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Caroline Rider  
PTSD in Horses—Rehabilitating the Rescue Horse 
 
PTSD and How it Works 
 
Much of Caroline Rider’s work over the years has been involved equine rescue 
and rehab, and educating the public about PTSD in equines and rehabilitation. As 
an equine clinician, behavior specialist, speaker and trainer, Caroline and her staff 
continue to support these efforts through education, rehabilitation efforts and 
training. Their training method focuses on developing, and nurturing, the depth of 
trust and connective relationship and partnership that is achievable between man 
and horse. While this layer of trust is most important to achieve, we have to work 
with the horse’s need to feel physically safe first. A fearful horse is in constant self-
preservation mode, either freezing (shutting down, withdrawing), fighting and/or in 
flight. When they are in this mode they are overcome with high adrenaline. This 
level of adrenaline creates layers of self-defense – making them emotionally, 
mentally and physically resistant. They are not as “open” to receiving love, hearing 
the whisper of your heart, or allowing you to sooth and comfort them. 
 
Because horses are hardwired to be oppositional and resistant by nature, trauma 
magnifies their need to protect. Therefore their level of self-preservation becomes 
skewed and behaviors are intensified through severe resistance, defensiveness and 
aggression. It is this deep layer of trauma that has to be understood and worked 
through before a horse will even begin to open up, wake up and trust deeply. This 
process of rehabilitation is what Caroline refers to as the “Breakthrough” process. It 
is a very delicate process involving tremendous emotional agility on our part, years 
of experience working with, and through trauma, feel and timing. During these 
emotionally heightened times our horses are releasing huge amounts of stress 
hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol within the brain, they are then released 
into the body. The detrimental effects are most severe in the limbic center of the 
brain. The limbic system plays a major role in experiences and recall of memories 
and emotions. 
 
We can actually see the release of stress hormones during an MRI. The MRI shows 
substantial changes to the hippocampus area of the brain. At a cellular level we lose 
memory and function as our brain struggles to overcome injury. If this area of our 
brain is constantly triggered, it will become damaged. We can help the horse, and 
the brain recover, by creating “feel good hormones” such as serotonin, which 
counteracts the effects of adrenaline and cortisol giving the brain a chance to heal 
and find release. Helping the horse work through these heightened moments not 
only engages left brain function (thinking side of the brain), it also releases the 
“feel good” hormones called serotonin. In order to reset patterns, change the way 
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in which a horse perceives and responds we need both the left side of their brain to 
be open, functioning, as well as serotonin to be released. In conjunction with love, 
patience and consistency, these breakthrough periods are the path to restoration 
and recovery. 
 
Recovery: Cognitive & Muscle Pattern Recognition and Re-patterning 
 
Habits are formed through perpetual thought and physical patterns (repetitive 
movement) and/or recognition (muscle memory). Much of what we do and think is 
habitual, second nature to us as they don’t involve much thought or conscious 
awareness. People and horses are habitual by nature, seeking the comforts of 
routine and habits. The human brain is hardwired to select habitual thoughts 
patterns as they chemically produce hormones that create feelings of comfort and 
ease. When we are in state of stress, panic or fear, we produce adrenaline which 
releases our need for flight, fight or freeze. Equines relate similarly when feeling 
either relaxed or in a state of stress. Research using MRI’s has shown the effects 
both adrenaline and serotonin have on the brain when in flight, fight or freeze. 
Large amounts of serotonin are released from the hippocampus region within both 
humans and equines, proving that equines feel the same amount of stress and/or 
relaxation hormone, cortisol and endorphine, as humans. 
 
Practicing consciously, meaning practicing viscerally, by means of experiencing 
what you feel physically (through movement) and not in a robotic manner or what I 
refer to “auto pilot” – just going through the motions is how we begin to re-pattern 
our neurochemistry. Repetitive movement aids in releasing relaxation hormones 
thus places us in a relaxed, meditative state of mind and being. This is part of what 
we practice and teach at Rider Horsemanship, conscious rhythmic and meditative 
movement. 
 
Another practice is what Caroline Rider refers to as the “Breakthrough Process.”  
This is where we re-create the adrenaline, thus creating the opportunity to help the 
horse work through their triggers and stress. While doing this we are also 
developing the left, thinking, side of the brain, producing endorphines “feel good 
hormone” and creating new associations to old experiences. 
 
I found the following article on pattern recognition and neuroscience very insightful 
to parenting, relationships in general and being in relationship with horses. I often 
refer to raising horses and/or mentoring them akin to raising children. A horse’s 
intelligence is as complex in emotion as it is pure and honest like a child. For more 
information on pattern recognition and neuroscience, please visit Linda Graham’s 
article; The Neuroscience of Attachment. https://riderhorsemanship.com/wp-
content/uploads/2015/07/Pattern-Recognition-The-Neuroscience-of-Attachment.pdf 
 

https://riderhorsemanship.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Pattern-Recognition-The-Neuroscience-of-Attachment.pdf
https://riderhorsemanship.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Pattern-Recognition-The-Neuroscience-of-Attachment.pdf
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There is a Biological Component to PTSD 
http://www.ptsdsupport.net/biology&PTSD.html 
 
Many people feel stigmatized when diagnosed with PTSD feeling as if they should 
just "get over it". It is important to understand there is a biological component to 
this disorder. Additionally it is important to be aware of the biological aspect of 
PTSD because it is becoming increasingly popular to use medicine to help treat the 
symptoms of PTSD.  
 
How the Brain Changes 
 
An individual suffering with PTSD actually experiences physiological changes. The 
autonomic and central nervous systems are both affected. Also, the hippocampus 
decreases in mass and the amygdala is over reactive. Memory is a key component 
to PTSD. The traumatic event is relived constantly via memory. Both the 
hippocampus and amygdala are key in human memory. It is believed that the 
amygdala is the "fear center" of the brain. It should not be surprising that PTSD 
sufferers have over reactive amygdala. The amygdala helps the brain establish a 
connection between fear producing situations from the past and because of this 
conditioning pairs them with a stimulus in the present that may be neutral. This 
incorrect conditioning helps the individual maintain a constant state of hyper 
arousal because the brain is telling the person that a "safe" situation is threatening 
even though the "safe" situation may have nothing to do with the prior trauma.  
 
The hippocampus plays an important role in learning and memory. Research 
suggests that the hippocampus attempts to create expectations in situations that 
may offer rewards and punishments based on memory and past learning. Due to 
hippocampal damage in those with PTSD it may be difficult for the brain to learn 
new expectations for situations following the traumatic event.  
 
PTSD and Stress Hormones 
 
Those who have PTSD have abnormal levels of stress hormones. Studies show that 
individuals with PTSD have lower levels of cortisol than those who do not have 
PTSD and higher than average levels of epinephrine and norepinephrine. The above 
three mentioned hormones are responsible for creating the "flight or fight" response 
to stress. In turn, this means that the person with PTSD lives in constant "flight or 
fight" mode. Some of the side effects of long term stress are: hypertension, ulcers, 
and poorer overall health. Cortisol helps give the body energy while stressed and 
glucocorticoids help with post stress survival these are hormones that those with 
PTSD have lower than normally levels. Serotonin is believed to play a role in PTSD 
however research is inconclusive. It is thought that the lack of inhibitory signals to 
neurons may not "shut off" the stress responses. Additionally people with PTSD 
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have higher levels of natural opiates after the trauma. These higher levels of 
opiates may condition the individual to re-experience the trauma in order to attain 
the opiate response. The neurotransmitter changes exhibited by those with PTSD 
are those opposite to the changes seen in people with major depression. 
 
Emotional Abberations/Unbalanced Psychologies 
Written by: Kerry M. Thomas 
 
When we take a look at the definition of the term Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, 
and then we take a hard look without the confinement of defined species but just at 
the meaning of the term, can it not be said that indeed there are a great many 
horses dealing with an equine version of PTSD? As an equine Emotional 
Conformation Profiler, and a man who studies and investigates what is essentially 
equine psychosis; I see all the earmarks of this stress-driven, fear-driven, survival-
driven disorder.  
 
For the horse, living in the now without the luxury of reason, surviving in the 
moment is primary. We may see the environment we create as a show, as a 
training measure, but the horse sees each moment, each experience in 
compartmentalized fashion. This happens because the horse doesn’t have reason to 
add to memory or experience. It has learned behavior and mental conditioning to 
govern its life, to manage its affairs, indeed, to survive. When stimuli is applied in 
rapid succession like those I saw being employed at the show, we “see” the 
physical reaction, but that physical reaction only tells us a visual result of the 
unseen psychological impact. Not allowing the horse to mentally interpret removes 
one half of what in my opinion should be a part of the judging; their Emotional 
Conformation.  
 
When this happens, the horse employs a new survival ally, Behavioral 
Overcompensation. This serves the horse well in natural environments, yet can be 
the downfall of performance and behavior in our human induced environment.  
 
It is within this avenue of learned behavior that leads them to sustainable survival 
whenever and wherever the actual or associated stimuli are triggered. The residual 
impact on their psychology is, in my own opinion; Equine Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder.  
 
This is a skewed layer of behavior that forms its own comfort zones for the horse to 
move into when stressed or presented with any stimuli or environment. What we 
teach horses by not allowing them to use all of their senses to process 
interpretative stimuli is that physical reaction in these and similarly associated 
circumstances is equal to surviving that experience. We humans like to associate 
this behavior quite often as a hard to manage horse.  
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Once this avenue has been taken time and again, the layers become blended 
together, and because there are learned behaviors not governed by mental 
reasoning, we see only a physical result. This is not only sad, but dangerous to both 
human and horse. Think about the base value of all living species: survival 
instincts. Environmental stimuli become layers. It is both in good cases and bad 
cases, associated with a trigger. The trigger is in place in the form of a learned 
behavior so that the horse can “learn” the difference between a sage brush blowing 
across the landscape and a predator pouncing from behind its cover. Once in place, 
this trigger, which has allowed survival, becomes associated with other very similar 
experiences and thus the horse is “learning” about survival in an environment. This 
is assimilation and adaptability that will be in play even when the environment 
changes, allowing the horse to transition properly because he or she is 
communicating environmental stimuli properly. Over still more time, associated 
stimuli evolve into perceived stimuli. This is a key location within the psychological 
area, a place that can house both comfort and aberration, indeed, both sanity and 
insanity. Where the horse decides either to react or not react, where the “decision” 
is automatically made between physical and nonphysical reactions.  
 
These are layers of mental growth and experience slowly blended together from an 
initial compartmentalized learning capacity. Training the horse for anything, 
especially on an Emotional Conformation level, is compartmentalizing layering 
based upon the Individual Herd Dynamic that is indeed their Emotional 
Conformation Profile. This is why for me, whether I’m working with the 
development of a training protocol for an individual in any discipline, or trying to 
unravel emotional issues like so many onion peels, an Emotional Conformation 
Profile has to be done first. We cannot aid an individual until we begin to 
understand the individual. 
 
Long Term Impact  
 
Mother Nature has many universal rules when it comes to individual species 
evolution and sustained survival, the most important being The Principles of 
Adaptability.  
 
A living thing surviving in place such as a plant, only has to evolve to fit one 
environment and has no need for learning, reason, or association. Human influence 
notwithstanding, any stationary or mostly stationary life form has a finite number of 
influences to adapt to and has a great many years in which to do it. The 
environment in which a species lives has a great influence on its individual 
evolution.  
 
For the species that quite often has to adapt to environments as well as assimilate 



2015 MA Equine Affaire  Copyright 2015. All rights reserved. Rider Horsemanship, Inc.                        P a g e  6 | 7 
 

to social aspects as part of their individual survival and functionality, the principles 
of adaptability are rules of the game.  
 
Physical change is necessitated by environmental conditions and stimuli. Mental 
interpretations of these happen prior to the physical response. This is why in 
training the horse; we must train the mind ahead of the body, if we wish to have 
the most efficiency from that body. What we are doing then is employing nature’s 
plan of natural evolution. Evolution is itself managed by layering, 
compartmentalized experiences and learned behavioral responses slowly blended 
together that over time, allow form to follow function. 
 
Mother Nature is far less impetuous than her human inhabitants; we often seek 
instant gratification and indeed desire immediate “change”, so we perversely 
influence the environment and the very fabric of the ability to learn. This 
impetuosity can have a damaging effect on our world, in our own inner worlds, and 
the lives of the animals we breed and train.  
 
Because of the principles of adaptability, a continued psychological stress and 
pressure that is allowed to slowly become entrenched as a necessity of survival, 
continually bred into a species, will begin to change the species over time because 
said species has a base of sustained survival and will thus adapt to repeated 
influences that impact that survival.  
 
Indeed, even the human is subject to the rules of adaptability and our own 
emotional and physical wellness can be, in purely my own personal opinion, either 
positively or negatively impacted. 
 
Transitional Wellness  
 
When actual reality and perceived reality become enmeshed within their 
associations and the transitions between them blur, the survival based trigger 
points begin to spawn erratic behaviors.  
 
For the horse, exercises in what I call healthy transitions or Transitional Wellness 
must be compartmentalized. I believe that to therapy the issues, each issue or 
perceived association has to be addressed. We need the trigger to facilitate 
transition. The interpretation of the stimuli manages whether the trigger is positive 
or negative in resulting affect. How we do this for the training of an otherwise 
healthy and emotionally sound horse is not unlike how we do this for the troubled 
case: creating environments that allow a smooth transition into a comfort zone in 
individual compartments; we then build, layer and blend. In dealing with 
aberrations, we must create associated stimulus that create a natural transition 
that is a comfort zone and a result we desire. This will begin the process of a 
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natural transitional wellness, one stage at a time, one layer at a time, one new 
learned behavior at a time.  
 
I believe that for helping the human we can perhaps learn something from this 
scenario; normally we have “reason” to help differentiate an otherwise blended 
bowl of associations. This allows us to learn rapidly and to forward think, our 
intellectual growth being on the fast track of sorts. To me, I feel that each intrusion 
upon emotional wellness and stability via stress, experiences, emotional pain and 
even mental confinement begins to impact the balance of reason over perception. 
 
 Self-preservation has deep roots. Some compartmentalized experiences are laced 
with reason, while some are wont of it. I believe a key is creating associated 
environments, where reason begins to manage experience one piece at a time; 
thus we then can blend these compartments to transition together. Proper 
interpretation of both real and perceived stimulus is Transitional Emotional Wellness 
and a key ingredient to successful mental management of one’s life and 
experiences. 

 


