison Burlingame:  Horses have been part of Allison's life since early childhood. She 

combines a passion for people with her love for horses. Being a military spouse and mother 

of 2, Allison has lived in various parts of the country. She has gathered extensive experience 

in public relations as well as the mental health field. Allison fulfills many roles for Minds-n-

Motion. She has completed her EAGALA Level I training and owns 2 horses: Midnight and 

Winston. 

 

Please refer to our website at: www.minds-n-motion.com for more information. 


