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diagnoses were PTSD (73%) and major depressive disorder 
(67%). Thirty-three percent had a history of military sexual 
trauma. Of the 33 participants, 61% enrolled in group 
therapy and 39% in individual therapy.

Pilot Study Results
Results indicated that the intervention was relatively 

well-attended. On average, participants attended 3.8 of the 
six possible sessions and 24% attended all sessions. The 
mean PACES score for all timepoints together was 110.44, 
indicating a high level of enjoyment by participants. There 

equines, and there were no pre- to post-session changes on 
psychological instruments suggestive of emotional distress.  

instruments were administered pre- to post-session.12 They 

for sessions one (p = 0.009) and three (p = 0.010), as well 

and three (p = 0.009). Pre- to post-intervention outcomes 

measures the probability of obtaining the observed 
results. The lower the p-value, the greater the statistical 

The results of this initial study suggest that WwH is 
safe, feasible and acceptable to use with this population.12

The preliminary outcomes indicate that participation in this 

such as randomized controlled trials, are warranted.

Participant Responses

interventions. For example, one WwH participant, Bonnie, 
said, “This program was a calm, safe and trusted space 

Continued on page 42 



Whispers with Horses Curriculum

Session Location Activity

1 Classroom • Mindfulness/self-compassion opening meditation
• Introductions and orientation to class
• Psychological safety discussion (groups only)
• Overview of mindfulness and self-compassion
• Equine safety discussion
• Equine body language and pressure-and-release discussion
• Practicing mindfulness while working with horses discussion

Arena • Participant(s) paired with equine(s)
• Haltering and quick-release knot
• Introduction to mindful grooming
• Introduction to mindful leading (optional)

Classroom • Session review and homework assignment
• Mindfulness/self-compassion closing meditation

2 Classroom • Mindfulness/self-compassion opening meditation
• Review of participant’s mindfulness and self-compassion  

homework practice
• “How would I treat a friend?” exercise and discussion
• Equine behavior and communication discussion
• Review of equine body language and pressure-and-release.
• Practicing mindfulness while working with horses review

Arena • Mindful haltering, tying and grooming
• Introduction to (or review of) mindful leading
• Mindful leading practice (obstacles optional)

Classroom • Session review and homework assignment
• Mindfulness/self-compassion closing meditation

3 Classroom • Mindfulness/self-compassion opening meditation
• Review of participant’s mindfulness and self-compassion  

homework practice
• Self-compassion discussion
• Body awareness and energy discussion
• Body scan meditation
• Practicing mindfulness while working with horses review

Arena • Mindful haltering, tying and grooming
• Friendly game with stick and string
• Leading through the obstacle course at a walk using correct  

pressure-and-release and verbal commands

Classroom • Session review and homework assignment
• Mindfulness/self-compassion closing meditation
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Adapted from the original table published in Complementary Therapies in Medicine12

Session Location Activity

4 Classroom • Mindfulness/self-compassion opening meditation
• Review of participant’s mindfulness and self-compassion  

homework practice
• Psychological resistance discussion
• Loving-kindness meditation and inquiry
• Practicing mindfulness while working with horses, including body 

awareness and energy review

Arena • Mindful haltering, tying and grooming
• Brief friendly game with stick and string
• Leading through the obstacle course with a stick and string
• Leading in a 10-meter circle at least twice around a cone using a  

stick and string
• Porcupine game

Classroom • Session review and homework assignment
• Mindfulness/self-compassion closing meditation

5 Classroom • Mindfulness/self-compassion opening meditation
• Review of participant’s mindfulness and self-compassion  

homework practice
• 
• 
• Practicing mindfulness while working with horses, including body 

awareness and energy review

Arena • Mindful haltering, tying and grooming
• 
• Yo-yo game

Classroom • Session review and homework assignment
• Mindfulness/self-compassion closing meditation

6 Classroom • Mindfulness/self-compassion opening meditation
• Approaches to guilt, shame and self-forgiveness discussion
• Review of key concepts from the class and continuing  

practice discussion
• End of class discussion

Arena • Mindful haltering, tying and grooming.
• 
• Driving game

Classroom • Session review and homework assignment
• Mindfulness/self-compassion closing meditation
• Goodbyes
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Her husband, Kevin said, “A lot of the normal 
therapies, anger management and all that really weren’t 

Heather added, “The tools that he got from this 
program…gave him the tools (so) that he could handle the 

trying to avoid the present. And so, with the horse, you 

evaluate WwH. Complete drafts of the facilitator manual 
and participant workbook are currently being edited and 

six sessions, is under development. Several additional 

William Marchand, MD, CTRI, ESMHL, is director of Research 
and Equine-assisted Services Whole Health Service, VA Salt 
Lake City Health System; professor of psychiatry (clinical) at the 
University of Utah School of Medicine and adjunct professor of 
animal, dairy and veterinary science at Utah State University. He 
can be reached at wmarchand@me.com; (801) 557-8950.

This work was made possible by support from the VA Salt 
Lake City Health Care System Whole Health Service in 
Salt Lake City, UT; the National Ability Center, a PATH Intl. 
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Individuals who have contributed to program development, 
implementation and/or research include Amy Hartquist, Lisa 
Finnell, Ryan Lackner, Heather Pierson and Elena Nazarenko. 
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Captions

1. According to the Whispers with Horses 
pilot program, the practice of mindfulness 
and self-compassion facilitates acceptance 
of human imperfections and fosters self-
forgiveness and working through emotions of 
guilt and shame.

2. Each session of Whispers with Horses 
was facilitated by a licensed mental health 
clinician trained to provide mindfulness and 
self-compassion interventions and monitored 
by a PATH Intl. ESMHL.

3. Mindful leading was an optional component 
in the program. 

4. Whispers with Horses has been offered 
as a pilot clinical program as a six-session 
intervention at the Salt Lake VA for the past 
three years.

Become a PATH Intl. CTRI®

The Professional Association of Therapeutic Horsemanship International  
(PATH Intl.) offers the only independently-accredited certification in the  
equine industry. We have third-party validation that our therapeutic riding 
instructor certification has met recognized national and international 
credentialing industry standards for development, implementation and 
maintenance of the PATH Intl. CTRI® credential. The standards were  
developed to help ensure the health, welfare and safety of the public,  
which aligns with PATH Intl. values and focus.

If you’ve ever considered sharing your horsemanship and riding  
knowledge and skills to help individuals achieve their health and   
wellness goals through the power of the horse, now is a great time  
to become certified. There are thousands of adults and children  
on waiting lists hoping to receive services and 813 PATH Intl.  
Centers need more PATH Intl. CTRIs.

Could they be waiting for you?
Contact Us to Get Started Today!

www.pathintl.org   |  (800) 369-RIDE (7433)

CHANGE AND ENRICH LIVES THROUGH 
THE POWER OF THE HORSE


