
single individuals and indi-

viduals who own pets, it is 

plausible that a significant 

number of pet owners are 

single and/or female. Up to 

42% of people in the 

United States are single, 

and 54% of this group 

represents women (United 

States Census Bureau, 

2007).   

Animal Human Interaction:  

Research & Practice Newsletter  

     The common adage, 

"dog, a man’s best friend‖ 

may be rightly applicable 

for women when it comes 

to pets.  It is well under-

stood that pets are consid-

ered friends and compan-

ion animals (Beck & 

Madresh, 2008; Chur-

Hansen,Winefield, & 

Beckwith, 2009; Kurdek, 

2009). Beyond companion-

ship and health benefits, 

obtaining pets across the 

lifespan has particular 

meaning. 

Individu-

als, over 

the course 

of their life, may acquire 

pets for a variety of rea-

sons. Consider women ex-

periencing a life transition, 

particularly young adult, 

single women transitioning 

to young adulthood, who 

acquire pets. They may 

obtain a pet as a means to 

embrace the change.   

     Given the number of 

last year of my doctorate 

training and looking for-

ward to making a path for 

myself in the field which 

seeks to integrate the two.   

 

(cont. on page 4) 

     As a play therapist in 

training, I am able to un-

derstand the need for play 

in children’s lives as a 

means of emotional expres-

sion. As an animal lover 

and someone who has done 

research on the benefits of 

human-animal interaction, 

or the human animal bond, 

I recognize both the physi-

cal and emotional benefits 

of a companion animal in a 

person’s life. I am in the 
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     Additionally, 74.8 million indi-

viduals in the United States have dogs 

(Humane Society of the United States, 

2009).  Therefore, a significant per-

centage of individuals are single in 

the United States, and it is apparent 

that pets are important aspects of 

many people’s lives.  Attention to 

young adult, single women who ac-

quire pets expands the understanding 

of this phenomenon. 

     Another reality to life is transition, 

a series of changes. Life transitions 

are often faced with attempts to adjust 

and manage the changes. Therefore, 

young adult single women who ac-

quire pets likely hold particular mean-

ing for obtaining a pet during their 

transition to adulthood. Although fo-

cus on women’s development across 

the lifespan is formative (Blumeberg 

& Zarin, 2003), life transitions gener-

ally introduce a range of feelings and 

are initiated by different events. The 

transition to young adulthood may be 

challenging and provoke feelings of 

fear, happiness, excitement, and un-

certainty.  For young adult, single 

women, a possible meaning for ac-

quiring a pet might be to embrace the 

transition to adulthood with a tangible 

symbol. 

     The transition to young adulthood 

can be understood as a ―boundary 

situation‖ (Yalom, 1998), which can 

be less anxiety provoking when faced 

with a pet.  A boundary situation is an 

existential concept 

used to describe 

―an event, an urgent 

experience, that 

propels one into 

confrontation with 

one’s existential 

situation in the 

world‖ (Yalom, 

1998).  Thus, tran-

sition is a type of 

death to one’s for-

mer way of being 

that brings attention to the event and a 

new outlook on one’s life situation 

(Bridges, 2001).   

     Overall, young-adult, single 

women may choose to have a pet as 

they transition to young adulthood. 

The potential reasons are as follows: 

embrace the transition, concretize the 

process, develop mastery, and add 

companionship.  First, a pet allows 

one to embrace the transition because 

obtaining a pet is an acceptance of 

responsibility. Second, it concretizes 

the change because the care, mainte-

nance, and presence of another being 

is tangible. Third, it assists the pet 

owner in feeling mastery in their tran-

sition as they learn to care for the pet. 

Lastly, pets add companionship, 

which is fun and rewarding. 
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Here I Come to Save the Day!   

The Hero Rats of Tanzania 

By Cynthia Stuart 

     The plot is as follows: a rodent of 

extraordinary capabilities is regu-

larly called upon by humans in need 

to locate landmines placed in the 

countryside during times of a na-

tion’s internal conflict.  The rodent’s 

next mission is to diagnose numer-

ous suspected cases of tuberculosis.  

He ends his work day by assessing 

port security at the nation’s points of 

entry.  Upon hearing of such ex-

ploits, the uninitiated might reasona-

bly suspect that he or she is privy to 

the plot of a new animated version 

of the old television cartoon, 

―Mighty Mouse‖.  While it is still 

appropriate to cue the music for 

MM’s signature theme, ―Here I 

Come to Save the Day!‖, the rodent 

     Also known as the Gambian 

Pouched Rat, these rodents have a 

rather wide distribution south of the 

Sahara desert ranging down to north-

ern South Africa.  They can reach a 

total length of 30 inches or more – 

half of which is comprised of the tail.  

They normally weigh from three to 

four pounds and can live up to eight 

years.  Gambians are nocturnal and 

omnivorous and have very large 

cheek pouches (similar to hamsters) in 

which they store food to take back to 

their nests.  (McLeod, n.d.).  It is this 

latter characteristic that contributes to 

their unique talents as mine hunters.  

 

(cont. on page 5)  
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mals a perfect addition. Their uncon-

ditional positive regard and authentic-

ity make them automatic client-

centered play therapists.  

     In Dr. VanFleet’s book, she makes 

the case for the integration of play 

therapy and animal assisted therapy 

by providing case examples. Addi-

tionally, she discusses, details includ-

ing  the logistics of credentials, insur-

ance, and the use of canines to target 

specific treatment goals.  I highly rec-

ommend this book for anyone inter-

ested in Animal Assisted Therapy 

with children, or play therapists who 

are looking to add an additional sup-

port to the therapy room.  

Jamie Reed, MA is a pre-doctoral 

intern at Astor Services for Children 

and Families in Rhinebeck, NY and 

will be graduating from The Chicago 

School of Professional Psychology 

this June. In her spare time, she en-

joys reading a good book, working 

out, getting in touch with the great 

outdoors, spending time with her long

-term boyfriend John, or spending 

time with her cat Mr. Stripes and fos-

ter kitty Snickers. 

 

Rise VanFleet , together  with  Aubrey 

Fine, chairs our interest group 

“Animal Assisted Activities and 

Treatments”. She can be contacted at: 

risevanfleet@aol.com 

     Rise VanFleet, in her work to inte-

grate play therapy and interactions 

with canines, has laid solid ground-

work for myself and other profession-

als who also seek to join these two 

highly therapeutic modalities.   

     In In her book, Play Therapy with 

Kids and Canines: Benefits for Chil-

dren’s Developmental and Psychoso-

cial Health(2008), Dr. VanFleet 

makes the case for each modality and 

provides guidance on how to effec-

tively integrate the two.  She speaks 

of the importance animals play in 

children’s lives, and the fact that ani-

mals can be an effective intervention 

tool for children with emotional diffi-

culties and history of abuse 

(VanFleet, 2008). Animals are often 

able to reach these children, and with 

the guidance of a trained therapist, 

teach these children empathy and 

trust.  VanFleet also highlights 

how studies of animal play have 

contributed to understanding the 

role of play for humans.  

     The field of play therapy has 

grown steadily in recent years, 

and utilizes children’s ―natural 

inclination to play as a means of 

creating an emotionally safe 

therapeutic environment that en-

courages communication, rela-

tionship-building, expression, 

and problem resolution for the 

child.‖ (VanFleet, 2004).   

     Play therapists utilize toys, 

therapeutic play, as well as ex-

pressive art materials in order to help 

guide children’s emotional develop-

ment, as well as promote skill build-

ing.  The field of play therapy can be 

adapted to any theoretical orientation, 

and divided into two major catego-

ries:  nondirective and directive 

(VanFleet, 2008).  In nondirective 

play therapy, the child leads the ther-

apy and selection of toys, while the 

therapist provides empathy and accep-

tance. The nondirective play therapist 

believes that children have the innate 

capacity to move towards psychologi-

cal health. In directive play therapy, 

the therapist selects the toys and ac-

tivities in order to address concrete 

and specific treatment goals. While 

VanFleet details the use of dogs in 

both categories, I personally believe 

that the premise and foundation of 

nondirective play therapy makes ani-
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plosives.  If the trainee sniffs the ex-

plosive, the clicker sounds and the 

reward follows.  Eventually, the rats 

are put in a harness and lead, and 

taken to a training field where they 

are to sniff out buried explosives.   

While at first glance it seems just as 

easy to continue to train dogs in a 

similar manner for the job, Gambians 

are actually superior for a number of 

reasons.  Their light weight does not 

detonate landmines.  They are also 

more efficient and quickly find mines 

in rapid succession due to their cheek 

pouches.  Unlike dogs, which will 

stop working to eat the reward offered 

after finding a mine, the Gambians 

simply store the reward in their cheek 

pouches and move on immediately in 

an effort to sniff as many explosives 

as possible and thus earn a big 

―payday‖.   

     The capacity of Gambians to bond 

has been noted by exotic pet lovers.  

The species is still relatively new to 

captivity, and can be a bit more un-

predictable than fancy rats as pets.  

Yet, as with many other types of pets, 

with regular handling, attention and 

affection, ― most become quite 

friendly, intelligent  and easy to han-

dle.  They are very intelligent and 

playful, and seem to have a tendency 

to lick their owners, like belly rubs, 

and collect shiny objects and other 

treasures‖ (McLeod, n.d).  

(cont. on page 6)  

     Using Gambians to detect land-

mines is the brainchild of Bart Weet-

jens, the founder of APOPO, an acro-

nym in Flemish that stands for, in 

short, ―products for demining antiper-

sonnel mines‖.  In 2009, the Hero 

Rats accomplished much in the mine-

fields.  Human-rat demining teams in 

Mozambique found 182 landmines, 

cleared 248 explosive remnants of 

war, and detected 3,871 small arms 

and ammunition.  This work has en-

abled APOPO to release over 1 mil-

lion square meters of land in the Gaza 

province of Southern Mozambique 

through clearance and technical sur-

vey. Plans are also underway to estab-

lish human-rat teams in Angola, 

Southeast Asia and Colombia, the 

country that has more landmine vic-

tims that anywhere else in the world. 

(Weetjens, 2009). 

     At the APOPO lab, the staff uses 

classical conditioning methods utiliz-

ing clickers and food rewards.    Once 

the rats have made the association 

between the clicking sound and food, 

they are exposed to the smells of ex-
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Hypatia, degu Don Diego del Degu, 

and her very own hero rats, fancy rats 

Edmar and Ratticus.  She enjoys hear-

ing from other rodent-centric  

psychologists at  

profcstuart@aol.com.    

Here I Come to Save the Day! :  The Hero Rats of Tanzania, cont. 

McLeod, DVM,  L. (n.d.). Gam-

bian pouched rats as pets: Char-

acteristics of Gambian rats. 

      Retrieved September 12, 

2009 from http://

exoticpets.about.com/cs/

careofrats/a/gambianrats.htm 

Weetjens, B. (2009).  Season’s 

greetings from APOPO.  Re-

trieved Dec. 29, 2009 from 

www.Herorat.org. 

 

 

Cynthia Stuart, PhD is a profes-

sor of psychology and medical 

law and ethics at two colleges in 

New York.  She is well known 

among her colleagues, students and 

everyone else with whom she is ac-

quainted as an ardent rodent advo-

cate.  Her current family of rodentia 

consists of guinea pigs Athena and  

 

 

 

 

     They can make, ―wonderful, play-

ful, loving pets, providing you meet all 

its needs‖ (Isaksen, 1997).  However, 

because of its size, rarity in captivity, 

and newness to the companion animal 

world, they are certainly not recom-

mended for beginning rat fanciers. 

For more information on the work of 

the Gambian, you can check out the 

website of Hero Rats at 

www.herorat.org, Alfons the Gambian 

is on http://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=E2x7wcTAaKo&feature=related, 

and Gambians detecting land mines is 

on http://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=_eAGtAYW6mA&feature=related. 
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     Strategic interventions are those 

that employ some aspect of the cli-

ent’s relationship with animals in a 

strategic manner for further the goals 

of therapy.  A client who is struggling 

to make friends might consider dog-

walking as a strategy to meet people.   

Animals can provide a non-

threatening topic for initial conversa-

tions.  Another strategic intervention 

might entail using the client’s rela-

tionship with an animal as a factor in 

acknowledging the need for a more 

balanced life-style.   For example, 

taking time to walk their dog may 

provide motivation for better self-

care.  Strategic interventions might 

also entail using their  relationship 

with their animal to foster self-esteem 

as clients accept and grow within the 

role of care-giver.   

     Contextual interventions are those 

which draw on knowledge about the 

animal-human bond to help clients 

gain self-understanding.    

(cont. pg. 8) 

     There are many ways in which 

therapists’ sensitivity to the role of 

animals in clients’ lives can be helpful 

in therapy. While not all therapy will 

focus on the animal human bond, 

therapists knowledgeable about ani-

mal behavior and perceptive about the 

role of animals in clients’ lives may 

find interventions that come from four 

broad areas : symbolic, strategic, con-

textual, and focal.   

     Symbolic interventions are those 

that draw on knowledge about animal 

behavior to offer a client an analogy 

symbolic of some aspect of the cli-

ent’s concern.  Animal related analo-

gies may be used in ways to aid self-

understanding or to enhance client 

motivation, especially for clients with 

strong interests in animals.  For exam-

ple, a client who is hypervigilent with 

anxiety might be encouraged to think 

about the role of vigilance in animals 

of prey.  Herd animals have levels of 

vigilance but do 

not waste en-

ergy walking 

around in a con-

stant state of 

panic but rather 

find ways to 

focus on feed-

ing and resting 

when clear 

signs of danger 

are not evident.  

    Sharing this example as an image 

of what the client may want to strive 

for may illustrate the point that while 

real dangers exist, it is not necessary 

to be in a perpetual state of panicked 

arousal.  Another example might be 

using the analogy of what assertive 

behavior entails.  Explaining how 

dogs or wolves show dominance and 

confidence with head and tail held 

high, which expose some physical 

vulnerabilities,  might be used as an 

analogy of adopting a more psycho-

logically open presence as one tries to 

connect with others while also con-

veying confidence.  There 

are many examples in na-

ture of the behavior of 

animals that might help 

symbolize or illustrate a 

point that can then be 

more easily grasped by 

the client.    
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helping a client work through feelings 

of guilt or remorse if he or she has 

abused an animal is now seeking 

treatment to change behavior.   

Whether or not the client’s presenting 

concern involves a relationship with 

animals, a therapist’s knowledge 

about animal behavior and a thorough 

understanding the role of animals in 

our clients’ lives may inspire helpful 

counseling interventions that are sym-

bolic, strategic, contextual or focal in 

nature.  

 

Kim Hays, PhD. is the Training Di-

rector at Student Counseling Services 

at Illinois State University.  She en-

joys reading about animal behavior in 

her spare time.  She and her husband 

enjoy spending time with their com-

panion animal, Abbey, who is not 

spoiled in the slightest!  
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in our Clients’ Lives cont.  

     The therapist might help validate 

feelings for a client who has been 

traumatized in some manner or who is 

grieving a loss that in some way in-

volves a relationship with an animal.  

For example a therapist might vali-

date the sense of betrayal and terror 

experienced by a sexual abuse survi-

vor who has been forced into silence 

by their perpetrator through threats to 

the family pet.  Therapists who under-

stand the importance of the human-

animal bond may be able to empa-

thize more deeply with the client as 

he or she struggles to understand why 

this threat was so effective.  Thera-

pists may help clients understand why 

they are so deeply affected by the loss 

of a pet, even if they were not person-

ally attached to that pet.  A family pet 

may represent a last connection to a 

  

time in life or a connection with a 

loved one who is no longer present.  

Recognizing the many roles of ani-

mals in our client’s lives may help 

therapists empathize more fully with 

clients.  

 

     Focal Interven-

tions are those that 

target the client’s 

relationship with an 

animal.  Examples 

might be overcom-

ing an animal re-

lated phobia, or 

helping a client 

work through dis-

enfranchised grief 

at the loss of a fam-

ily pet.  A complex 

example might be 

www.lortsmith.com 

Kim and Abbey 



tions.  He appeared on Animal Planet, 

Fox television and Channel 4 news in 

Buffalo, but more importantly to me, 

he got me interested in examining the 

degree to which the presence of a 

therapy dog can have an impact on 

cognitive and motor skills develop-

ment in preschool children.   

 

     The following publications are a 

direct result of Louie’s involvement 

in my research program: 

Gee, N. R., Harris, S. L., & Johnson, 

K. L. (2007).  The role of therapy 

dogs in speed and accuracy to com-

plete motor skills tasks for preschool 

children.  Anthrozoös, 20, 375-386. 

 

(cont. on pg. 10) 

      On December 7th a long time 

friend and research collaborator 

passed away.  This friend was of the 

four-footed variety, and with a wag-

ging tail and a gentle snuggle he 

touched many lives.  Louie was just 

10 years old (barely middle age for a 

miniature poodle), but in his short life 

he brightened the days of many eld-

erly people, young children, college 

students and average adults who had 

no idea the joy and warmth that a 

small furry black dog could bring.  He 

helped a blind child with a dog phobia 

to learn to trust a dog.  He helped a 

child with Down’s Syndrome learn 

how to roll over by himself and even-

tually motivated him to perform his 

physical therapy exercises.   

 

     Louie was gifted with an incredi-

ble ability to read and react to human 

emotional states, but in addition to all 

of this he was also a very accom-

plished agility dog.  He held 10 Mas-

ter Agility Championship titles, as 

well as other titles in other organiza-
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without Louie, but his legacy doesn’t 

end here.  There are many more ques-

tions to be asked and answered and 

thanks to Louie, I’ll be pursuing those 

questions and answers for a long time. 

 

Dr. Gee received her Ph.D. in the 

Cognitive and Neural Sciences pro-

gram of the Department of Psychol-

ogy at the University of South Flor-

ida.  Her research examines the im-

pact of the presence of certified ther-

apy dogs on the development of cog-

nitive and motor skills in typical and 

developmentally delayed preschool 

children.  For example, she has dem-

onstrated that children adhere to in-

structions better, perform motor skills 

tasks faster and make fewer errors on 

a categorization task when performed 

in the presence of a therapy dog rela-

tive to a human or a stuffed dog. 

 Gee, N. R., (2008).  Describing that 

which Cannot be Measured, Cata-

logued, or Classified.  Reflections, 23-

26. 

Gee, N. R., Sherlock, T. R., Bennett, 

E. A., & Harris, S. L. (2009).  Pre-

schoolers’ Adherence to Instructions 

as a Function of the Presence 

of a Dog, and Motor Skills 

Task.  Anthrozoös, 22, 267-

276. 

Gee, N. R., Crist, E. N., & 

Carr, D. N. (In Press).  Pre-

school Children Require 

Fewer Instructional Prompts 

to Perform a Memory Task in 

the Presence of a Dog.  An-

throzoös. 

Gee, N. R., Church, M. T., & 

Altobelli, C. L. (In Press).  

Preschoolers Make Fewer 

Errors on an Object Categori-

zation Task in the Presence of 

a Dog.  Anthrozoös. 

Along with 

my other 

miniature 

poodle 

(Nikki) 

who has 

also been 

involved in 

each of the 

projects 

listed 

above, I 

have be-

gun to in-

corporate a 

rescued Border Collie (Dunk) into the 

program and I recently acquired a 

new miniature poodle puppy 

(Fletcher) who is currently undergo-

ing extensive socialization and train-

ing so that he can carry on where 

Louie left off.  It won’t be the same 
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dlers from Therapeutic Paws of Can-

ada.   The therapy dogs and their han-

dlers even participated in an AHI-

sponsored conversation hour;  the first 

time ever that therapy dogs have par-

ticipated in the APA annual conven-

tion. 

(cont. on pg. 12) 

 Looking Back. 

     It’s that time of year, a pause in the 

midst of other swirls of activity, to 

reflect on the past. Since the Section 

on Animal-Human Interaction: Re-

search & Education was officially 

recognized in 2008, we have been 

active—participating in conferences, 

developing newsletters, refining our 

organizational structure, recruiting 

new members to the Section and to 

SCP, and developing a sleek new 

website. In addition to these activities, 

a key mission of our Section is to in-

vite graduate students and early career 

psychologists to participate in leader-

ship roles and to generate and imple-

ment ideas for new projects. As an 

example, graduate students are the 

lead organizers in developing a pro-

posal for a Special Issue of The Jour-

nal of Counseling Psychology on top-

ics related to animal-human interac-

tion. In summary, the three qualities 

that characterize our Section to date 

are activity, participation, and creativ-

ity. 

     Perhaps our most 

visible activities last 

year were at the an-

nual August conven-

tion of APA (in To-

ronto).  The section 

sponsored a sympo-

sium introducing 

animal assisted 

activi-

ties/therapies to 

both our Divi-

sion (Society for 

Counseling Psy-

chology) and the 

wider APA membership.  Drs. 

Aubrey Fine, Nancy Gee, and 

Camille DeBell presented pa-

pers, and not only did the audience 

enjoy a lively demonstration with Dr. 

Gee’s two miniature poodle therapy 

dogs, but also in attendance were 

about 15 therapy dogs and their han-
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members, are overseeing a study 

seeking to identify factors associated 

with individuals who have been con-

victed of animal cruelty. Our Section 

leadership has met with Dr. Valerie 

Maholmes and Dr. Jim Griffin of the 

National Institute of Child Health and 

Human Development, a component of 

NIH, to acquaint them of our Section 

and to explore possibilities for part-

nership. NICHD released a grants 

announcement in Fall 2009 seeking 

proposals for research into the hu-

man-animal bond; many of our Sec-

tion members have submitted propos-

als. We all have our fingers crossed.   

Our Section’s creativity is also on 

display with our Newsletter, edited by 

Lori Kogan, and issued twice a year.  

 

(cont. on pg. 13) 

      These activities generated an offi-

cial press release by the APA media 

office, a blog on the APA convention 

website, and a follow-up article on 

Dr. Gee’s research in the APA Moni-

tor—all great publicity for our sec-

tion! 

 

     The Section also installed more 

members into leadership positions. 

Melissa Trevathan-Minis assumed the 

role of Membership Chair and the 

Section formed three Interest Groups: 

Animals and Interpersonal Violence 

(Co-Chairs, Frank Ascione and Sarah 

DeGue), Human-Animal Bond (Co-

Chairs, Nancy Gee and Lori Kogan), 

and Animal Assisted Activities and 

Treatments (Co-Chairs, Aubrey Fine 

and Risë VanFleet). The purpose of 

forming Interest Groups is to encour-

age more participation among mem-

bers with common interests. 

One ele-

ment of 

the crea-

tivity dis-

played by 

our Sec-

tion has 

been our 

ability to 

form 

working 

relation-

ships with 

other or-

ganizations. For example, AHI has a 

Memorandum of Understanding with 

the Federal Bureau of Investigation to 

identify and conduct joint research 

projects. Currently Special Agent Tia 

Hoffer and Lacey Levitt, both Section 
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Photo is some of the Section members 

with members of Therapeutic Paws of 

Canada (August 8, 2009, St. Andrews 

Conference Center, Toronto).  

 Moving Forward 

     One of the many fulfilling experi-

ences of being part of a newly formed 

organization is simply seeing it take 

root. We are pleased with what our 

Section has accomplished and intend 

to build on that solid base. Moving 

forward, we will continue to develop 

systems and procedures so that Inter-

est Group members and members in 

general can communicate with one 

another and with the leadership, and 

become a part of that leadership. 

 

     We also want to promote training 

activities, particularly those that rely 

on technology, so that members have 

easier access to training on emerging 

topics. Training topics planned for the 

near future include measures and 

methodology for human-animal bond 

research, evaluation techniques for 

assessing animal assisted therapies, 

and the identification and use of na-

tional databases to better understand 

the relationship between animal cru-

elty and interpersonal violence. 

We also hope that 

our Section will 

have a journal one 

day; we are start-

ing to plan for that 

possibility.  

We welcome your 

participation, your 

ideas, and your 

help in whatever 

form and however 

much you can provide. Let us 

hear from you. That is what 

keeps us going and makes this 

work so satisfying. 

 

Mary Lou Randour, PhD 

Camille Debell, PhD 

Maya Gupta, Ph.D. 
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EFL session generally involves inter-

acting with the horse from the ground, 

learning communication skills and 

building a partnership with the horse 

which can result in improved self-

esteem, confidence, and self-

awareness (Equine Facilitated Learn-

ing Organisation, 2009). Both EFMA 

and Educational Service programs 

report serving individuals with vari-

ous diagnoses including autism, atten-

tion-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, 

attachment disorders, depression, 

schizophrenia, and other behavioral, 

emotional, and psychiatric disorders 

(American Riding for the Handi-

capped Association, 2007). 

     Taken from the Greek word 

―hippos‖ meaning ―horse‖ (American 

Equestrian Alliance, 2009), hip-

potherapy is a medical treatment in-

tervention that uses the movement of 

the horse in physical, occupational, 

and speech-language therapy sessions 

for people with disabilities. The use 

of hippotherapy as a therapeutic inter-

vention has resulted in improvements 

in muscle tone and coordination, bal-

ance, posture, motor development, 

and emotional well-being  (AHA, 

2007). 

     Throughout history, humans and 

horses have maintained special rela-

tionships. Presently we enjoy horses 

for recreation, competition, and enter-

tainment. Although humans have rec-

ognized the therapeutic benefits of 

interacting with horses for centuries, 

it has only been in the past twenty 

years that therapeutic riding has been 

organized through governing bodies 

which have developed certification 

processes and ethical guidelines. In 

the field of therapeutic riding, horses 

are partnered with humans as facilita-

tors of therapeutic intervention and 

educational services.  

     Founded in 1969, the North 

American Riding for the Handicapped 

Association (NARHA) provides 

Equine Assisted Activity and Therapy 

(EAAT) services such as therapeutic 

riding, equine facilitated psychother-

apy, hippotherapy, and equine-

facilitated educational services (North 

American Riding for the Handicapped 

Association, 2007). NARHA reports 

serving over 42,000 individuals with 

special needs in over 800 US 

programs and provides addi-

tional services including: in-

structor certification, accredita-

tion, national and regional con-

ferences, communications (i.e. 

quarterly magazine), mentor 

training, distance education, 

and affiliate partnerships (North 

American Riding for the Handi-

capped Association, 2007). 

     Founded in 1996 as a section of 

NARHA, the Equine Facilitated Men-

tal Health Association (EFMHA) pro-

vides equine-facilitated psychother-

apy to individuals with mental health 

problems (North American Riding for 

the Handicapped, 2007).  

     EFP can be defined as 

―experiential psychotherapy that in-

cludes equine(s)‖ and it is provided 

by a licensed mental health profes-

sional who is licensed as an equine 

professional or works with a licensed 

equine professional (North American 

Riding for the Handicapped Associa-

tion, 2007).  Equine-facilitated learn-

ing (EFL) ―is an educational approach 

that includes equine-facilitated activi-

ties incorporating the experience of 

equine/human inter-

action in an environ-

ment of learning or 

self-discovery‖ 

(North American 

Riding for the 

Handicapped Asso-

ciation, 2007). An 
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from 

http://www.equinefacilitatedlearning.

org/whatisefl/html 

Hallberg, L. (2008). Walking the way 

of the horse: Exploring the power of 

the horse-human relationship. Bloom-

ington, IN: iUniverse. 

McDaniel, I. (1998, Winter). What 

exactly is ―equine facilitated mental 

health and equine facilitated learn-

ing?‖ Strides, 4(1).  

North American Riding for the 

Handicapped Association (2007). 

About NARHA. Retrieved from 

http://www.narha.org/WhoIsNARHA/

About/asp 

 

Tira is a 3rd year doctoral student at 

Cleveland State University in Coun-

seling Psychology. She earned her MS 

in clinical psychology from East 

Carolina University in 1999. She cur-

rently works as a psychotherapist at 

Bellefaire JCB in Shaker Heights, OH 

-- a non-profit agency that provides 

residential treatment, foster care and 

adoption, and other community men-

tal health services. Tira has owned 

horses all her life and plans to do her 

dissertation on therapeutic riding. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     The American Hippotherapy Asso-

ciation (AHA) was incorporated in 

1993 and consists of physical, occu-

pational, and speech-language thera-

pists. These professionals promote 

research, education, and communica-

tion about using the horse as a treat-

ment approach for diagnoses includ-

ing cerebral palsy, multiple sclerosis, 

developmental delay, traumatic brain 

injury, stroke, autism, and learning or 

language disabilities (American 

Equestrian Alliance, 2009). 

     Various theories have been pro-

posed to explain how equines facili-

tate and assist in therapeutic interven-

tion. McDaniel (1998) and Hallberg 

(2008) propose that this process is 

multifaceted; self-esteem  and a sense 

of self-worth grows from mastering 

new skills and experiencing compe-

tence while interacting with horses. 

Additionally, the bond between horse 

and human is thought to heal emo-

tional wounds and past traumatic ex-

periences, and decrease loneliness, 

isolation, and depression.  

     Working as part of a team within 

the barn milieu focuses energy. Fur-

thermore,  interactions with 

peers in a positive accomplish-

ment while being responsible 

for the care and comfort of a 

horse, is intrinsically reward-

ing. Learning to follow direc-

tions, work within a group, 

trust others, and finishing tasks 

facilitates learning.  

     Working with horses is often in-

trinsically motivating, which results 

in changes in behavior that did not 

occur otherwise. The physical activity 

of working with horses and within the 

barn and while riding, provide both 

physical and emotional benefits. Indi-

viduals involved in equine assisted 

activities learn boundaries and limits 

while experiencing the non-

judgmental response of the horse. Fi-

nally, individuals working with horses 

learn how to communicate non-

verbally with the horses, which can 

result in improved communication 

skills and increased self-awareness 

(McDaniel, 1998; Hallberg, 2008). 
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group that received medication only 

saw a moderate decrease in impulsive 

behaviors but no improvement in 

grades; supporting the position that 

only treating the symptom does not 

result in other essential learning. 

Sadly, in our search for a quick fix, 

we have largely forgotten this poign-

ant research. 

 

     Pet assisted therapy is another 

powerful treatment approach for im-

pulse control problems and it is based 

upon teaching positive behaviors that 

are incompatible with undesirable 

negative ones. Here’s an over-

simplification of how it works: By the 

time most kids arrive at my office, 

they’re socially isolated and quite 

needy. They desperately want Dude’s 

loving and attention. After all, dogs 

are our best friends, and love us no 

matter what. For the most part, Dude 

is more than willing to deliver love--

although he has some conditions 

about how kids must interact with 

him. Via Dude’s reactions and my 

verbal feedback about what behaviors 

Dude likes, these kids learn various 

social rituals about how to approach 

Dude.  They also learn how to control 

and direct their behavior in addition to 

observing others’ reactions to their 

behaviors. With repetition and prac-

tice, these kids not only learn how to 

impress Dude but their peers, teach-

ers, and parents, too. With time, these 

kids feel better about themselves and 

their new ability to positively affect 

the world around them.  

 

So, can Dude teach Johnny a few 

tricks? You bet and then some!  

      You might ask: Who is Dude? 

Well, Dude is a bright, sensitive, and 

loving 115 pound German Shepherd 

who also happens to be a therapy dog. 

And, who’s Johnny? Well, he’s any 

child who is having significant trou-

ble controlling his behavior. 

 

     Usually, most kids learn to control 

and monitor their needs, feelings, and 

ultimately themselves, without any 

assistance. This learning occurs as a 

function of time, learning, develop-

ment, and socialization. However, 

some kids just don’t seem to learn 

self-control. As a result, they can’t 

keep their hands to themselves, they 

blurt things out in class and on the 

playground, and they grab things off 

of other kids’ desks at school. 

 

     Kids with such behavior problems 

or impulse control problems are fre-

quently reprimanded, scolded, and 

punished by their teachers and their 

parents as well as teased and/or 

avoided by their peers. With time, 

these kids develop negative reputa-

tions with their teachers and peers. 

Not surprisingly, these kids also start 

to feel quite badly about themselves, 

and show greater risks for depression. 

It is imperative that we assist kids 

with impulse control problems as 

early as possible to try and prevent 

any long lasting psychological effects. 

Typically, these kids are treated with 

stimulant medication. Some kids re-

spond favorably to such medication, 

some don’t, and most, if not all, de-

velop some negative side-effects in-

cluding insomnia, loss of  appetite, 

weight loss, and moodiness.   Further-

more, the medical approach does not 

teach these kids how to behave differ-

ently. The underlying and erroneous 

assumption is that normal develop-

ment and learning will occur after the 

symptoms are successfully treated. 

Often, this is very far from the truth.  

 

     Interestingly, in the 1960’s, psy-

chological researchers found that be-

havior modification was actually 

much more effective than stimulant 

medication in not only reducing kids’ 

impulsive behaviors but improving 

their grades at school. These research-

ers found that by positively reinforc-

ing on-task behaviors at school (the 

opposite of 

impulsive 

and disrup-

tive behav-

iors), these 

kid’s grades 

significantly 

improved 

and their 

impulsive 

behaviors 

were essen-

tially elimi-

nated.  The 
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daughter psychologists incorporate 

horses into psychological treatment 

with very difficult therapeutic popula-

tions. This led to my formal pursuit of 

receiving certification and beginning 

clinical practice and research in the 

field of Equine Assisted Psychother-

apy (EAP). 

 

     Therapeutic riding was formally 

established in the United States in the 

1960s, prompted by the formation of 

The North American Riding for the 

Handicapped Association (NARHA). 

More recently, this interest has tran-

scended the physical realm to incor-

porate the mind and spirit as well. The 

incorporation of horses in mental 

health treatment has increased over 

the last decade and is gaining momen-

tum. As a response to this increasing 

interest, several national and interna-

tional organizations have been cre-

ated, including the Equine Facilitated 

Mental Health Association (EFMHA) 

in 1996 and the Equine Assisted 

Growth and Learning Association 

(EAGALA) in 1999. These organiza-

tions have established programs and 

guidelines for training, professional 

development and certification.  

 

(cont on pg 18) 

 

     Horses and humans have a long 

history together, and where there has 

been a human footprint, there has ap-

peared a hoofprint along side of it. 

While horses are no longer essential 

for human endeavors such as travel, 

warfare or agriculture, there are indi-

cations that relationships with horses 

may have a different value for hu-

mans - one of healing. This idea is not 

new. Historically, the use of horses in 

physical therapy (hippotherapy) and 

for those suffering from chronic ill-

nesses can be traced back to ancient 

Greece, while ancient texts speak to 

the life-affirming relationship be-

tween humans and equines (Bizub, 

Joy & Davidson, 2003).  

 

     As a horsewoman for 25 years and 

licensed clinical psychologist, I won-

dered for years about the ways in 

which relationships with horses might 

facilitate healing, growth and learn-

ing. Several 

years ago, a 

client was dis-

cussing how 

her relationship 

with her horse 

―saved‖ her 

from a terribly 

abusive child-

hood. When 

she completed 

her therapy she 

sent me a copy 

of McCormick 

and McCor-

mick’s ―Horse 

Sense and the 

Human Heart‖ 

(1997), which 

details the ways 

in which 

mother-
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this modality and contribute to the 

therapeutic literature. This will further 

establish the credibility of EAP spe-

cifically, and AAT as a whole. 
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     The research in this area has been 

largely anecdotal, and those studies 

that have been done have methodo-

logical difficulties. There is a clear 

and urgent need in the field for sys-

tematic inquiry to establish an empiri-

cal basis for research and practice.    

     There are many practitioners like 

myself, who have experienced the 

power and potential that exists with 

this unique modality - particularly 

with clients for whom our traditional 

empirically validated therapies have 

not been effective. Case studies may 

provide valuable directions for estab-

lishing a research agenda and will be 

explored in a future article. 

     The practice of EAP has come un-

der some criticism - particularly be-

cause it is a very expensive form of 

treatment. This is largely due to the 

expense of the care and space re-

quired for such large animals. Addi-

tionally, solid research data is not yet 

available to support its effectiveness 

for specific diagnoses. This criticism 

may be warranted, especially in cases 

where less-expensive, empirically 

validated treatments are available. In 

the few years since I began incorpo-

rating EAP into my clinical work, I 

have experienced the ways in which 

partnering with horses in this experi-

ential therapy can bring about power-

ful transformations for a number of 

clients who have not been successful 

in other treatment settings, and this, I 

believe, is where research into EAP 

may produce the most fruitful results. 

     My colleagues in EAGALA and 

EFMHA who practice EAP see evi-

dence of its effectiveness and the 

creative ways it can facilitate the 

treatment and learning for a number 

of difficult-to-treat clinical popula-

tions. What is needed now is a strong 

research agenda – one that will sys-

tematically and empirically examine 
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is a Licensed Clinical Psychologist 

and a certified EAGALA practitioner. 

She is part of the treatment staff at 

Reins of Change and is an Assistant 

Professor at DePaul University in 

Chicago. Her plans are to continue 

teaching, practice and research to 

advance understanding in human-

horse relationships. For information, 

contact Arieahn at amata-

mo1@depaul.edu or visit 

http://www.reinsofchange.org or 

http://www.EAGALA.org. 
Arieahn & Savannah  
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Correspondence regarding AHI 

newsletter can be sent to: 

Lori Kogan, Ph.D., Editor 

Clinical Sciences Department 

Colorado State University 

Fort Collins, CO 80523 

Phone: (970) 491-7984 

Email: 

lori.kogan@colostate.edu 

 

OR: 

Dr. Mary Lou Randour, Ph.D. & Dr. Maya Gupta, 

Ph.D. 

Co-Chairs, Section on Animal-Human Interaction: 

Research & Practice Society of Counseling Psy-

chology 

American Psychological Association 

 

**The views expressed in this publication do not 

necessarily represent the policies of the APA, the 

Society/Division of Counseling Psychology, or its 

Sections. 

 

AHI Has No Dues 

However, modest donations will help us: 

—Develop our website so we can interact with more 

psychologists 

—Offer teleconferencing training to members and 

—Establish a fund for students 

 

Donations can be sent to the AHI Treasurer:  

Camille DeBell, Ph.D., Associate Professor 

College for Professional Studies  

Regis University 

11001 W. 120th Avenue, Suite 150, P-20 

Broomfield, CO 80021 

303-625-1252 

303-625-1363 fax 

800-388-2366, ext. 1252 

Note from the Editor 
A huge thank you to all the contributors and readers; 

without all of you, this newsletter couldn’t happen.  

If you have ideas for future articles or columns, please 

contact me; I would love to talk to you!! 

And, as always, any/all feedback about the newsletter is 

appreciated.  

Www.kushtush.com 

Mecklerphotography.com 


