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INTRODUCTION
The polyvagal theory by Stephen Porges (Porges, 2011; 2009; 2001) provides a new insight into structure,
characteristics and function of the autonomic nervous system (ANS). The ANS acts as a neural system evaluating
continually safeness for human and other mammals in changing situations and environments. Porges calls this process
as neuroception. According to the polyvagal theory the ANS is a three-dimensional complex. The parts of the complex
are the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) and the two-part parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) functioning
mainly via the vagus nerve divided into two branches: dorsal vagal complex (DVC) and ventral vagal complex (VVC).
If escaping or defending behavior (SNS) is not possible or might even intensify the threat, DVC activity leads to
freezing and paralyzing of the body and the vital functions. VVC activates in a safe context and adjusts the social
connection system.
The pelvic region nervous complex is directly connected to ANS. The concept of mutual interaction and movement of
the human body and mind with the horse and its appearance, nature and movement can be viewed by the polyvagal
theory, which describes the vagus nerve as a complex structure sending information mainly from the body to the brain
and much less the other way. The bodily movement and the idea of going forward enables to release freezing of the
body and mind. Thinking, feeling, finding alternative paths and solutions and observing new landscapes with the horse
become possible in practice or on a symbolic level. The horse lets the human share his movement on the ground and
mounted, e.g. the horse walking in a peaceful rhythm can strengthen the vagal inhibition (VVC) in human providing a
way out of fear and hypervigilance to relaxation and social connecting.
The human nervous system, like of other mammals, evolved not solely to survive in safe environments, but also to
promote survival in dangerous and threatening contexts.

ALERTNESS, HYPERVIGILANCE AND
MOBILIZATION
The SNS with the group of pelvic muscles are there providing protection to the individual in a
dangerous event. This system makes it possible to fight against a threat or run away and get safe. The
nervous and muscle complex serves as a security guard getting information by neuroception, ready to
protect the vital centre of the body in front of the third sacral vertebra (S3). The pelvic muscles
connect back and upper body to lower limbs. SNS activates the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA)
axis which leads to fast release of glucose and lipids into circulation, an increase of heart rate,
sweating of palms and feet and release of adrenalin and cortisol in blood.

PARALYZING, FREEZING AND
IMMOBILIZATION
The other primitive defensive strategy of all mammals have is death-feigning behavior. The DVC
directs to closing and slowing vital functions when active defending, fighting or escaping is not an
alternative. Freezing and immobilization consists extensive bodily muscle contraction. The contraction
prevents movements and actions, locks the hips, pelvis and jaw, minimizes breathing capacity and
makes the position stiff and stagnated.

EQUINE FASCILITATED THERAPY (EFT)
AND SOCIAL CONNECTION
The effectiveness of the horse at EFT relies substantially on reciprocal relationship and bodily interaction between the
horse and the human. The polyvagal theory underlines the significance of social connecting and leads us towards
further understanding of the physiologic and biologic bases of a safe attachment relationship. Getting carried and
taken care of by the therapy horse, sensing it`s warmth and sharing it´s rhythmical movement and harmony of a EFT
session strengthens the neuroception of safety. Feeling safe activates the VVC and tendency to social interaction and
trust. The horse is a prey animal living in herds, and social connecting with other horses is crucial for its wellbeing. His
survival depends on precise and sensitive perception and interpretation of the relations between the herd members
and of the incidents in surroundings. The therapy horse has therefore the ability to mirror the client´s physiological,
physical and emotional states. Incoherent or inconsistent state of mind has it`s reflection in physical outcome as
gesture and movement. It makes the horse alert, vigil, tensed, slow, not willing to move, hard to stop etc. until the
client becomes more conscious of his state of mind and body. The therapy horse seeks harmony and clarity where the
VVC is active. The therapy horse needs a safe and consistent relationship to the equine fascilitated therapist to be
able to work like this without getting too stressed. This relationship makes up the base of neuroception of safety for
all participants.

CONCLUSIONS AND SUMMARY
In the EFT context communication with the horse is not based only on words but on bodily movements, gestures,
postures, positions, sensations, perceptions and experiences. EFT offers the client a possibility to be part of the
therapeutic relationship without being forced to talk or have an eye contact with the therapist. Neuroception of safety
can develop and mature with the help of the therapy horse. According to various studies EFT provides positive
changes in human body and it`s movements: sense of balance, symmetry and mobility of the body will improve. The
improvement of sensomotoric control and capability stabilize emotional adjustment and reinforce experience of trust
and safety. Relaxation of the pelvic muscles and hips is especially related to the VVC activity and the optimal activity
for social connecting. It has been shown that sensory stimulation, vestibular and proprioceptive movement promotes
sensory integration which influence directly to neuroception of safety (Porges, 2011b). These all are key elements of
EFT.
The conclusion of this pilot review is that the polyvagal theory offers a functional theoretical background for EFT. It
helps us to consider and understand the holistic and effective nature of equine fascilitated therapy.
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