
Dr. Andrea Beetz, psychologist, Dept. of 
Special Education, University of Rostock, 
Germany, and Dept. for Behavioural Biology, 
University of Vienna, Austria, is an expert in 
the field of human-animal interactions and 
animal-assisted interventions. She currently 
focuses on attachment theory in human-
animal relationships and animal-assisted 
education and neurobiological aspects. She 
has conducted research on topics ranging 
from animal abuse to stress regulation 
via contact with animals. Dr. Beetz was 
the recipient of an HHRF research grant in 
2010, to investigate the psychological and 
psychophysiological advantages of equine-
assisted interventions (EAI) in comparison to 
standard interventions in clients with special 
education/therapy needs. Here she answers 
some questions for us on her background, 
her research, and the broader field of 
research.

HHRF: How did you come to be a researcher in 
this field?

AB: My professor in developmental 
psychology, Erhard Olbrich, got me 
interested in the topic, always sneaking in 
facts about dogs and horses in his regular 
developmental psychology lecture. He is 
one of the pioneers in Germany in the field 
of human-animal interactions (HAI). With a 
scholarship I was able to spend one year at 
the Center of Animals in Society, UC Davis, 
Prof. Lynette Hart, and since then was 
hooked on the topic.

HHRF: How did the concept for your HHRF-
funded research project come to be?

AB: I had worked with several wonderful 
colleagues from different fields, such as Prof. 
Kurt Kotrschal, Austria, expert in behavioral 
biology and HAI, Prof. Henri Julius, an expert 
in special education and attachment, and 
Prof. Kerstin Uvnäs-Moberg, the expert 
on oxytocin research, with a medical 
background. Since we discussed a lot we 

developed an integrative theory of human-
animal relationships, including attachment 
theory, biophilia, psychophysiological 
aspects like the activation of the oxytocin 
system via HAI. The complete theory 
background is described in our book 
“Attachment to Pets” (Hogrefe Publishers). 
Since we wanted to test aspects of our theory 
and some of us were very interested in 
horses and special aspects they can provide 
(physical contact, being carried together, 
mother and child, highly motivating for 
children who are difficult to motivate for 
interventions) we applied for the grant. 

HHRF: Please provide an update on the status 
of your project?

AB: The first manuscript on the study 
with mother-infant dyads, describing the 
improvements in caregiving and attachment, 
has been accepted for publication by the 
Journal of Occupational Therapy, Schools 
and Early Intervention and should be out 
this spring. Two other manuscripts, one on 
behavior observations in the mother-child-
project and physiology, and one on the 
intervention with the male juveniles will be 
submitted this spring.

HHRF: What do you feel is the most important 
aspect of your finding?

AB: I think in the study with the juveniles 
it was really important to show that the 
involvement of horses indeed can help to 
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The next round of HHRF grant funding 
is on the theme ‘innovation’. HHRF 
Innovative Research Grants will foster 
research focused on new ideas that have 
strong potential for a meaningful impact 
to bridge the gaps in our understanding 
of horse-human interactions.  

The goal is to connect practice with 
scientific knowledge through supporting 
the development of innovative research 
with high-impact potential that might 
not be funded through traditional 
channels.  Our intent is to stimulate 
exploration, encourage the testing of 
hypotheses, and generate preliminary 
data that will open new pathways for 
future research. 

The Letter of Intent deadline is May 
15, and applicants may request up 
to $10,000 in funding. Guidelines  
and additional information at 
horsesandhumans.org.

CALL FOR 
PROPOSALS: 
LOI Deadline May 15

Call for Letters of Intent, Deadline May 15  •  Celebrating 10 Years
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MORE on EAA Research!  Did you know you can receive more HHRF 
research news more often by signing up for our email newsletter? We also 
post about research funded through other sources at our Facebook page. 

Visit www.horsesandhumans.org and look for 

“Join our mailing list”  or “Join us on Facebook”.

You are valued friends - the visionaries who 
have made cash contributions to support 
research. 

HHRF will continue to offer special 
opportunities for you to view up close what 
you have invested in. 

If you have not received our invitations to 
tour HHRF research sites or to our Principal 
Investigator Teleconference Forums, 
please contact KC Henry, KCHenry@
horsesandhumans.org. 

Thank you for all you do! 

Donors’ Corner

Horses and Humans Research Foundation
P.O. Box 480
Chagrin Falls, OH   44022
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“In the study with juveniles it 
was important to show that 
involvement of horses can 
help build the trust to the 
therapist quicker and make 
children comfortable enough 
to talk about relevant topics, 

and deflect much less. “

build the trust to the therapist quicker 
and make children comfortable enough 
to open up to actually talk about relevant 
topics, and to deflect much less. It is 
difficult to capture that and I think 
nobody else before has documented that 
with empirical data.  In our other study I 
think it was important to show that EAI 
is a very useful concept in the work with 
such dyads, especially since motivating 
them to participate in an intervention on a 
regular basis often is the main problem. It 
was also good to learn that combinations 
of traditional approaches and EAI might 
be the best way to go since both provide a 
setting for different needs of the mothers 
and children. And, in both projects we 
learned that it does not necessarily 
need a physiological downregulation 
(relaxation) to get these results and that 
capturing such physiological parameters 
in such a real-life setting in contrast 
to a laboratory setting is difficult and 
influenced obviously by many factors. 
Such data are probably best compared in 
laboratory experiments not during actual 
interventions. The motivating effect, 
which again is hard to capture, was a new 
insight, which however was not directly 
documented via standardized measures. 
Probably more than one mechanism is at 
work when animal-assisted interventions 
provide better results than traditional 
interventions.

HHRF: What do you feel should be the next 
steps from this project to advance EAA/EAI 
research?

AB: We learned a lot from our behavior 
observation via video recordings. I 

think often it is good to actually first 
look closely and systematically at what 
is actually going on between client, 
horse and therapist. Research on basic 
neurobiological parameters we would 
rather now assess via experiments to 
support our theoretical assumptions. 
We think that theory is very important 
because it tries to capture the underlying 
mechanisms and promotes a deeper 
understanding of what the EAI setting 
in contrast to other settings is able to 
provide. Certainly, special indications for 
EAI need to be investigated in more detail 
– instead of just assuming it works well 
for everybody without allergies or fear of 
horses.

HHRF: What are you working on now? 

AB: At the moment we are working 
at finalizing data analysis and writing 
publications on a big dog-project in 
Vienna, where we tested 120 dog-owner 
dyads in different situations, again based 
on attachment theory, social support, 
including physiological measures, 
behavior assessments and instruments 
from attachment research. 

HHRF: What is the most exciting EAA 
research happening today? 

AB: Personally I am very curious about the 
Equine Assisted Interventions for Veterans 
with PTSD, because I work in a dog-
assisted interventions with traumatized 
soldiers from the German Bundeswehr. I 
am also very curious about the results of 
the large NIH/Waltham studies on EAI in 
children with autism spectrum disorders, 
which should be presented during the 
next conferences. 

Heidi Banse, DVM, PhD, DACVIM (LA) obtained 
her DVM from Washington State University.  Fol-
lowing graduation, she completed an internship 
in Large Animal Medicine and Surgery at the 
University of Georgia and a combined residency 
and PhD program at Oklahoma State Univer-
sity.  She is assistant professor of therapeutics 
at the University of Calgary where her research 
focuses on the pathophysiology, diagnosis, and 
treatment of equine metabolic syndrome and 
pituitary pars intermedia dysfunction. 

Virginia Buechner-Maxwell, DVM,  of Fairlawn, 
Virginia, is a veterinary specialist in Large Ani-
mal Internal Medicine and has been a faculty 
member at the Virginia-Maryland College of Vet-
erinary Medicine in Blacksburg, Va. for almost 20 
years. She is the large animal representative of 
the college’s Center for Animal Human Relation-
ships and is working to expand their equine 
program. She hopes to increase veterinary 
awareness and support of programs that build 
upon the positive and unique aspects of the 
horse-human relationship.

Erin Grogan, PhD, of West Chesterfield, NH, is 
Partner, Research and Evaluation for The New 
Teacher Project (TNTP). Her research focuses 
on teacher certification, development, and 
evaluation, and has been published in peer-
reviewed journals including Developmental 
Psychology and Education Researcher. She is a 
PATH-certified Registered Instructor and serves 
on the Board of Directors of Miracles in Motion 
Therapeutic Riding in Keene, NH. 

Carolyn Hammer, DVM PhD, of Fargo, North 
Dakota, is Director of the Equine Science 
program at North Dakota State University and 
the North Dakota Equine Extension Specialist. 
Her research focuses on improving equine 
health and has recently expanded into equine 
guided education. Dr. Hammer is certified with 
EAGALA as an equine specialist. Dr. Hammer has 
authored and co-authored several scientific and 
popular press articles and serves as a reviewer 
for scientific journals.

Welcoming Four New 
Scientific Advisory 
Council Members
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Anniversaries commemorate or celebrate a 
past event.  This year marks 10 years since 
the vision of Molly Sweeney was embodied 
in the founding of the Horses and Humans 
Research Foundation. While the founding 
of HHRF is an event worth celebrating, I 
feel that it is equally important to celebrate 
the ten years of dedicated effort that has 
brought Molly’s vision to life.  

We often evaluate the success of HHRF on 
the number of high quality research projects 
it has funded over the years.  Against this 
measure HHRF has been a tremendous 
success.  HHRF has funded 9 research 
projects since its founding.  The focus of these 
projects have ranged from the investigation 
of the impact of therapeutic riding on trunk 
stability in children to the investigation 
of the neurobiological and psychological 
underpinnings of equine-assisted activities 
to the impacts of equine-assisted activities 
on post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms 
in combat veterans.   

Recently, one of our board members Larry 
Pence was curious about the history of 
HHRF and asked to review the organization’s 
operations since its founding.  What he 
discovered provided a valuable lens for 
looking at the vitality of HHRF and the need 
that it serves. Since beginning operations 
HHRF has received and reviewed a total 188 
research proposals.  The proposals represent 
25 different categories of investigation from 
14 countries with 38 of the applications 
from outside of the United States. The 
proposals represent the involvement of 
135 Universities and 161 centers providing 
equine-assisted therapies.  While shining a 
light on the interest in and need for HHRF 
and the funding it provides, these numbers 
also inspire all of us connected with HHRF to 
redouble our efforts to increase our capacity 
to fund well-conceived rigorous research 
and continue to advance our knowledge of 
horses and how they impact the health and 
wellness of people.

We are excited to launch two new initiatives 
this year in celebration of our first 10 years.   
The first is the introduction of an Innovation 
Grant designed to foster research focused 
on new ideas that bridge the gaps in our 
understanding of horse-human interactions 
with a strong potential for a meaningful 
impact.  The grant seeks to connect practice 
with scientific knowledge by stimulating 

exploration. We are looking for proposals 
that may introduce a new paradigm, 
challenge current paradigms, look at 
existing problems from new perspectives, 
advance novel research methodologies, or 
exhibit other uniquely creative qualities. 
While we continue our support for more 
traditional research methodologies used 
to validate treatment effectiveness, we also 
appreciate that the scientific understanding 
of the unique contributions of the horse may 
necessarily require researchers to explore 
outside the proverbial box.

The second exciting initiative is to raise 
the funds to offer a research award at 
the $100,000 level. Through an increased 
investment in research we hope to address 
some of the criticisms of existing research 
in the field such as small samples sizes, lack 
of research across multiple sites, and  lack 
of adequate experimental controls.  The 
combination of increased levels of funding 
and the support of innovation in research 
represents an exciting step forward in the 
scientific study of horses and their impact on 
human health and wellness.  To accomplish 
this we need your help.

HHRF is not an endowed foundation.  We 
rely on the contributions of you and others 
like yourself who understand the essential 
importance of research in supporting 
equine-assisted activities.  Join me in 
supporting these initiatives and in my 

commitment to support HHRF both now 
and in the future.  Let us invest in research 
to ensure that others in the years to come 
have the opportunity to benefit from and 
experience the power of the horse.

Paul T. Haefner, Ph.D.

President, Board of 
Directors, HHRF

President’s
Letter

“While we continue our support for more traditional research 
methodologies used to validate treatment effectiveness, we 
also appreciate that the scientific understanding of the unique 
contributions of the horse may necessarily require researchers 
to explore outside the proverbial box.”

Increased funding and 
support of innovative 
research represents 
an exciting step in the 
study of horses and 
their impact on human 

health and wellness.

HHRF Innovative Research Grants Call 
for Proposals Letter of Intent due on May 
15!  See front page or visit the website for 
more information. 

Review all of the research funded in 
HHRF’s first decade and learn more about 
Dr. Haefner, Larry Pence, Molly Sweeney 
and the rest of the HHRF Board of 
Directors at horsesandhumans.org.  

Help us fund another decade of ground 
breaking research with a contribution 
of any amount! Contact kchenry@
horsesandhumans.org to discuss planned 
giving options. 

Help us grow our reach! Share this 
newsletter with a friend or colleague. 


