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“Finding Calm in the Corral: My Experience with Group Equine Therapy Group equine
therapy offered me something | didn’t realize | needed: a chance to slow down. As first
responders, we’re trained to push through stress and keep moving, but that constant
forward motion can make it hard to notice when the weight starts to build. In this pilot
program, there wasn’t much talking and no riding. Everything happened on the ground,
working around the horses and paying attention to our own reactions. Horses respond
honestly to energy and body language, which made it impossible to fake calm. If | was
tense or distracted, they showed me. That simple feedback helped me recognize how
much | carry without saying a word. Experiencing this alongside other first responders
mattered. No one needed to explain the job or the lingering impact of tough calls. The
trauma informed, peer supported environment made space for trust, choice, and
connection—reminding me that seeking supportisn’t weakness but part of staying healthy
enough to keep doing the work. | left with practical tools to understand my stress signals
and a renewed sense that healing doesn’t always look traditional. Sometimes it starts with
trying something different. If you’ve been carrying irritability, grief, or the feeling that you
have to handle everything alone, | hope this encourages you to reach out—whether to peer
support, counseling, equine therapy, or whatever resource fits you. Support only works
when we allow ourselves to use it.” Jami Davis

“Some people meditate. Some people journal. Some people pay a therapist. | throw a
saddle on my horse and ride until my phone has no service and nobody can reach me. Give
me a mountain trail, the squeak of leather, the rhythm of hoofbeats, and a few miles
between me and all the bullshit. That’s where my head gets quiet. That’s where the stress
lets go. That’s my therapy. There is no judgement; only partnership and nature.” Erin
Schwartzkopf

“It's hard to put into words. Being around horses for most of my youth, | felt this, but didn't
really think about it until | did a therapy session. Just being with the horses, standing with
them, breathing with them vibrates your soul in way | haven't experienced at any other time.
| felt completely present and connected in my brain at that moment.” Cassie Owens

“Horses provide a great source of emotional support while also helping them with
communication, motor skills, and more. It was a great experience!” Sharon Ann

By Shannon Polito




“The horses demonstrate so many things that are important to learn such as activation,
deactivation, how to discharge after being activated, how to be present, and sooo many
other things.” Mary Hooper Shaw

“Every single time | am around horses, | automatically take a deep breath and find myself
entirely focused on them. |, oddly enough, love how they smell, | love hearing their sounds,
| love how they ignore you if they don’t want to engage, and yet if they do, prepare yourself
for this giant creature coming into your bubble. | have been moved deeply any moment |
allow myself to disconnect with the outside world and choose instead to connect with this
beautiful being in front of me. Each time | get to witness others experience this, | am again
moved deeply. | cannot encourage people enough to go and try this experience for yourself.
It may not be your thing, but it also might be the missing piece in settling your nervous
system, heart and spirit.” Shannon Polito
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“l have been terrified of horses for as long as | can remember. And when | say terrified, |
mean terrified.

If horses were coming down Main Street at Disneyland, | crossed to the other side. When
the mounted unit came around at my agency, | somehow found somewhere else | needed
to be. Horses were beautiful—from a distance.

NO THANKS.

Years ago, | attended a trauma retreat for first responders. | knew equine therapy was on
the list of services they offered, but despite being at a point in my healing journey where my
general philosophy was basically, throw the book at me, I’ll try anything once, equine was
the exception.

During my interview for the retreat, | distinctly remember telling them, “I will show up. I will
participate. | will put the work in on myself. But | am not doing the horse thing.”

They told me, “We’ll see. Just try.”
| politely declined again.

When | got there, | watched the others in my cohort step into the pen. No one forced me.
They were patient, but they continued to gently encourage me to try.

And | watched people have these profound experiences with the horses.

| watched the horses mirror things back to us that we didn’t always recognize in ourselves,
our energy, our behaviors, the way we approached situations and even the way we
approached other people. If you stormed into the space, the horse moved away. If you
approached calmly, the horse responded differently.

Eventually, | stepped in.

And something happened that | wasn't expecting.

For the first time in a very long time, | felt quiet.

| felt peace.

| felt a sense of safety that is still difficult for me to put into words.

A little over a year later, | returned to that same retreat, but this time as a peer, there to hold
space for other first responders going through the experience for the first time. And that
horse walked right up to me again.

There was something pretty full circle about that moment.

By Shannon Polito



When | went home, | continued equine therapy. It helped me build confidence. It
challenged me to look at myself differently. It helped me recognize patterns and
perspectives that | hadn't been able to see through traditional talk therapy alone.

And somewhere along the way, it also helped me break a fear | never actually set out to
break.

Fast-forward about six years.

I now live out of state, in the country, and equine therapy has become one of my favorite
parts of my week and month.

And now there's Bo.

I was timid with him at first. | had to get used to the idea that | was somehow supposed to
lead, and occasionally boss around, a creature significantly larger than me. But over the
last couple of years, Bo has helped me learn a lot about myself.

Now | lead him. I let him bump into me. | let him push that giant head into my chest or arms
when he comes over to greet me. Things that would have sent me running years ago now
bring me a sense of calm.

There is something kind of incredible about that.

Sometimes traditional talk therapy is exactly what we need. Sometimes itisn't. And
sometimes healing comes from being willing to try something that makes absolutely no
sense to us, or, in my case, something we are completely convinced we are NOT doing.

Equine therapy won't be everyone's thing. Neither will animal-assisted therapy, EMDR,
brainspotting, or any of the other traditional and nontraditional modalities available to us.

That's kind of the point.
Healing doesn't have to look one particular way.

Learn what's out there. Be willing to try something different. Pay attention to what
helps you feel safe enough to do the work.

And find what works for you.

Apparently, sometimes what works for you is the very thing you once crossed Main Street at
Disneyland to avoid.” Cassie Sexton

By Shannon Polito
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Chapter One

Why Horses?

Most people don’t arrive at the barn feeling peaceful.
They arrive carrying whatever the day has handed them.
Some are curious.
Some are skeptical.
Some are nervous.
Some are wondering if they made a mistake by signing up.

Others are already thinking three steps ahead, trying to figure out what they’re supposed to
do, what they’re supposed to say, or whether they’re going to get this “right.”

It’s a familiar feeling. First responders spend their careers anticipating what comes next.
We solve problems before they become emergencies. We think ahead, stay alert, always
preparing for the unexpected.

So, when someone says,
“For now, there’s nothing you need to do.”
It can feel strangely uncomfortable.

The facilitator may simply invite you to stand quietly and observe the horse, no
instructions, no expectations, just notice.

At first, your mind keeps moving. You wonder what you’re supposed to be seeing. You
glance at the horse, then back to the facilitator. You shift your weight; you check your
watch.

You wonder how long this is going to last, you wonder if you’re doing it right.

Of course your mind keeps moving. It has spent years learning that staying one step ahead
helps keep people safe. And then, almost without realizing it, something changes. Not
because the horse has done anything extraordinary, not because you’ve learned a new
skill. But because, for perhaps the first time in a very long time, you have stopped.

Only then do many people realize how long it has been since they simply stood still. The
horse doesn’t create the stillness. It creates an environment where we finally notice the
pace we feel we have to be living.

By Shannon Polito



The horse doesn’t ask us to become someone else; it simply gives us the opportunity to
notice ourselves.
What’s Happening Beneath the Surface

When people describe their first equine-assisted experience, they often talk about the
horse. What they may not realize is that they have also begun noticing themselves.

Our days are filled with movement, conversations, decisions, distractions, and
responsibilities. Especially in first responder professions, we learn to anticipate what
comes next before we have fully finished what is happening now.

That way of operating serves an important purpose. It helps us respond quickly, solve
problems efficiently, and remain prepared when others need us most. But when our
attention is constantly directed toward the next task, the next problem, or the next person
who needs something in both our professional and personal lives, we can lose awareness
of what is happening within us.

It’s only natural that your mind keeps moving. It has spent years practicing how to scan,
anticipate, prioritize, and respond.

The horse is not asking you to stop thinking. It is simply offering an opportunity to notice
how much your mind has been carrying.

Standing quietly beside a horse, many people begin noticing things they had not realized
were there.

Their breathing.

The tension in their shoulders.

How often their eyes scan the environment.

How quickly their thoughts move toward what is coming next.
How unfamiliar simple stillness can feel.

For many first responders, constant awareness is not simply a personality trait. It is a skill
that has been practiced thousands of times throughout a career.

Itis important to understand, none of these observations mean something is wrong with
you. They simply tell the story of what your mind and body have learned while doing
incredibly demanding work.

The horse is not judging any of it, it is simply sharing the same space while you begin paying
attention. That moment of noticing is not just meaningful, it changes something.
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The simple act of paying attention to ourselves creates space between what we are
experiencing and how we respond to it. Instead of moving through the day on autopilot, we
begin to recognize our thoughts, emotions, and physical responses as they are happening.
That awareness gives us the opportunity to choose our response rather than simply
reacting.

Researchers have found that developing this kind of present-moment awareness supports
emotional regulation, reduces reactivity, and helps us recognize stress before it begins
quietly influencing our behavior. In other words, awareness does not eliminate stress. It
helps us respond to it with greater intention.

Equine-assisted experiences naturally create opportunities for this kind of awareness.
Rather than asking participants to perform, horses invite observation, patience, curiosity,
and presence. In that environment, many people discover something they have not had in a
long time: space.

Why It Matters

For first responders, awareness is not just a wellness skill. It is a mandatory professional
skill. We are trained to notice changes in someone else’s voice, to recognize danger before
it escalates, to hear stress in a caller we have never met, to observe details others may
miss.

First responders spend years becoming experts at reading the world around them. Almost
none are taught how to read themselves. In fact, we are most often taught to ignore the
signals our bodies and emotions send to us.

Of course reading ourselves can feel unfamiliar, and honestly, quite uncomfortable. The
work has taught us to direct our attention outward. Someone else’s safety, needs,
emotions, and emergency come first in both our personal and professional lives.

Yet our own thoughts, emotions, and physical responses influence every conversation we
have, every decision we make, and every relationship we build. The ability to notice
ourselves is not weakness, it is simply another form of situational awareness that begins on
the inside. Self-awareness does not mean becoming less capable, less focused, or less
prepared. It means including yourself in what you have already learned to observe.

Bringing It Home
You do not need to be standing beside a horse to practice noticing.

Pause before you walk into work.
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Before you answer the next call.

Before you step through the door at home.

Notice your breathing.

Notice where you are holding tension.

Notice the pace of your thoughts.

Notice whether part of you is already moving toward whatever comes next.
Not to judge it. Not to immediately change it. Simply to notice it.

Your mind and body carry patterns from the work you do, which is a natural response. They
have been trying to help you meet the demands placed before you. This awareness is not
about finding something wrong with yourself, none of it is wrong. It is about understanding
what is already there and that all of it is just a normal human response to the demands
placed upon them.

Because when we understand what is happening, we have more choice in what happens
next. Awareness is hot about becoming someone different, it is about becoming more
familiar with who you already are

Carry It With You

When was the last time you noticed what you needed before someone else needed
something from you?
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Chapter Two: So...What Is Equine-Assisted Support?
It's one of the first questions almost everyone asks.

After spending time with the horses, people often leave with a mixture of curiosity and
questions. Was that therapy? Was it coaching? Did the horse really know something about
me, or was | simply paying attention in a different way? If | wanted to come back, how
would | know what kind of program to look for?

All good questions.

The answer is simpler than many people expect. Equine-assisted supportisn't one specific
program or one standardized experience. It's an umbrella that includes a variety of
approaches; each created with a different purpose in mind. Some experiences are
designed to support mental health. Some focus on learning, leadership, or
communication. Others simply create space for reflection, personal growth, or wellness.

None of them are better than the others. They're simply different paths toward different
goals. Understanding those differences can help you find an experience that fits where you
are today, not where someone else thinks you should be.

What's Happening Beneath the Surface

One of the reasons equine-assisted support can feel confusing is because the word equine
describes the horse, not the purpose of the experience.

The horse may be the common thread, but what happens around that horse can look very
different depending on who is facilitating the experience and why. Just as we wouldn't
expect every healthcare provider to serve the same role, we shouldn't expect every equine
program to offer the same type of support.

A physical therapist, a counselor, a primary care physician, and a surgeon may all help
people improve their health, but each brings different training and serves a different
purpose.

Equine-assisted support works much the same way. The horse is part of the experience,
but it’s the facilitator's training, the goals of the program, and the needs of the participant
that shape what that experience becomes.

Understanding those differences isn't about finding the "best" approach. It's about finding
the approach that's right for you.
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If You're Looking for Mental Health Support

Many of us carry experiences that feel too heavy to sort through alone, no matter where we
are in our individual wellness journeys.

Trauma.

Grief.

Anxiety.

Depression.

Loss.

Major life transitions.

There is a reason equine-assisted psychotherapy exists. These programs are facilitated by
licensed mental health professionals who intentionally incorporate horses into the
therapeutic process. The horse becomes part of a safe environment where healing,
reflection, and clinical support happen together.

If you're looking for help processing difficult experiences or addressing mental health
concerns, this is the type of program to seek out.

If You're Looking to Learn and Grow

Sometimes we aren't looking for therapy, we're looking to become better leaders, better
communicators, better teammates. Or maybe we're simply trying to understand ourselves
a little better.

That's where equine-assisted learning often fits.

These experiences use interactions with horses to explore communication, leadership,
problem-solving, teamwork, confidence, and self-awareness. The lessons don't come from
the horse teaching us, they come from what we notice about ourselves while working
alongside the horse and reflecting with a skilled facilitator.

Many organizations, including first responder agencies, businesses, schools, and
leadership teams, use equine-assisted learning to strengthen relationships and improve
communication in ways that feel more experiential than traditional classroom training.
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If You're Looking for Space to Reconnect

Sometimes there isn't a crisis, there isn't a diagnosis, there isn't even a specific problem to
solve. We're simply tired because we have carrying more than we realized.

Or maybe we've spent so long taking care of everyone else that we've forgotten what it feels
like to slow down ourselves. Which is a natural thing when our work asks a great deal of us.

Wellness-focused equine experiences create space to pause, reconnect, and become
aware of what's happening within us. They aren't intended to replace therapy when therapy
is needed.

They're opportunities to breathe, reflect, reconnect with ourselves, and practice being
presentin a different kind of environment. For many first responders, that alone can feel
surprisingly restorative.

If Movement Is Part of the Goal

Not every equine-assisted experience happens beside the horse, some happen on
horseback.

Programs such as therapeutic riding and adaptive riding are designed to support
individuals with physical, developmental, cognitive, or emotional needs through structured
riding activities led by specially trained professionals.

These experiences are different from the ground-based programs described throughout
this book, but they are an important part of the broader equine-assisted community and
have helped countless people improve balance, coordination, confidence, independence,
and quality of life.

Why It Matters

As first responders, we're used to looking for the "right answer."
The right policy.
The right procedure.
The right tool for the job.
This isn't much different. The question isn't, "Which equine-assisted program is the best?"

The better question is, "What kind of support am | looking for right now?"
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Our needs change throughout our lives. What helps us during a season of burnout may be
different from what we need while processing grief.

Leadership development looks different from trauma therapy, just as personal reflection
looks different from rehabilitation.

There doesn't have to be one experience that does everything, there simply needs to be an
experience that meets us where we are.

Bringing It Home

You don't need to have all the answers before exploring equine-assisted support. You
absolutely don't need horse experience, don’t need to know the terminology and don't even
need to know exactly what you're looking for.

Curiosity is enough. Sometimes the first step isn't choosing the perfect program. It's simply
asking, "l wonder what | might discover about myself if | gave myself permission to try
something different?"

Carry It With You

What kind of support do you need today—not six months ago, not six months from now, but
today?
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Chapter 3: Your First Visit

If you've never been around horses before, it's completely normal to wonder what your first
visit will be like.

Maybe you've imagined yourself confidently walking into a barn. Or maybe you've
wondered if you'll look completely out of place. You might be excited. You might be
nervous. You might even be wondering if this was a good idea in the first place.

It makes perfect sense. Any time we step into something unfamiliar, our minds naturally
begin looking for certainty. We wonder where to park. Whether we'll know what to do.
Whether everyone else will already know more than we do. Whether we're going to do
something wrong.

None of those questions mean you're not ready. They simply mean you're human. And the
good news is this: You don't need horse experience to have a meaningful experience with a
horse.

Before You Ever Meet a Horse

Your experience begins before you step into the barn.

As you drive in, you'll probably notice the property before anything else. Maybe it's quiet,
maybe you hear birds instead of traffic, maybe you catch the smell of fresh hay or the
earthy scent of horses, maybe you notice yourself taking a deeper breath without even
realizing it. Or maybe you don't.

There's no right way to arrive. Some of us immediately begin to relax while some of us stay
alert, scanning everything around us.

It’s only natural that we do. Many of us have spent years walking into unpredictable
situations. Our brains have learned to quickly assess new environments before deciding
they're safe.

You don't have to force yourself to relax, and you don't have to pretend you're comfortable.
Just arrive, that's enough for now.

Meeting Your Facilitator

One of the first people you'll meet isn't the horse. It's the facilitator. Their job isn't to
evaluate you or analyze you. It certainly isn't to expect you to know anything about horses.
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Their job is to create an environment where both you and the horses can have a safe,
meaningful experience together. They'll probably spend a little time getting to know you.
You may talk about what brought you there, or maybe you'll simply say, "I've never done
anything like this before."

That's enough. You don't have to have everything figured out before you begin.

Seeing the Horses

Then comes the moment almost everyone remembers.
You see the horses.

Sometimes they're standing quietly.

Sometimes they're eating.

Sometimes they're watching you.

Sometimes they barely seem to notice you're there.

If you've never stood close to a horse before, one thought is almost universal. "They're
biggerthan | expected.”

Reading about a thousand-pound animal and standing beside one are two very different
experiences. The size of a horse deserves respect, but respect doesn't have to become
fear.

Your facilitator will teach you how to safely approach, move around, and interact with the
horses long before you're expected to do anything on your own. No one expects you to
already know.

There's No Test

This may be one of the most important things to understand before you arrive. Thereisn't a
right way to do this. No one is grading you. You aren't competing with anyone else.

There isn't a perfect way to brush a horse. Or walk beside one. Or stand quietly. Or notice
something.

Some people laugh, some cry, some talk the entire time, some barely speak at all. Some
feel something immediately and others don't fully understand their experience until days
later.
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All of those experiences are normal, because every one of us brings a different story
through the gate.

You Might Be Surprised

Many people expect the horse to do something remarkable; to walk up. to choose them. to
somehow know exactly what they're feeling. Sometimes that happens, sometimes it
doesn't.

What often surprises people is that the biggest discoveries aren't about the horse, they're
about themselves.

You notice how quickly you rush, how uncomfortable silence feels, how often you
apologize, how difficult it is to ask for help, how much tension you've been carrying. All hot
because anyone pointed it out, but because you finally had enough space to notice.

If some of those discoveries feel uncomfortable, that’s extremely normal. Awareness often
begins by noticing something we hadn't realized was there. That doesn't mean you've
failed, it means you're paying attention.

Leaving the Barn

Eventually the visit comes to an end.

You thank the horses, you thank your facilitator, you get back in your car, and something
interesting often happens. The experience keeps unfolding, during the drive home, later
that evening, while you're brushing your teeth the next morning. Something you hadn't
thought much about suddenly makes sense.

A moment with the horse comes back to you, and a question surfaces, a realization settles
in.

Growth doesn't always happen in the moment. Sometimes it happens after we've had time
to simply be with the experience.

We often put too much pressure on an experience, that we should “be better” right away.
It’s important to remember, there isn't a timeline you have to follow, or a lesson you're
supposed to learn. There is simply an invitation to stay curious about what the experience
might continue teaching you.
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Bringing It Home
Think back to the last time you tried something completely new. What helped you feel

comfortable? Was it knowing exactly what would happen? Or was it having someone walk
alongside you as you figured it out?

That's what a good equine facilitator does. Not because they have all the answers, but
because they've created a space where you don't have to have them either. This is the
opposite experience of what we have in the control room and often in our own lives, when
we feel like we must have all the answers.

Carry It With You

What might become possible if you gave yourself permission to be a beginner again?

A Note from Shannon

As dispatchers, we spend our careers being the calm voice for someone else's uncertainty.
We tell callers what to expect because predictability helps people feel safer. This chapteris
my way of doing the same for you. If you've never stepped onto a ranch before, | hope these
pages make it feel a little more familiar before you ever open the gate.
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Chapter 4. Why It Feels Different

Sometimes the most meaningful experiences are the ones we have the hardest time
explaining.

Have you ever left a place feeling different without immediately knowing why?

Maybe you felt calmer, maybe you noticed your shoulders weren't as tense, maybe your
thoughts seemed quieter for a little while. Or maybe nothing obvious happened at all, yet
something about the experience stayed with you long after you left.

If you've ever wondered why that happens, you're not alone. Many of us expect meaningful
change to come through insight, conversation, or solving a problem. We assume that if
something helps us, it will probably involve talking about it.

Sometimes it does, and sometimes it doesn't. Some experiences reach us differently. Not
because they're magical, but because they're engaging parts of us that don't rely only on
words.

What's Happening Beneath the Surface

One of the things | appreciate most about horses is that they don't ask us to become
someone different before we meet them.

They don't need us to have the right words. They don't care what job we do, how long we've
been in dispatch, or whether we've been the calm voice on thousands of emergencies.
They simply respond to the person standing in front of them.

For many of us, that's unfamiliar. Our work often rewards speed, quick thinking, constant
scanning, predicting what might happen next, and making decisions with incomplete
information.

Those are incredible skills. They're also skills that become deeply practiced and are often
muscle memory even when we are not at work.

All of these skills have helped us keep other people safe. When we walk into a quieter
environment, those same skills don't disappear simply because the scenery changes.

Our minds may continue scanning, our bodies may stay alert, we may notice every sound,
every movement, every new person.
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Nothing is wrong with us; we are simply relying on our muscle memory to keep us safe.
We're responding exactly the way we've been taught to respond by years of doing important
work.

The Power of Presence

Horses live almost entirely in the present moment. They aren't replaying yesterday's
interaction. They aren't worrying about tomorrow's schedule. They're paying attention to
what's happening right now.

Being around that kind of presence can feel surprisingly different.

Not because the horse is trying to change us, but because we're spending time with a living
creature thatisn't asking us to rush, perform, or stay three steps ahead. They need
absolutely nothing from us, and that’s very different from what we are used to.

Sometimes that's the first invitation to simply notice we've had in a very long time.
Notice our breathing.
Notice our thoughts.
Notice the tension in our shoulders.
Notice how quickly our minds move from one thing to the next.

Awareness isn't judgment, it's information. Information gives us choices.

Why the Body Often Notices Before the Mind

Many of us think understanding begins with thinking, but sometimes it begins with feeling.

You may notice your breathing slow before you realize you've relaxed. You may become
aware of tightness in your shoulders only after they begin to soften. You may realize how
tired you are only after you've spent an hour not needing to stay on high alert.

Our bodies often recognize safety before our minds have caught up.

That doesn't mean every visit feels peaceful. Sometimes becoming aware of how much
we've been carrying can feel emotional. The quiet allows feelings we've been purposely too
busy to notice. Sometimes it simply reminds us how exhausting it has been to stay ready all
the time.
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None of those responses are signs that something is wrong, they're signs that you've finally
had enough space to notice yourself.

When Two Nervous Systems Meet

There is another part of being beside a horse that | find fascinating: we aren't standing
beside an object. We're standing beside another living, breathing nervous system.

If you've ever spent quiet time with a horse, you may have felt something begin to shift
without being able to explain exactly why. Maybe your breathing changed, maybe you
became more aware of your body, or maybe you simply felt calmer standing there. | know
that every single time | am near horses, | instinctively and unconsciously take a deep
breath, and | slow down the moment | let myself be present with them.

There is growing research suggesting that some of what we're experiencing may involve
physiological synchrony between horses and humans. Researchers studying human-horse
interactions have measured changes in heart-rate variability—the tiny variations in time
between heartbeats—and have found that, under some conditions, the patterns of horses
and humans can begin to synchronize. The science is still developing, and this doesn't
happen in every interaction or with every horse and person. But it gives us an intriguing
glimpse into something many people describe after spending time with horses: connection
can be something we experience with our bodies, not just something we understand with
our minds.

This is where the idea of co-regulation becomes especially meaningful.

Our nervous systems are constantly taking in information from the people, animals, and
environments around us. We know what it feels like to walk into a room where someone is
frantic and immediately feel ourselves become a little more alert. We also know what it
feels like to sit beside someone whose steady presence somehow makes it easier to
breathe.

Horses give us another opportunity to experience that kind of connection.

I don't think we need to make it mystical. And | don't think we need to say that the horse is
somehow reaching into us and calming our nervous system. Something much more
human, and much more interesting, may be happening.

We're paying attention to another living being. We're noticing its breathing, movement,
stillness, and responses to us. At the same time, the horse is responding to information
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from us. In that interaction, there can be moments when our physiological rhythms begin to
move together.

Two nervous systems are in relationship.

For those of us who spend so much of our working lives surrounded by urgency, voices,
alarms, information, and other people's distress, being in relationship with a calm,
responsive animal can offer our nervous system a very different kind of information.

Maybe that's part of why standing beside a horse can feel so different. Not because the
horse magically takes our stress away, but because, for a little while, our body has
something different to respond to.

Connection Changes Us

One of the strongest predictors of healing across many different approaches isn't a specific
technique.

It's connection.

Feeling seen.

Feeling safe enough to be genuine.

Feeling accepted without needing to perform.

We often think of connection as something that only happens between people. But
meaningful connection can happen in many ways; with another person, with an animal,
with nature, and even with ourselves.

The horse isn't replacing human relationships; it’s simply creating another opportunity for
connection. And connection has a remarkable way of reminding us that we don't have to
carry everything alone.

This Isn't About Fixing You

Perhaps the most important thing | hope you take from this chapter is this: You don't need
to arrive at a ranch broken in order to benefit from the experience. You don't need a
diagnosis. You don't need to be in crisis. You don't need to earn the right to slow down.
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This experience isn't about fixing what's wrong with you. Because | don't begin with the
assumption that something is wrong with you. | begin with a different assumption. You've
spent years doing work that asks extraordinary things of ordinary human beings.

Of course you've been shaped by it, of course your mind and body have adapted, of course

some of those adaptations have served you beautifully at work while becoming more
difficult to carry everywhere else.

That isn't failure, that's being human.

Understanding thatisn't the end of the journey, it's the beginning of choosing what you
want to carry forward.

Bringing It Home

Think about a skill you've practiced for years, driving, typing, listening to multiple
conversations at once. At some point, that skill became automatic.

Our stress responses work much the same way. The good news is that if we can learn
patterns through experience, we can also learn new ones through experience.

Not overnight, or by forcing ourselves. But one experience at a time.

Carry It With You

What is one response you've always judged yourself for that you can begin looking at with
curiosity instead?

By Shannon Polito
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Chapter 5: Things We Notice Beside a Horse

Sometimes it’s not the horse, sometimes we simply begin seeing ourselves more clearly.

We Notice How Fast We Move

One of the first things many people discover isn't about the horse at all, it's about
themselves. Without realizing it, we often hurry toward the horse. We reach out quickly, we
move with purpose and we fill the silence.

It makes sense, our work has taught us that moving and making decisions quickly matters.

Those are remarkable skills. But standing beside a horse sometimes reveals just how rarely
we slow down when there isn't an emergency asking us to hurry.

The horse isn't asking us to slow down, it's simply responding to the pace we've brought
with us. Sometimes that's the first time we've noticed the pace we've been living in.

We Notice That Trust Can't Be Rushed

Trustis an interesting thing. We spend our careers asking strangers to trust us within
seconds.

"Tell me exactly what happened.”
"Stay on the line."
"Help is coming."

We know how important trust is. Horses remind us that trust often grows differently than
we expect. It’s not through convincing, forcing, or through trying harder. Instead, itis
through consistency, patience, and showing up the same way, again and again.

There's something beautifully familiar about that. Because isn't that also how peer support
works? Isn't that how friendships grow? Isn't that how healing relationships are built?

We Notice Our Boundaries

Some of us naturally step too close. Some of us stay too far away. Some of us hesitate.
Some of us apologize for taking up space. Some of us try to control everything around us.
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None of those responses are mistakes. They're information.

Sometimes we discover that the ways we've learned to navigate people show up with
horses too. Not because horses are people, but because we bring ourselves and our habits
and patterns wherever we go.

We Notice That Presence Feels Different Than Performance

One of the greatest gifts horses offer is that they don't ask us to impress them.

They don't care about our résumé. They don't care how many difficult calls we've handled.
They don't care how productive we've been this week.

We spend so much of our lives measuring ourselves by what we accomplish. Beside a
horse, we sometimes remember what it feels like simply to exist. That often feels unfamiliar
and even uncomfortable.

It’s easy to see and know why. Many of us have spent years believing our value comes from
what we do. The horse quietly reminds us that our presence has value too.

We Notice Compassion

Sometimes the hardest person to extend compassion to is ourselves. We readily
understand why a coworker is exhausted, we understand why a friend is overwhelmed.

Yet when we experience the same things, we often assume we've somehow fallen short
and judge ourselves for it.

Standing beside a horse has a way of softening that conversation. Not because the horse
offers advice, but because slowing down gives us enough space to hear how we've been
speaking to ourselves.

And once we notice it...we have the opportunity to choose something kinder.

We Notice That We Don't Need to Have Everything Figured Out

Many of us arrive hoping for answers; should | keep doing this job? why can't | let that call
go? why do | feel so tired?
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Sometimes we leave with answers. More often, we leave with better questions. And
surprisingly, that can be enough. Growth doesn't always begin with certainty, sometimes it
begins with curiosity.

Bringing It Home

If you've noticed one thing about yourself while reading this chapter, you've already begun
the work. Not because you need to fix it, simply because awareness creates choice. And
choice is where change begins.

Carry It With You

What is one thing you've discovered about yourself—not because someone told you, but
because you finally had enough space to notice?
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Chapter 6: Is This for Me?

One of the biggest misconceptions about equine-assisted supportis that you have to be
struggling before you're allowed to benefit from it.

Sometimes when we hear the word wellness, we quietly think, " don't need that.”
Or maybe, "Someone else probably needs it more than | do.”

Some of us imagine equine-assisted supportis only for people in crisis. While others
assume it's only for people who already love horses. Some wonder if it's "therapy." Others
worry they'll somehow be expected to share deeply personal things with strangers.

It’s only natural we wonder those things. Most of us have never been shown what these
experiences actually look like. So, let's start there, this isn't about deciding whether you're
"struggling enough." It's about asking a different question, could this experience offer me
something valuable right now?

Sometimes We Come Looking for Relief

Some of us arrive because we're exhausted, we've been carrying too much for too long. We
don't necessarily have one critical incident we can't stop thinking about. It's simply been
years of listening to fear, grief, anger, and crisis. The weight isn't from one call, it's from
thousands.

If that's you...you're not alone, and nothing is wrong with you. You're responding to years of
doing meaningful work.

Sometimes We Come Looking for Growth

Not everyone comes because they're hurting. Some come because they're curious, some
want to become a better leader, others a better communicator, perhaps a more patient
parent, or a stronger teammate.

They aren't trying to fix themselves; they're simply investing in themselves. There's nothing
selfish about that. In fact, it's one of the healthiest things we can do.
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Sometimes We Come During a Transition

Life doesn't stay still:
Promotions.
Retirement.
Becoming a trainer.
Leaving dispatch.
Returning after an injury.
Moving to a new agency.
Becoming a parent.
Losing someone we love.

Transitions ask us to become familiar with a version of ourselves we've never met before,
which can feel unsettling.

Even positive change asks something of us. Sometimes slowing down long enough to
notice who we're becoming is one of the greatest gifts we can give ourselves.

Sometimes We Come Because Someone Invited Us

Not everyone signs up because they were searching for equine-assisted support.

Sometimes a coworker says, "You should come with me." Sometimes a spouse signs us up,
an agency hosts a wellness day, and sometimes we show up mostly because it seemed
easier than saying no. That's okay too.

Curiosity doesn't have to arrive before the experience. Sometimes it arrives because of the
experience.

What About People Who Don't Like Horses?

This might surprise you.
You don't have to love horses. You don't even have to feel comfortable around them yet.

Many people arrive saying, "I've never touched a horse before."
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Others admit they're a little intimidated, while some are openly skeptical.

All of those responses are welcome. This experience doesn't require confidence, it only
asks for curiosity.

What About Dispatchers?

As I've written this book, I've often thought about us.

We spend our days helping people through uncertainty. We hear fear without seeing faces.
We carry conversations that most people will never know happened. We're expected to
stay calm while someone else's world is falling apart.

Those experiences shape us, not because we're weak but because we're human.

| believe dispatchers are some of the most resilient people I've ever met. | also believe
resilience isn't about pretending we're unaffected. Rather, it's about understanding
ourselves well enough to continue serving others without losing ourselves in the process.

That's why | believe experiences like these matter. Not because we're broken, but because
our work is extraordinary. And extraordinary work deserves extraordinary care.

Bringing It Home

If you've been wondering whether this experience is "for someone like you," I'd gently
encourage you to change the question.

Instead of asking, "Am [ struggling enough?"
Try asking, "What might | discover if | simply gave myself permission to show up?"”

Sometimes that's where the journey begins.

Carry It With You

If you removed the idea that you had to earn support, would you allow yourself to receive it?
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Chapter 7: When a Conversation Isn't Enough
As peer supporters, we've all experienced it.
Someone sits across from us.
We ask how they're doing.
They smile.
“I'm fine."
We know they aren't.
Not because they lied.
Because we've worn that same smile ourselves.
We talk.
We listen.
We normalize.
We remind them they're not alone.
Sometimes that's exactly what's needed. Sometimes...itisn't.
Not because the conversation failed, but because healing doesn't always begin with words.

Many of the things we carry were never fully put into words to begin with, or even actually
defined in a way that we could put them into words.

What's Happening Beneath the Surface

One of the greatest misconceptions about peer supportis that ourjob is to fix people. It
isn't.

Our job has never been to convince someone to talk. Our job is to create an environment
where talking feels safe if they choose to. Sometimes that environment is a cup of coffee,
sometimes it's a walk, and sometimes it's sitting in silence after a difficult call.

Sometimes...it might be standing beside a horse.

32
By Shannon Polito



Not because the horse replaces peer support, but because the horse becomes another
way of creating the conditions where connection can happen. And connection has always
been the heart of peer support.

The Horse Isn't the Peer Supporter

This is important.
The horse is not providing peer support.
The horse is hot counseling.
The horse is not replacing a therapist.
The horse is not fixing anyone.
The horse is simply part of an experience that often makes authentic conversation easier.

Sometimes people begin talking while brushing a horse, perhaps while walking beside one,
and sometimes they don't talk much at all.

That's okay too. We aren't measuring success by how many words are spoken, we're paying
attention to whether someone feels seen, supported, and connected.

Expanding Our Wellness Toolbox

As peer supporters, one of the greatest gifts we can give someone is options.

Not everyone processes through conversation, wants to attend a support group, or is ready
to sitin a therapist's office. That doesn't mean they don't want support. It simply means
they may need a different doorway.

Equine-assisted experiences can become one of those doorways. Certainly not the only
one, and it’s not the right one for everyone. But simply another opportunity for someone to
reconnect with themselves in a way that feels safe and approachable.

What This Can Look Like

Every peer support team will look different. Some agencies may partner with a local
equine-assisted program and make it available as one referral option. Others may organize
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occasional wellness retreats that include time with horses alongside other experiences like
mindfulness, nature, therapy dogs, or art.

Some peer supporters may simply become familiar with programs in their community, so
they know where to point someone who says, "/ don't really want to sit in an office and talk.”

There isn't one right model. The questionisn't, "How do we build an equine program?"

The question is, "How do we continue expanding the ways we care for our people?"

It's About Choice

One thing I've learned over the years is this: The more pathways we create toward wellness,
the more likely someone is to find one that feels right for them.

Some people will choose counseling, some peer support, some choose faith or nature, and
some will choose horses.

None of those choices compete with one another, rather they complement one another.
The goal isn't getting everyone to choose the same path; the goalis helping people find a
path they're willing to take.

Bringing It Home
As peer supporters, we often ask, "What do | say?”
Sometimes a more helpful question is, "What opportunities can | help create?”

Sometimes | think we believe we always have the right answers. It is what creates so much
pressure on each interaction and oftentimes we avoid interacting all together because of
that pressure. We don't always have to be the answer. Sometimes we simply help someone
find the place where their own answers begin to emerge.

Carry It With You

If someone wasn't ready to talk today, what other doorway toward connection could you
help open for them?
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Chapter 8: Finding the Right Fit

The right program isn't simply the one with the nicest facilities or the longest list of
credentials. It's the place where you feel safe enough to be yourself.

Not every equine-assisted program will feel the same, and that's exactly as it should be.
Just as every counselor has a different style, every peer supporter brings different
strengths, and every instructor teaches in their own way, every equine-assisted program
has its own philosophy, personality, and approach.

That doesn't make one better than another, it simply means that finding the right fit
matters. One of the greatest gifts you can give yourself is permission to look for a place
where you feel safe, respected, and understood.

What's Happening Beneath the Surface

When we're looking for support, it's easy to fall into the mindset of finding the "best"
program. We spend our careers making decisions based on policies, procedures, evidence,
and best practices.

We naturally want to know we're choosing wisely. That's how we've learned to make good
decisions in our work.

Choosing an equine-assisted experience is a little different.

This isn't about finding the highest-rated ranch or the most impressive website. It's about
finding an environment where you feel comfortable enough to be genuine. Healing doesn't
happen because a brochure is beautifully designed or because a facility has the newest
barn. It happens when we feel emotionally safe enough to be curious, honest, and present.

Connection is personal.

What feels welcoming to one person may not feel that way to another, and that's okay. Your
goal isn't to find the program someone else loves. It's to find the one where you feel like you
can take a deep breath and simply be yourself.
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Start with Philosophy

Before asking about certifications, pricing, or scheduling, spend a little time understanding
the heart behind the program.

Ask questions like:
"How would you describe your approach?"
"What do you hope people experience when they're here?"
"How do you support someone who's nervous or unsure?"

Listen to how they answer. Do they speak about fixing people, or helping people
understand themselves? Do they talk about creating safety, building relationships,
encouraging curiosity, and meeting people where they are?

There isn't one perfect philosophy, but there should be one that feels authentic to you.

If you've learned anything throughout this booklet so far, | hope it's this: healing doesn't
begin because someone has all the answers. It begins because we feel safe enough to start
asking questions.

The Facilitator Matters

The horses are an important part of the experience, but so is the facilitator.

A skilled facilitator doesn't need to have all the answers. Their role is to create an
environment where you can explore your own. They ask thoughtful questions, respect your
pace, and allow the experience to unfold naturally rather than trying to force a particular
outcome.

You should never feel pressured to share more than you're ready to share, you should never
feeljudged for your reaction, and you should never leave feeling like you somehow "did it
wrong."

A good facilitator understands something we've talked about throughout this book: You are
bringing your life experiences with you.

We all do. Their job isn't to change who you are, it's to create a space where you can better
understand yourself.
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The Horses Matter Too

One of the easiest ways to learn about a program is to simply observe the horses.
Do they appear healthy?
Do they have access to food, clean water, shelter, and appropriate turnout?
Do they seem relaxed in their environment?
How do the facilitators speak to them?
How do they handle them?

The way people care for their horses often reflects the way they care for the people who
visit.

Programs built on patience, respect, consistency, and partnership usually extend those
same values to every participant who walks through the gate.

Questions Worth Asking

You don't have to know exactly what to ask before making your first phone call. That's
completely normal.

Here are a few questions that may help you get a better sense of whether a program feels
like the right fit:

¢ Whatdoes a typical session look like?

e Dol needany previous horse experience?

e What training or certifications do your facilitators have?

e How do you create emotional safety during sessions?

e What should | wear or bring?

e What happens if | become emotional during the experience?

o How are the horses selected and cared for?

¢ Do you partner with licensed mental health professionals when appropriate?
e Isthis experience likely to fit what I'm looking for?

These questions aren't meant to test anyone, they're meant to help you feel informed.
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Understanding reduces uncertainty, and uncertainty is often the hardest part of taking the
first step.

Trust Yourself

Perhaps the most important piece of advice | can offer is this: Trust yourself.
If something doesn't feel right, it's okay to keep looking.
Not every facilitator will be the right fit.
Not every ranch will feel like home.
Not every program will align with what you need in this season of your life.

Thatisn't a failure, it's part of finding a place where you can genuinely connect. Support
should never feel like something you have to endure. It should feel like somewhere you're
welcomed.

For Peer Support Teams and Agency Leaders

If you're exploring equine-assisted experiences as a resource for your agency or peer
support team, spend time getting to know the people behind the program before making a
decision.

Visit the ranch and observe a program if appropriate. Many programs have specific
observation appointments. Ask about their philosophy, notice how they interact with
participants and notice how they interact with the horses. Ask how they approach
confidentiality, emotional safety, and referrals when someone needs additional support.

Equine-assisted support doesn't replace peer support, counseling, chaplaincy, therapy
dogs, or any other wellness resource, it becomes another pathway and another
opportunity. Another place where someone who wasn't ready for one kind of support might
discover they're ready for another.

The strongest wellness programs aren't built around a single resource, they're built around
the understanding that people connect, heal, and grow in different ways.
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Bringing It Home

Finding the right equine-assisted program isn't about finding perfection, it's about finding
connection. Ask questions. Stay curious. Trust your instincts.

Give yourself permission to explore until you find a place where you feel welcomed,
respected, and safe enough to simply be yourself, that's where meaningful experiences
begin.

Carry It With You

Think about a time you immediately felt welcomed somewhere. What did the people do
that helped you feel that way, and how might that guide the places you choose to seek
support?

By Shannon Polito
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Chapter 9: When You Leave the Barn

Eventually, it's time to head home. The grooming tools are put away. The halters are hung
back on their hooks. You say goodbye to the horses, brush the dust from your jeans, and
begin walking toward your car.

The drive home often feels different than the drive there, sometimes it's quieter, sometimes
your mind is full of thoughts you didn't expect to have, and sometimes you don't quite know
what you're feeling, you only know that something feels different.

Meaningful experiences don't always arrive with immediate explanations. Sometimes they
unfold slowly, revealing themselves over the hours or even days that follow. You don't have
to understand everything before you leave the barn, you simply have to remain curious
about what you've started to notice.

The Experience Doesn't End Here

One of the questions people often ask is, "How do I hold onto this feeling?"

It's an understandable question. When we experience something meaningful, we naturally
want to preserve it. We worry that as soon as we return to work, traffic, responsibilities, and
the pace of everyday life, whatever we discovered will quietly disappear.

But | don't think that's what happens. The goal was never to hold onto a feeling; feelings
come and go. The real gift is something much more lasting.

Awareness.
You now know what it feels like to slow down.
You know what it feels like to notice your breathing.
You know what it feels like when your shoulders begin to soften.
You know what it feels like to be fully present, even if only for a few moments.

No one can take those experiences away from you. Once you've noticed them, they're part
of your story.

Bringing the Barn Home

Life after the equine experience won't suddenly become quiet.
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We'll still answer difficult calls.
We'll still have busy shifts.
We'll still navigate family responsibilities, deadlines, and unexpected challenges.

Nothing about that changes. But what can change is the way we move through those
moments.

Maybe you pause before logging into CAD and take one slow breath.

Maybe you notice your shoulders tightening halfway through a shift and gently let
them relax.

Maybe you step outside and just pause for sixty seconds before driving home.

Maybe you remember the feeling of standing beside a horse and allow yourself just a
moment of stillness before walking through your front door.

None of those moments are dramatic, but sometimes the smallest moments become the
ones that quietly change the way we live.

Understanding Creates Choice

Throughout this book we've returned to one idea again and again, nothing is wrong with
you. You've spent years doing work that asks extraordinary things of ordinary human
beings. Of course your mind and body have adapted to meet those demands.

Understanding that doesn't erase stress, it doesn't erase grief, it doesn't erase difficult
calls. What it does is give us something we didn't have before; choice.

When we understand ourselves, we can begin responding with intention instead of habit.
We notice the moments when we're rushing.
We notice when we're carrying yesterday into today.
We notice when we need connection instead of isolation.

Awareness doesn't solve every problem, but it gives us the opportunity to choose our next
step instead of simply reacting, which can be where lasting change begins.
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Keep Looking for the Places That Help You Remember Yourself

One of the most important things | hope you carry away from these pages is this: The horse
isn't the destination. The horse is one beautiful example of what becomes possible when
we create space to reconnect with ourselves.

For some of us, that space will always include horses. For others, it may become a quiet
trail, time in nature, a therapy dog, gardening, fishing, art, music, faith, or simply sitting on
the porch with someone we trust and makes our nervous system feel safe.

The goal has never been to convince everyone that horses are the answer, it’s been to
remind us that we deserve places where we can breathe, reflect, reconnect, and simply be
human.

Don't stop looking for those places. And when you find them, protect them, return to them,
and invite others to discover theirs.

Bringing It Home

If someone asked you what you learned from spending time with horses, you could
probably tell them about the experience.

You could describe the ranch, the facilitator, the horses. But | hope that, somewhere along
the way, your answer becomes something even simpler.

"l learned a little more about myself."

Because that's the kind of learning that doesn't stay at the barn, it walks beside us long
after we've gone home.

Carry It With You

What is one thing you discovered about yourself that deserves a place in your everyday life?
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Chapter 10: Healing Through Connection

If you've read this far, I'd like to tell you one last thing. When | first began spending time
around horses, | thought they might teach me something about them. Instead, they helped
me understand something about us. Not because horses have all the answers, and
certainly not because they can fix everything difficult in our lives. But because they create
opportunities to notice ourselves in ways we often don't anywhere else.

As first responders, we're remarkably good at paying attention to everyone else.
We notice the fear in a caller's voice.
The hesitation in a partner.
The stress in a coworker.
The exhaustion in our family members.

We're trained observers. What we rarely receive training in is observing ourselves with the
same compassion. That's what | hope this booklet has offered you.

Not another wellness strategy, and not another checklist but simply an opportunity to
understand yourself a little better.

Because | believe something with my whole heart, nothing is wrong with you. You're a
human being doing extraordinary work.

Of course it has shaped you.
Of course it has changed you.
Of course there are days when the weight feels heavy.

That doesn't mean you've failed, it means you've been carrying something important. |
hope, somewhere in these pages, you've realized something else, you don't have to carry it
alone.
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Before You Go

If there's one thing | hope you remember from this book, let it be this, | will reiterate it
because | think it is so important: nothing is wrong with you.

There is a reason you respond the way you do.

There is a reason some calls stay with you.

There is a reason slowing down can feel uncomfortable.
There is a reason connection matters.

Understanding ourselves isn't the end of healing, rather, it's where healing begins. Take
care of yourself with the same dedication you've spent taking care of everyone else.

Find the places that help you remember who you are, then protect those places, return to
them often and when you find someone else carrying more than they realize, use what you
have learned about yourself to walk beside them for a while showing them that they too,
are not alone.
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