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SARRTP:
ABOUT US

• The Substance Abuse Residential 
Rehabilitation Treatment Program 
(SARRTP) at the George E.Wahlen
Department of Veterans Affairs Medical 
Center.

• The primary goal of the SARRTP is to 
provide treatment and rehabilitation 
services to Veterans.

• Specifically, those have mental health 
and substance use disorders that are often 
complex and co-occurring with medical 
concerns and psychosocial needs, such as 
employment and housing. 

• This is accomplished through providing 
services designed to improve functional 
status, sustained treatment and 
rehabilitation gains, recovery, community 
integration, and breaking the cycle of 
addiction. 
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WHO WE SERVE

DIAGNOSIS VETERANS 

Substance Use Disorders 

PTSD

Mood Disorders

Anxiety Disorders 

Psychotic Disorders

Personality Disorders

Chronic Pain 

Sleep Disorders

Gender Identity:

86% Male

12% Female

2% Transgender Female 

Race/ethnicity:

78% White-Not Hispanic

15% Hispanic

2% Native American

2% African-American

3% Multi-racial 

Age:

Average=45.64 Years 

Youngest=26; Oldest=73
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ADDICTIVE 
SUBSTANCES
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INTERVENTIONS

ADDICTION 

Relapse Prevention

CBT-SUD 

Motivational Enhancement Therapy

Motivational Interviewing 

12 Step Facilitation

SMART Recovery 

Mindfulness Based Relapse Prevention

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy

Equine Assisted Therapies

RECOVERY ORIENTED MODEL OF 
CARE
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•Veteran-centered care planning

•Medication assisted treatment (MAT)

•Psychiatric care for co-occurring 

disorders

•Creative Wellness

•Therapeutic Recreation

•Couples and Family Therapy

•Occupational Therapy 

•Vocational Rehab 

TRAUMA FOCUSED INTERVENTIONS 

Prolonged Exposure (PE)

Cognitive Processing Therapy (CPT)

EMDR 

Written Exposure Therapy  (WET)

Skills Training for Affective and Interpersonal Regulation 



UTAH STATE UNIVERSITY

• Department of Veterans Affairs Adaptive Sports Grant

• Bi-Weekly 4 Hour Combined Equine Assisted Learning and Equine Assisted 

Psychotherapy 

• Pathway to Horsemanship 

• EGALA Based Interventions 

• Rare opportunity for interpersonal connections  in the height of COVID 

restrictions
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Common 
Presenting 

Concerns of 
Individuals with 

SUDs

Poor Self-
Esteem

Poor Trust in 
Self and 
Others

Poor Social 
Skills

Poor Capacity 
to Regulate or 

Manage 
Distress

Poor Impulse 
Control

Comorbid MH 
Conditions
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WHAT WE OBSERVED

Qualitative Benefits of the Equine-Veteran Bond 

INTRODUCED      NON -
JUDGMENTAL 

INTERACTIONS

Challenged baseline issues with trust in 
self and other while supporting the 
development of interpersonal bonds. 
Augmented confidence and resiliency.

INTEGRATED 
MINDFULNESS & 

DISTRESS TOLERANCE 

Utilized mindfulness practices to 
manage emotions and encouraged the 
practice of challenging automatic 
maladaptive thoughts to reduce 
anxiety.   

PROMOTED 
VULNERABIL ITY & 

IDENTIF ICATION OF 
EMOTIONS  

Projective practice and the narrative 
structure of EGALA introduced dialog 
around Veteran identified emotions and 
created a safe outlet to sit with strong 
feelings which generalized to other 
settings.  
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CASE EXAMPLE 

Stimulant Use Disorder Alcohol Use Disorder

PTSD, Chronic MDD, Moderate

Psychosocial Issues Complex Medical Issues 

Chronic Pain Wernicke's Encephalopathy 
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RESEARCH 
OVERVIEW



A PILOT OBSERVATIONAL STUDY OF 
IMPLEMENTING AN EQUINE-ASSISTED SERVICES 

PROGRAM WITHIN A VA MEDICAL CENTER 
RESIDENTIAL SUBSTANCE USE DISORDER 

TREATMENT PROGRAM

INTRODUCTION

Observational pilot study for Veterans with addictive 

disorders

- assess the safety, feasibility, preliminary 

outcomes, and predictors of participant response 

- evaluate psychological instruments for use 

in future, more rigorous studies. 

- The overarching goal was to complete the 

necessary work to prepare for a large randomized 

controlled trial of this intervention.

METHODS

Participants 

-33 Veterans, 29 males and 4 females

- one 4-hour session 

- combined equine assisted learning and 

equine-assisted psychotherapy during an admission to a 

residential substance abuse treatment program. 

- Preintervention and postintervention 

instruments were utilized to assess changes in affect, 

anxiety, and craving.

- Demographic and diagnostic variables were 

evaluated for the potential to predict outcomes.

PATH International Standards for EAL/EAP Adhered to 

before during and after  

William R. Marchand, MD*,†,‡; Katryna Joubert, LCSW §; Judy Smith, MS‡; Elena 

Nazarenko, MS*; Will iam Klinger, PhD§; Stephen Sheppard, PhD§; Karl H. 

Hoopes, DVM‡



VALIDATED INSTRUMENTS USED

STRAIGHT STATE INVENTORY

(STAI:16)

6-item instrument

Measures state anxiety 
Respondents answer questions,

-“I feel calm” with options 
- not at all 
- somewhat 
- moderately 
- very much 

*Some items are reverse scored such 
that higher scores equal higher 
levels of state anxiety

CRAVINGS EXPERIENCE 
QUESTIONNAIRE

(CEQ-S11)

11-item instrument

Measures the state intensity of cravings 

for substances.

- Respondents answer question,   

“how much did you want it?”

On a 10-point scale ranging from 0 (not 

at all) to 10 (extremely). 

Higher scores indicate increased levels 

of cravings for substances.

POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE 
AFFECT SCALE 

(PANAS-SF)

20-item instrument that measures both positive 

and negative affect.

- Respondents answer the question, 

“Indicate the extent that you have felt this way” 

- “interested,” and “excited” on a 5-point scale 
ranging from

- “very slightly or not at all” to “extremely.” 

Ten of the items measure positive, and the other 10 
evaluate negative affect 

Scoring results in both positive and negative affect 
scores. 

- For positive affect, higher scores equal 
increased positive affect. 

- For negative affect, lower scores indicate 
decreased negative affect.



RESULTS 

TABLE I I I .  Signi f ican t  Pre in te rvent ion  to  Pos t in te rvent ion  Changes  in  Affec t ,  Anxie ty,  
and  Crav ing
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Results

• The second key f inding ( Table I I I )  was that  there  were s ta t is t ical ly  
s ignif icant preintervent ion to  postintervent ion reductions in  negat ive affect  
(measured by the PANSAS-SF negat ive score) ,  s ta te  anxiety (measured by 
STAI:  Y-6 i tem score) ,  and in tensity of  craving (measured by CEQ score) .  

• Additionally,  there  was a  s ignif icant increase in  posi t ive affect  (measured 

by PANAS posit ive score) .  These results  are  consistent  with  s tudies of  

EAIs for  adul ts  in  var ious populations,  which have provided evidence of  

reduct ion of  anxiety and depressive symptoms.
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RESULTS 

TABLE IV.  Sign i f i can t  Pred ic to rs  o f  Pre in te rven t ion  to  Pos t - in te rvent ion  

Changes  in  Psy chologica l Ins t rument  Scores
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DISCUSSION 
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• The intervention was safe and feasible to utilize as there were no adverse outcomes to patients, staff, or equines. 

• The State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, Craving Experience Questionnaire, and Positive and Negative Affect Scale revealed 

preliminary findings of significant preintervention to postintervention decreases in anxiety, negative affect, and craving, as 

well as increased positive affect. 

• While this study does not demonstrate a causal relationship, the finding of improvements in the domains of anxiety, affect and 
the unique finding of decreased craving suggest that EAIs may have broad-spectrum effects in this population.

• Presence or absence of a history of suicide attempts and/or suicidal ideation were predictive of some postintervention scores.

• Minimalist and easy to use

• First investigation to report decreased intensity of substance use craving associated with an EAI

• First to report demographic and diagnostic factors

• May serve as predictors of response to such interventions.



A PILOT REPLICATION STUDY OF IMPLEMENTING 
AN EQUINE-ASSISTED SERVICES PROGRAM 
WITHIN A VA RESIDENTIAL SUBSTANCE USE 

DISORDER TREATMENT PROGRAM

INTRODUCTION

• The first aim of this study was to replicate the previous study 

assessing the safety, feasibil ity, and preliminary outcomes of 

this intervention. 

• The second aim was to examine the effect of participants 

attending multiple intervention sessions.

METHODS
• 94 Veterans, 87 males and 7 females

• One to Six 3- 4 hour sessions 

• Combined equine assisted learning and equine -assisted 

psychotherapy during an admission to a residential substance 

abuse treatment program. 

• Pre- and post-session administration of the Positive and 

Negative Affect Scale, State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, and 

Craving Experience Questionnaire was utilized to assess 

changes in affect, anxiety, and craving. Wilcoxon signed -rank 

or paired two-tailed t-tests were utilized for pre-to post-

session comparisons of the outcome measures for sessions 1 –4. 

• Generalized linear mixed-effects (GLME) models were 

constructed to determine the impact of dosage. GLME models 

were constructed to determine the impact of dosage.

• PATH International Standards for EAL/EAP Adhered to before 

during and after  

WILLIAM R. MARCHAND, MD*,†,‡; JUDY SMITH, MS‡; ELENA NAZARENKO, 
MS*; KATRYNA JOUBERT, LCSW§; HEATHER BLACK, PSYD§; MAKENNA 

OSBORNE, MS‡; SARAH ANDERSEN, BS‡; KYLIE BELL, BS‡; SHANNON BALD WIN, 
LCSW§; WILLIAM KLINGER, PHD§; HEATHER CONNELLY, BS§; STEPHEN 

SHEPPARD, PHD§; KARL HOOPES, DVM‡ 



PRE AND POST INTERVENTION OUTCOMES
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RESULTS 
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• As with our previous study, the intervention was safe and feasible to utilize for this population. 

• There were statistically significant pre- to post-session improvements, with medium-to-large effect sizes, for sessions 1–3 
for negative affect and sessions 1 and 2 for positive affect, anxiety, and craving. 

• The GLME models revealed no statistical significance for any of the predictors.

• This finding is consistent with our other studies indicating that EAS interventions can be used safely with veteran 
populations. 

• This study also supported the feasibility of implementation, with some consideration that this requires the use of 
expensive equine facilities, horses, and appropriately trained staff suggests that needed resources could be unavailable 
or cost prohibitive at other sites. 

• To move the field forward, it is critical to determine the number of doses required to achieve the maximum benefit from 
various EAS interventions 

• Lastly, there were no statistically significant demographic or diagnostic predictors for any of the outcome variables, other 
than base-line predictors for affect, anxiety, and craving. This finding suggests that this intervention can be used without 
the need for tailoring it to specific subgroups. 



SUMMARY
• Taken together, this study and the previous 
investigation of this equine-assisted services 
intervention suggest that it is safe and feasible 
to utilize for veterans admitted to a residential 
substance abuse treatment program and we have 
now found short-term benefits in two separate 
studies. 

• Thus, a randomized controlled trial of this 
intervention is warranted to demonstrate cause 
and effect and determine whether longer-term 
benefits are associated with the intervention.

• The finding that there was no additional 
benefit from attendance at more than two 
intervention sessions suggests that dose–
response relationship studies of equine-assisted 
services interventions for veterans are needed. 
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THANK YOU

Heather Black, PsyD 

801-582-1565 ext.2801

Heather.black1@va.gov
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