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Adolescents exhibiting severe emotional disorder (SED) or emotional behavioral disorder (EBD)
behaviors typically lack emotional regulation, response flexibility, a coherent integrated sense of
self across time, empathy and emotional connectedness, and social development. In addition,
adolescents with histories of early childhood trauma, abuse or neglect typically exhibit poor
affect regulation, poor communication skills, limited language development, poor problem
solving skills, poor impulse control, and poor peer relationships. Recent research in neurobiology
and brain development demonstrates that early experiences play a critical role in the
development of areas of the brain which regulate these functions (Perry, et al. 1996).
Chronic states of stress or overtly traumatizing experiences can damage regulatory circuits and
result in disorganized and dysregulated brain function. In other words, growing up in an
environment perceived as unsafe, unpredictable, and unreliable creates behavior patterns in
which the individual responds to most encounters in a state of high arousal or fear. The child
responds with what are considered limbic system responses: fight, flight, freeze, faint, and fidget.
As the child from this environment grows, she/he is less able to take experiences as they come
and analyze them before responding. The limbic system takes immediate control and the child
responds with aggression, hyperactivity, dissociation, or any number of behaviors demonstrated
by adolescents diagnosed with SED/EBD.
These findings strongly suggest that effective treatment requires interventions that address
underlying developmental deficits resulting in disruptive behavior rather than treating specific
behaviors. Evidence-based treatment for attachment disordered children recommends strategies
which use experiences to help the child experience safety, security, acceptance, empathy, and
emotional regulation (Weidman, Gearity, 2004). Emotional experiences are utilized to re-pattern
the brain to respond to experiences through higher brain functions rather than the immediacy of
limbic system arousal. A number of methods such as psychodrama and play therapy are
recommended (Munson, 2002).
Clinicians report that they are less optimistic regarding treatment options for adolescents with
SED/EBD as brain development is less flexible. Research has demonstrated that arousal is
mutually regulated that is; the parent’s response to a child’s emotional state results in the child’s
response to parental emotional states (Perry, 1996; Weidman 2002). Animal-assisted therapy
may be the treatment of choice for this population because it provides opportunities for
experiences that mimic parenting skills. Animals, particularly companion animals, horses, sheep
and other livestock respond to human arousal or emotional states in much the same way that
children respond to parental emotional states (Levinson, 1972; Melson, 2000).
Through domestication, these animals are especially attuned to changes in affective states of
humans, particularly those that care for them. In the same way that a parent and infant develop
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affective communication and a feedback system in which there is mutual regulation, livestock
and companion animals respond to very subtle affective cues. During animal-assisted therapy
sessions, adolescents diagnosed with SED/EBD are provided opportunities to observe the effects
of their arousal state on another. Youth practice regulating their own affect in order to regulate
the animal’s arousal state and therefore its behavior. This dynamic form of contingent
responsivity teaches youth, in an interactive context, that affect can be modulated. AAT reduces
disruptive behaviors in adolescents because it creates a culture and a community in which selfregulation and cooperative skills can be practiced again and again.
The MN LYNC animal-assisted therapy program is designed to support youth in reaching
increased levels of intimacy, and manage a wide range of emotions with appropriate affect. The
MN LYNC protocols are organized as a metaphorical parenting experience between adolescent
and animal. Each activity between the adolescent and animal requires an increased level of
intimacy, emotional regulation, and cooperation. These protocols address factors reported to
assist in the treatment of disruptive behavior disorders and early trauma: contingent collaborative
communication, reflective dialog, interactive repair, coherent autobiographical narrative, and
emotional communication (Weidman, 2002; Gearity, 2004).
The public inaccurately states that animals provide unconditional love and positive regard. An
animal’s response to people is contingent on the non-verbal cues received from the individual.
Actions such as eye contact, facial expression, tone of voice, bodily gestures, and timing and
intensity of the person’s emotional state effects the animal’s response. To work effectively with
dogs, horses, and even other types of livestock, the person must be aware of their nonverbal
impact on the animal. Thus, the animal’s behavior is contingent upon the individual’s nonverbal
communication skills. In treatment programs we often refer to these interactions as contingent
collaborative communication. For example, an adolescent’s tone of voice, body posture, and eye
contact impacts the youth’s success in catching a horse in a pasture. Aggressive types of affect
such as stiff body posture, staring, and loud tones will chase the horse away, while softened
tones, indirect eye contact, and fluid body movements will cause the horse to approach. Thus,
human/animal interactions provide adolescents with a less threatening process for developing a
coherent core sense of self.
Well-planned experiences with animals provide opportunities for reflective dialogue in which the
adolescent animal trainer or caregiver recognize the signals sent by the animal. Youth are
assisted by clinicians in making sense of the signals, such as a horse’s head shaking and pawing,
in their own mind. The clinician helps the adolescent explore reasons for the animal’s behavior.
These interactions develop the capacity to create a representation of the mind of others and of the
self. The adolescent recognizes the animal as another unique individual that may behave
differently than they do. The adolescent learns to respond to the animal as a separate entity.
The process of training or caring for an animal becomes a developmental journey in which
inevitable moments of misunderstanding and disruption can be identified and repaired. This
interactive repair teaches adolescents to transition between emotional states, enabling youth to
experience positive affect following negative experience. For example, a dog may not understand
what the adolescent wants in a training situation. The clinician helps the adolescent find another
way to teach the dog or stop the lesson. Petting, play, and other activities can follow this
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experience and reinforce that the animal is still a ‘good dog,’ thus frustration tolerance can be
increased.
Interactions with animals provide a series of emotional experiences across time that the
adolescent can begin to integrate into an organized fashion. As the adolescent continues to work
with the animal, they learn to self-regulate arousal and emotion in the process of ‘training’ the
animal to self-regulate. The adolescent can build a coherent self-narrative and practice emotional
communication. In working with an animal, the adolescent develops an ability to remain
connected to the animal during moments of uncomfortable arousal. For example, while leading a
horse through a frightening obstacle the child must remain calm and act to soothe the horse in
order to accomplish the task.
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