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ABSTRACT
Equine-assisted psychotherapy (EAP) is a human-animal intervention
showing promise with social and behavioral issues across the human
life-span, especially with under-served and under-represented
populations. EAP has been studied with children, adolescents, adults,
older adults, and the military. Two mixed-methods exploratory studies
examined the impact of EAP on psychological indicators of adjustment
and well-being. The first assessed the impact of EAP on resilience of atrisk adolescents. The second assessed the impact of EAP on selfefficacy of adult female victims of interpersonal violence. For seven
weeks, adolescents in Study #1’s experimental group added a weekly
two-hour EAP session to their typical school routine or participated in a
comparison group that received psycho-education instead of EAP. For
eight weeks, women in Study #2’s experimental group added a weekly
two-hour EAP session to their existing agency services or participated in
a comparison group that only received regular group sessions with the
agency. Study #1’s results showed the EAP group testing higher on
positive aspects of resilience at pre-test and lower on the negative at
post-test. Study #2’s results showed the EAP group experiencing
greater improvement across self-efficacy, depression, and general
assessment of functioning. Qualitative data from both studies confirmed
these results and added additional insight into the mechanisms
underlying the benefits conveyed from the addition of EAP to
conventional treatments. This pair of studies contributes to the growing
evidence base for the use of equines in treatment with diverse
populations.

PROJECT TIMELINE
1st Study; 2nd Study
10/2010; 5/2013 Approval from Los Puentes Charter School;
Approval from Domestic Violence Resource
Center
10/2010; 6/2013 NMSU IRB Approval
1/2011; 6/2013 Recruitment begins; Equine locations secured;
EAGALA – certified professionals contracted
3/2011; 6/2013 EAP group initiated
5/2011; 8/2013 EAP group completed
5/2011; 8/2013 Final wrap-up sessions completed

MEASURES
1st

Study

I. RESILIENCE SCALES FOR CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS
(Prince-Embury, 2007) Measures resilience via a Resilience
Index (Sense of Mastery, Sense of Relatedness and Emotional
Reactivity) and a Vulnerability Index.
2nd

 Mixed Methods

METHODS

Quantitative and qualitative methodologies yielded measurable outcome data and
rich narrative data for SPSS (IBM) and NVivo (QSR) analysis.

 Exploratory Pilot Studies
Exploring relationships between variables, including strength and direction , our
research question was, “What is the impact of EAP on resilience and self-efficacy
in two distinct samples – at-risk youth and adult female victims of interpersonal
violence?”

 Pre-Post Comparison Group Design
Participants for groups were recruited via convenience sampling strategies. All
groups were pre-tested and post-tested. One group in each study received EAP,
the other did not. All groups continued to receive agency services. Comparison
group participants continued in their psycho-educational or support group.
1st Study
Equine (EAP) Group

CHARACTERISTICS

5

TOTAL IN GROUP

16.8

AGE (mean)

IV. GLOBAL ASSESSMENT OF FUNCTIONING (Hall, 1995) Measures
the social, occupational, and psychological functioning of
adults.
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2nd Study
Equine (EAP) Group
7

CHARACTERISTICS

Support (COM) Group

TOTAL IN GROUP

6

47.0 years

AGE (mean)

40.5 years

GENDER
7 (100%)

Female

6 (100%)

ETHNICITY
3 (43%)
4 (57%)

II. BURNS ANXIETY SCALE (Burns, 1989) Measures anxious
feelings, anxious thoughts, and physical symptoms.
III. GENERAL SELF-EFFICACY SCALE (Schwarzer & Jerusalem,
1995) Measures optimism in beliefs, persistence in the face of
adversity, and resilience.

Psycho-Ed (PED) Group

GENDER

Study

I. BECK DEPRESSION INVENTORY (Beck, 1996) Measures
hopelessness, irritability, guilt, and physical symptoms.

RESULTS

Hispanic
Non-Hispanic

3 (50%)
3 (50%)

TIME IN AGENCY SERVICES
34.4 weeks

Weeks (mean)

14.4 weeks
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 In the resilience study (1st Study), the sample consisted of twelve boys and
girls between the ages of 15 and 19 who attended an alternative charter
school. Members of the cohort were assigned to one of two groups – an
equine-assisted psychotherapy group (EAP) or a psycho-educational
comparison group (PED). The Resiliency Scales for Children and
Adolescents™ was the pre- and post-test instrument, and scale constructs
were embedded in the groups’ curricula. Over the course of seven weeks,
the adolescents continued in their studies and individual counseling with
their school therapist. The five adolescents in the PED group did not receive
EAP, whereas the seven adolescents in the EAP group added a weekly twohour session to school work. Qualitative data were collected from journals.

 Findings indicated that the PED group tested higher on positive
aspects of resilience and lower on the negative at pre-test,
whereas the opposite was true at post-test. The EAP group tested
higher on positive aspects at pre-test and lower on the negative at
post-test. Although a General Linear Model found no statistically
significant differences between pre-test and post-test scores
(difscores) overall, the EAP group’s Relatedness and Resiliency
came close to statistical significance with F-values of 3.83 (p =
.079) and 3.054 (p = .11), respectively. Our next research study will
increase sample size to strengthen the design for finding
statistical significance between groups on difscores.

TABLES
1st Study
Equine Group

 Study results showed greater improvement across all measures
for the EAP group with the exception of anxiety – which was
accounted for by one COM participant adding anti-anxiety
medication to her treatment plan during the study. Importantly,
several women from the EAP group were making big life-changes
(leaving their perpetrators) upon completion of the intervention,
which may have been reflected in their anxiety levels at post-test.
An ANOVA between groups on the pre-test and post-test for selfefficacy came close to statistical significance with F-values of
3.359 (p = .094) and 2.926 (p = .115), respectively; however, a
General Linear Model found no statistically significant differences
between pre-test and post-test scores (difscores) overall. Our next
research study will increase sample size to strengthen the design
for finding statistical significance between groups on difscores.

MESSAGES RECEIVED DURING EAP SESSIONS

Psycho-Ed Group

Sense of Mastery
44.0

Pre-test

48.0

48.0

Post-test

47.4

Increase by 9%

% change

Decrease by 1%

Sense of Relatedness
40.6

Pre-test

45.0

45.4

Post-test

43.4

Increase by 12%

% change

Decrease by 4%

Emotional Reactivity
47.0

Pre-test

59.4

49.2

Post-test

54.2

Increase by 5%

% change

Decrease by 9%

Resource Index
42.8

Pre-test

46.0

48.2

Post-test

45.0

Increase by 13%

% change

Increase by 2%

 The second exploratory pre-post comparison group study (2nd Study) was to
measure the impact of equine-assisted psychotherapy (EAP) on the selfefficacy of adult female victims of interpersonal violence. The sample
consisted of 14 adult women between the ages of 28 and 64. Over the
course of eight weeks, two groups of seven women participated in on-going
individual and group therapy with their agency. The seven women in the
support comparison group (COM) did not receive EAP, whereas six women
in the EAP group added a weekly two-hour EAP session to their existing
agency services. Both groups were similar on demographic data. Existing
agency data on depression (Beck’s Depression Inventory - BDI), anxiety
(Burn’s Anxiety Scale - BAS), and global assessment of functioning (Global
Assessment of Functioning - GAS) were analyzed in addition to the general
self-efficacy (General Self-Efficacy Scale- GSES) data collected by the
researcher. Qualitative data were collected from the women’s journals.

STANDARDIZED
T-SCORES

Vulnerability Index
51.8

Pre-test

58.0

50.6

Post-test

56.0

Decrease by 4%

% change

Decrease by 3%

1ST Study – Resilience (p ≤ .15)
General Linear Model
(MAS Difscore) F = 1.129; p = .313 (EMO Difscore) F = 2.033; p =.184 (VUL Difscore) F =
.035; p = .856 (RES Difscore) F = 3.83; p = .079 (REL Difscore) F = 3.054; p = .11

2nd Study – Self-Efficacy (p ≤ .15)

Mixed Factorial Analysis
Paired t-test
( All Within Groups on Pre-Post) (BDI) t = 2.679; p = .02 (BAS) t = 2.406; p = .035
(GAF) t = -2.287; p = .041 (GSES) t = -4.077; p = .002
Independent t-test
(Between Groups on Pre-test Scores) F = 2.352; p = .094
(Between Groups on Post-test Scores) F = .320; p = .115
ANOVA
(Between Groups on Pre-test of Self-Efficacy) F = 3.359; p = .094
(Between Groups on Post-test of Self-Efficacy) F = 2.926; p = .115
General Linear Model
(BDI Difscore) F = .018; p = .896 (BAS Difscore) F = .1415; p = .259
(GAF Difscore) F = 1.229; p = .291 (GSES Difscore) F = .075; p = .789

QUALITATIVE RESULTS

 The qualitative data from both studies added additional insights into the
mechanisms underlying the benefits conveyed from the addition of EAP to
conventional treatments. In the 1st study, the adolescents kept journals
during the study. The EAGALA professionals also kept notes of the
sessions. After one session, the EAGALA therapist shared, “I can’t say what
it is, exactly, that happens when you put these kids in the arena with
horses... but something does happen... and a kid who hasn’t said a word in
the office comes alive out there – and you see miracles happening right in
front of your eyes!”

 In the 2nd study, the women kept journals throughout the study, and the

“I matter.”
“I have value. ”
“I am not alone.”
“I am strong.”
“I can change.”

EAGALA professionals also kept notes of the session. At the end of one
particular session, an adult female participant shared how powerful it was to
just “be.” She felt like she should have been doing something and finally she
just stopped “doing” and started “being,” and it felt so good to her... she
cried. Another woman spoke of how the horses seemed to accept her for
who she was, and how she just cried at this feeling... and how she gave
herself permission to cry while driving home after that session. In the words
of another, “We are so much stronger than we give ourselves credit for.”

