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Preamble and Purpose 
 
The following document establishes the values, responsibilities, and guidelines that EQUUSOMA® 
community members1 strive to apply with students, clients, and participants, regardless of species or 
professional context, as well as the equines in their personal life. It seeks to inform all interactions — 
whether therapeutic, educational, recreational, health-focused, agricultural, research based, or otherwise 
— in ways that support safety, respect, and well-being.   
 
Grounded in welfare science, complemented by ethological, 
somatic, relational, trauma-informed, healing-centered, and 
bioethical principles, these guidelines affirm that ethical 
excellence begins and endures in relationship, supported by the 
community member’s presence, self-awareness, integrity, 
humility, and inner congruence. 
 
These guidelines complement, but do not replace, any 
professional codes or regulatory standards relevant to the 
community member’s primary occupation. EQUUSOMA® 
community members who have more stringent codes of ethics 
and standards of practice than those outlined in the following 
guidelines will default to those codes and standards first. If their 
professional codes and standards are less stringent, it is 
expected that they will abide by the following guidelines. 
 
These guidelines are aspirational in nature. They articulate 
shared values and principles that EQUUSOMA® community members strive toward in their work, rather 
than enforceable rules or contractual obligations. They are intended to inspire reflection, inform 
judgment, and support ongoing growth, recognizing that ethical practice is an evolving commitment 
rather than a fixed standard. 
 
At times, the values and principles described in these guidelines may come into tension with one 
another. In such moments, community members are encouraged to use thoughtful, reflective judgment. 
Community members should draw on supervision, consultation, and their own professional frameworks to 
navigate complexity with integrity and care. 
 
These guidelines are intended to evolve alongside the field. The EQUUSOMA® program welcomes 
feedback and will revisit this document periodically to reflect developments in knowledge, practice, and 
community dialogue. 
 
Core Ethos 
 
EQUUSOMA® community members act with integrity and somatic awareness through reflective and 
trauma-informed intentionality, supporting nervous system renegotiation and relational repair while 
honoring the dignity, autonomy, and interconnection of all beings within the ecosystem that forms our 

 
1 EQUUSOMA® community members refers to program students and graduates, EQUUSOMA® Practitioners, training assistants, 
EQUUSOMA®-approved credit hour providers, and faculty / instructors. 

We are born into a state of 
relationship, and our ceremonies 

and rituals are guides  
to lead us deeper into that 
relationship with all things. 

 
The big lesson? 

 
Relationships never end; they just 
change. In believing that lies the 
freedom to carry compassion, 

empathy, love, kindness and respect 
into and through whatever changes. 

 
We are made more by that practice. 
 

Richard Wagamese, Ojibway Nation 
(Wagamese, 2016, p. 44). 
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world. Guided by an ethic of nonviolence and accountability, we foster safety, trust, and mutual 
flourishing grounded in embodiment, coherence, and authentic aliveness. 
 
Community members can make ethical choices grounded in an awareness of others’ needs and 
perspectives. This involves a willingness to place fairness above personal gain, to engage thoughtfully 
with complexity, and to act in good faith.  
 

Foundational Values 
 

• Respect for Sentience and Dignity: Sentience involves the ability to experience states such as 
comfort or distress, pleasure or pain, without necessarily requiring advanced reasoning or proof 
of consciousness. Community members recognize the dignity of living beings and the 
environment, regardless of species or social group, including their intrinsic worth, the obligation 
to avoid inflicting unnecessary harm, and the importance of fostering conditions that support 
well-being. 

 
• Relational Awareness: Relationships are complex, dynamic, and nuanced, involving broader 

social and systemic contexts, historical patterns, nervous system states, behaviours, vulnerability, 
and ruptures. Relationships are also a source of experiences that are corrective and reparative, 
promoting co-regulation, connection, and coherence. Mutual learning and respect for 
individuality guide interactions. 

 
• Accountability: Mindful, somatic awareness and self-reflection support attuned responsiveness 

and renegotiation rather than reactivity. Accepting responsibility for what is within one’s locus of 
control requires intentionality, personal inquiry, and interpersonal and interspecies effectiveness, 
which are active and ongoing commitments and not static. Accountability is approached from the 
standpoint of ethical stewardship that honours commitments, maintains integrity, and that 
upholds the intention to act in the best interests of the planet and those who inhabit it.  

 
• Justice: Equines, humans, other species, and the environment interact and influence one 

another in complex ways in an anthropocentric world. Intentions and actions prioritize equity, 
inclusivity, non-discrimination, and a felt sense of safety for all, wherever possible. Layers and 
intersections of emerging variables and needs are considered so that no being is exploited for 
another’s gain. Impacts on multiple levels are considered and addressed before acting on 
intentions. Compassion and sustainability in communities and ecosystems supports mutual 
welfare and well-being. 

 
• Cultural and Interspecies Humility: Humility in this context is an ongoing practice of 

self-awareness, reflection, and relationship-building that centers curiosity and respect. It involves 
fostering a beginner’s mind, allowing for uncertainty, acknowledging the limits of one’s own 
perspective, addressing power differences in interactions, and approaching each individual 
being, regardless of species or social group, as the expert of their own experience. Rather than 
striving for expertise or to “master” knowledge of others, humility emphasizes continual learning, 
genuine listening, and co-creating understanding through trust and mutual respect. Humility 
involves a commitment to celebrating diversity and to fostering anti-oppressive practice. 
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• Academic Rigour: Academic rigour means approaching learning with focus, depth, and intention 
rather than simply completing tasks or memorizing information. It involves thinking critically, 
staying curious, actively engaging with concepts and phenomena, and persisting through 
complexity or uncertainty. In practice, this looks like prioritizing nuanced understanding over 
speed and superficiality, and grounding top-down knowledge or opinions in concrete evidence 
and bottom-up knowing. Avoiding confirmation bias requires openness to new information and a 
willingness to question, explore, experience, and consolidate multiple sources of information, as 
well as consider their validity and credibility. Adopting a growth mindset and a beginner’s mind 
involves recognizing the limits of one’s existing knowledge, committing to being open to new 
perspectives and layers, and embraces challenges as opportunities for growth and development. 

 
• Professional Engagement: Ethical practice values interdisciplinary collaboration among 

veterinary and medical professionals, therapists, counsellors, coaches, instructors, trainers, 
bodyworkers, behaviour consultants, elders, spiritual advisors, ethologists, animal rescuers and 
rehabilitators, and other service providers and key stakeholders. Collegial respect fosters 
learning, innovation, and high welfare standards across professions. Community members 
advocate publicly for ethical, trauma-informed, and evidence-based standards in work and 
settings that involve humans and equines. 

 

Scope 
 
Some of the guidelines outlined in this document pertain specifically to community members who have a 
professional scope of practice2 or occupation within which they apply the material learned in the 
EQUUSOMA® program. Such guidelines might not be as relevant to community members whose 
application of the material is limited to their personal life, but may still be worth considering with respect 
to the concept of social license to operate (see Appendix B) in relation to equine and equestrian pursuits 
and animal welfare. In addition, while the primary focus of community members is equine-human trauma 
recovery in a variety of contexts, the present guidelines are intended to inform practice with all species 
that community members interact with within the scope of their application of the material learned in the 
program. Community members adapt the following principles and guidelines based on species-specific 
needs and on the scope of their application (personal, professional, or both). 

 
 
 
 
 

 
2 See Appendix B: Social Contracts for more information about scope of practice and social license to operate (SLO). 
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Section 1: Mammalian Welfare and Well-Being 
 
Mammalian welfare and well-being are grounded in the principles of dignity, autonomy, and 
compassionate care, regardless of species. Ethologically-informed practice recognizes that health, 
participation, and potential are shaped not only by individual factors but also by (a) biopsychosocial 
determinants of health—the conditions in which individuals of different species and social groups are born, 
grow, learn, live, work, and age, and (b) adverse experiences and resiliency factors that occur within those 
conditions. Community members welcome individuality, seeing coping mechanisms and resilience as 
dynamic behaviours and processes shaped by internal (within the individual) and external (outside the 
individual) factors rather than evidence of a fixed trait. 
 
Respect for physical, emotional, social, relational, and cognitive needs is a central aspiration of this work. 
Animal welfare standards emphasize the Five Domains Model and the Five Freedoms, ensuring freedom 
from hunger, discomfort, pain, and fear, and the freedom to express natural behaviors. 
 
Accordingly, EQUUSOMA® community members aspire to: 
 
1.1  Setting the Conditions 
 

a) Understand that adverse experiences, systemic inequities, trauma, and access to basic 
needs, sensory comfort, support, and resources all influence how each individual being 
reacts, responds, engages, and thrives. 

 

b) Cultivate sustainable conditions that reflect the ethological needs of the different species 
involved, as summarized in the table below (not an exhaustive list): 

 

Across 
Species 

• Access to water, food security, safe and sanitary living conditions, and health care 
• Access to healthy habitats, ecosystems, and natural environments 
• Enriched environments that support comfort, curiosity, and natural behaviour 
• Experiencing a felt sense of agency and aliveness 

Equines 

• The ability to forage, graze, and seek shelter and shade 
• Sufficient space for freedom of movement, exploration, and distancing 
• Herd or social settings that allow mutual grooming and undisturbed resting 
• Social bonds and emotional needs are recognized and protected 
• Separation is managed with care and preparation to prevent or reduce stress 
• Prolonged isolation, confinement to stalls, or restricted turnout are avoided except 

for short-term medical necessity 

Humans 

• Education, employment, and income 
• Social supports and community belonging 
• Opportunities that provide a sense of purpose and meaning 
• Accommodation based on specific needs 

 

c) Strive to provide or advocate for conditions that support welfare, well-being, and the goals 
of service delivery, and reduce or eliminate conditions that create pain, distress, disparities, 
suffering, or that interfere with service delivery or effectiveness.  
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d) Foster environments and experiences that cultivate security, connection, empowerment, 
confidence, meaning, purpose, and aliveness. 

 

e) Maintain consistency and compassion in all interactions to reinforce trust and stability as 
the foundation for healing and wellness. 

 
f) Strive to provide or advocate for inclusive, equitable, and accessible services, reducing 

barriers related to social group or identity. 
 

g) Collaborate with other professionals, communities, and organizations to address upstream 
factors that impact well-being, aiming for both individual and community/herd-level resilience. 

 
Risk Management 
 

h) Design clear safety procedures, facility standards, and risk assessments. 
 

i) Monitor equine workload and emotional state, ensuring their participation changes before 
or when signs of stress, illness, or fatigue appear. 

 
j) Track and attend to proxemics, spatial awareness, emotional regulation, pacing, boundaries, 

thresholds, overall capacity, and physical protection to promote mutual safety. 
 

1.2  Equine Stewardship 
 

a) Maintain regular veterinary and dental care, farriery, parasite control, and preventive 
health programs. 

 

b) Address pain, discomfort, illness, or behavioral distress immediately or as soon as possible. 
 

c) Maintain accurate health and welfare records, document observations of stress signals, 
stereotypic behaviors, or fatigue, and respond promptly. 

 

d) Give equal weight to the equine’s mental and emotional state and to its physical condition 
in welfare assessment. 

 
e) Ensure that training and handling follow humane, evidence-based approaches that rely on 

clarity, consistency, and co-regulation — never fear, pain, or aversive force. 
 

f) Aim for understanding, not submission, supporting confidence and curiosity in the equine. 
 

g) Prevent stress through clear communication and accuracy in attunement to nervous system 
states, behaviour, and affect. 

 
h) Practice environmental sustainability, mindful land management, and ethical use of 

resources supporting herd and habitat health. 
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Involvement in Human-Led Activities 
 

i) Base each equine’s involvement on their health, physical condition, temperament, capacity, 
thresholds, and apparent willingness, whether the equine is the intended client or a 
participant in service delivery or activities for a human client. 

 

j) Ensure that activities, exercises, and experiences do not intentionally trigger fear, pain, 
submission, or lead to exhaustion. 

 
k) Educate human clients and communities about responsible equine care, welfare, and 

compassionate stewardship. 
 

l) Conduct routine welfare assessments that evaluate the equine’s ongoing comfort, enthusiasm, 
and capacity to engage while minimizing or eliminating negative stress. 

 

m) Structure workload to allow adequate rest, variety, and recovery time, and continuously 
reviewing equine participation for suitability and enjoyment. 

 
n) Respectfully and responsibly transition equines not willing or able to continue in service to 

appropriate roles, living arrangements, or retirement.  
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Section 2: Intersectional and Interspecies Awareness 
 

2.1 Cultural and Interspecies Competence and Humility 
People around the world assign differing value and power according to a variety of characteristics and 
variables. Each of these diverse variables intersects, creating a stacked effect that adds to the complexity of 
an individual being’s experience in the world when it is not acknowledged or accommodated: 
 

• Biological kingdom, species, breed, and race 
• Skin, hair, or fur colour; body shape and size, and other characteristics of appearance  
• Ethnicity and cultural background (including traditions, beliefs, and practices) 
• Language, fluency, dialect, accent, and use of Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) 
• Age, generation, and related historical events 
• Sex, gender identity and expression, and sexual orientation 
• Relational, marital, and family status 
• Genetics and epigenetics, physical and mental health status and conditions, diagnoses, abilities, 

disabilities, impairments, differences, and delays 
• Temperament and personality traits 
• Level of education 
• Occupational or employment status, socioeconomic status, and social class 
• Religion or spiritual beliefs 
• Nationality, citizenship, and geographic location 
• Adverse experiences, prejudice, discrimination, oppression, and collective trauma (past, present, 

and intergenerational) 
 
As a result, community members respect that each being’s lived embodied experience may differ from 
their own due to intersecting cultural, social, or species-based identities. In order to celebrate diversity 
and manage power imbalances transparently, EQUUSOMA® community members aspire to: 
 

a) Engage in ongoing examination of their own personal, cultural, social, and species-related 
implicit biases and shame, and seek supervision, consultation, and/or personal growth 
opportunities when issues or conflicts arise around identity, inclusion, or power dynamics, 
in order to not compromise service delivery. 

 

b) Be mindful of real and ascribed differences in power and role, striving never to exploit or 
mislead others, and use professional or occupational status, knowledge, and skill responsibly. 

 
c) Understand customs, social norms, ethological and historical contexts, and justice 

considerations related to interpersonal and interspecies diversity, privilege, implicit bias, 
anthropocentrism, other forms of discrimination, power and control dynamics, and trauma. 

 

d) Approach every interaction with cultural humility, affirming diverse forms of knowledge, 
expression, and ways of knowing3 to foster inclusive, trauma-sensitive spaces.  

 

 
3 This aspiration is aligned with the principle of “two-eyed seeing”, defined by Mi’kmaw Elder Albert Marshall as “learning to see 
from one eye with the strengths of Indigenous knowledges and ways of knowing and from the other eye with the strength of 
Western knowledges and ways of knowing… and learning to use both eyes together for the benefit of all” (2004; in CCPA, 2020).  
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e) Avoid cultural appropriation (defined as taking or using aspects of a marginalized culture 
without recognition, understanding, or permission, particularly by those from more 
dominant groups) and cultivate genuine cultural appreciation grounded in knowledge, 
ethical awareness, and collaboration.  

 
f) Use practices or cultural elements from traditions outside one’s own only when there is clear 

consent and approval from appropriate and recognized traditional teachers, Elders, 
knowledge holders, or healers (where applicable), ensuring appropriate attribution and 
representation of permissions, sources, and lineages. 

 

g) Adapt strategies, communication, and relational approaches to account for cultural, social 
identity, and species-based differences in perception, behavior, and expectations. 

 
h) Actively work to cultivate a felt sense of safety and belonging for all involved beings, creating 

environments that affirm dignity, autonomy, and self-determination. 
 

i) Strive to honor the fundamental worth and privacy of all beings, practicing with sensitivity 
to individual, role, species, and cultural differences while maintaining a 
non-discriminatory stance.  

 
j) Model cultural humility and reflective awareness, with the intention of building 

relationships and environments that promote mutual respect, inclusion, and well-being 
for all involved. 

 
2.2 Interrelatedness and Parallel Process 
Human and equine well-being are understood as interdependent and multidimensional—physical, 
emotional, cognitive, social, and spiritual. Their respective inner states shape and influence the relational 
field. As such, body-mind-environment dynamics reflect a complex degree of interconnectivity and 
mutual influence. The health of one affects the health of all. As such, addressing the impact of human 
emotional, autonomic, relational, and behavioural patterns on animal welfare is an inextricable part of 
supporting interspecies trauma recovery. 
 
Accordingly, EQUUSOMA® community members aspire to: 
 

a) Acknowledge the interconnection between mental, emotional, social, and physical 
health across and between species, and how these interact within environments, 
systems, and social structures. 

 

b) Recognize that human behaviour, nervous system and relational patterns, healing and 
wellness directly influences these variables in equines, and vice versa. 

 
c) Monitor for the potential for parallel process4 and re-enactments between humans 

and equines and take steps to support renegotiation for each, referring to other 
relevant services or professionals where relevant or necessary. 

 
4 Parallel process in equine-human trauma recovery refers to circumstances when somatic and relational patterns, themes, 
activation, or growing edges in one being are also relevant and/or present in some variation in one or more interrelated beings. 
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Section 3: Trauma- and Healing-Centered Practice 
 
3.1 Trauma-Informed Services 
Common principles of trauma-informed services include safety, choice, voice, empowerment/agency, 
trust, collaboration, and compassion. While these are commonly applied by professionals in relation to 
their human clients, EQUUSOMA® community members also extend these same principles with all 
species involved in service delivery, whether as participants, clients, or some other capacity (such as the 
unanticipated presence of a wild species). For services to be beneficial, the safety of each client and 
participant, regardless of species, remains a central priority, recognizing that complete safety is neither 
possible nor realistic. Accordingly, EQUUSOMA® community members aspire to: 
 

• Adopt a position of being for and with the clients’ and participants’ experience. 
 

• Avoid actions that could retraumatize wherever possible without becoming ineffective 
through excessive caution and apprehension. 

 

• Model congruent alignment of their inner state, words, and actions to build trust. 
 

• Monitor themselves and their capacity to deliver services and engage in self-care and 
personal work to support their own regulation, coherence, and overall resilience. 

 

• Intentionally cultivate an attuned and responsive way of being that supports a felt sense 
of safety, security, and co-regulation. 

 

• Acknowledge that others are subjects and agents in their own lives. 
 

• Pay attention to cues of “yes”, “maybe”, and “no” that may be communicated vocally 
and/or via facial expressions, movements, impulses, gestures, and other behaviours, 
affective, physiological, and relational cues. 

 
• Recognize that client and participant behaviour and body language might conceal their 

actual state or needs as a way of seeking safety in relationship. 
 
• Clearly communicate the limits of their scope of practice and what aspects of interspecies 

trauma recovery they can provide. 
 

• Approach service delivery in a way that fosters trust through consistency, predictability, 
transparency, fairness, and reliability. 
 

• Hold clients, participants, and oneself with compassion when encountering challenges, 
recognizing “tries” as the best attempt possible in each moment, and adapt accordingly to 
support growth in a way that is incremental and sustainable. 

 

• Acknowledge, address, and repair errors, misunderstandings, or ethical breaches with 
openness and humility. 

 



 EQUUSOMA® Practice Guidelines – 2026 Revision  |  Page 12 of 24 

3.2 Healing-Centered Engagement 
Building on trauma-informed practice, an interspecies healing-centered approach recognizes that 
recovery and resilience occur within groups and communities and are influenced by history, ancestry, 
species, social variables, and environmental and systemic conditions. Possibility, strength, and collective 
well-being are emphasized rather than focusing solely on individual difficulties. Meaningful shifts in 
capacity and belonging are prioritized beyond simply reducing symptoms or “problem behaviours”. The 
goal is fostering transformation—supporting all to thrive with dignity and connection. Accordingly, 
EQUUSOMA® community members aspire to: 
 

• Understand trauma recovery as both an individual and a collective process that 
encompasses intentions, efforts, and change at a micro and a macro level. 

 

• See all beings, regardless of species or social group, as possessing an innate capacity 
for healing and wisdom, cultivated through respectful relationship and supportive 
environments. 

 
• Cultivate opportunities for curiosity, hope, play, imagination, joy, purpose, aliveness, 

empowerment, self-determination, and triumph. 
 
• Adopt a balanced perspective that celebrates and builds upon existing coherence, 

resources, creativity, and strengths rather than centering solely on “deficits”, without 
invalidating legitimate difficulties through toxic positivity or spiritual bypassing. 

 
• Engage with clients and participants as co-creators of positive change rather than 

passive recipients of care, services, or interventions. 
 
• Invite participation, reciprocity, and stewardship, recognizing individual welfare, well-

being, and wellness are woven into collective health and ecological balance.  
 

• Adopt a trauma and healing lens in a way that supports the shifts outlined in the table below: 
 

Traditional Perspective Trauma-Informed and Healing-Centered Lens 
Pathology Possibility 

“What’s wrong with you?” 
“What’s happened to you?” 

“What’s right with you?” 
“What’s shifting and emerging?” 

“They’re being difficult” “They’re having a difficult time” 
Doing something to another Experiencing and exploring something with another 

Power over Power with 
Imposing, coercing, and dictating Inviting, collaborating, negotiating, and co-creating 
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Section 4: Beneficence and Non-Maleficence 
 

The guiding aim is to promote good and prevent harm for all involved. Decisions5 and methods must 
enhance mutual well-being rather than prioritize one species over another wherever possible. Ethical 
action requires EQUUSOMA® community members to do good (beneficence)—supporting safety, 
welfare, and growth—and to avoid or minimize harm (non-maleficence) by applying humane frameworks 
and principles grounded in animal welfare science, equitation science6, neurobiology, traumatology, 
somatics, and intersubjectivity. 

Therefore, EQUUSOMA® community members aspire to: 
 

a) Continually monitor emotional and physical responses, adjusting methods to ensure 
experiences remain safe, compassionate, and effective for both humans and equines. 

 
b) Engage in ongoing ethical review and welfare monitoring, allowing for reflection, 

adaptation, and accountability in real time. 
 

c) Balance the needs of the environment and those within it so that none is exploited for 
another’s gain wherever possible. 

 
d) Prioritize welfare and autonomy as the central criteria for ethical justification. 

 

e) Recognize that there may be circumstances7 where actions that aim to do good on one 
level may cause harm on another level, and that pursuing continuing education, 
supervision, and/or consultation is essential to navigating complex situations humanely 
and with ethical integrity. 

 
f) Resolve decisions through transparent ethical reasoning, consultation, and 

documentation when the need for timely effectiveness may conflict with the longer-term 
goals and intentions of equine-human trauma recovery (see Appendix D). 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
5 See Appendix D: Decision-Making Framework for additional details. 
6 Examples of equitation science frameworks and principles that are either aligned with or can be adapted based on EQUUSOMA® 
principles and practices include but are not limited to: Least Intrusive, Minimally Aversive (LIMA); Least Inhibitive, Functionally 
Effective (LIFE); the Humane Hierarchy; and the First Principles of Horse Training from the International Society for Equitation 
Science (ISES). See Appendix C for additional details about the LIMA and LIFE models. 
7 Such as in the case of health issues, pain, worsening physical condition, safety or welfare concerns, or emerging situations 
involving imminent risk of harm. 
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Section 5: Professional Conduct 
 
The preservation of integrity, impartiality, and safety in all equine-human contexts is paramount. 
Commitment to professional conduct preserves the trust and psychological safety essential to ethical 
practice, preventing role confusion, coercion, or inadvertent harm. While these guidelines are aspirational 
overall, certain provisions, particularly those concerning sexual and romantic boundaries below, reflect 
minimum ethical thresholds widely shared across allied professions. EQUUSOMA® community members 
are expected to hold these as firm commitments rather than aspirations: 
 
5.1 Confidentiality and Privacy 
 

a) Keep client and participant information kept confidential in accordance with professional 
standards and law. 

 

b) Share information and media related to clients only with consent and in respectful contexts.  
 

c) Disclose information only when significant risk of harm requires it by ethical or legal duty. 
 

5.2 Safe and Effective Use of Self  
 

a) Pursue continuous professional development to update knowledge in areas relevant to 
equine-human trauma recovery. 

 

b) Personal growth and mindful self-reflection in support of their own healing, regulation, 
internal clarity, empathy, and ethical responsiveness. 

 

c) Seek out supervision, consultation, and/or mentorship as appropriate in complex situations 
to maintain a high standard of service delivery. 

 
d) Be accountable for their actions and continuously open to feedback, correction, and 

restorative processes when errors occur to strengthen professional maturity. 
 
5.3 Evidence-Informed and Evolving Practice 
 

a) Provide programs and services that are grounded in relevant areas of knowledge, research, and 
practice, including but not limited to: traumatology, ethology, neuroscience, psychophysiology, 
population health, equitation science, animal welfare, best practices, and promising practices.  

 

b) Appreciate the complementary nature of evidence-based practice and practice-based 
evidence, balancing science and research with awareness of lived experience.  

 

c) Seek and consider the input, feedback, and perspectives of clients and participants, 
regardless of species, along with other subject matter experts and stakeholders when 
planning, delivering, and improving programs and services. 
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d) Contribute to the development of one’s industry or field and to the advancement of 
interspecies trauma recovery through ethical inquiry, responsible research, and transparent 
sharing of learning and findings. 

 

5.4 Professional Boundaries 
 

a) Avoid dual or multiple relationships that could reasonably be expected to: 
 

i. impair professional judgment, competence, or objectivity; 
ii. create the potential for harm, exploitation, or conflict of interest; or 
iii. interfere with the ability to perform effectively within one’s role or one’s 

professional or occupational scope of practice. 
 

b) Exercise due diligence to reduce any risk of harm or exploitation when dual relationships 
are unavoidable (for example, in small or rural communities where herds, families, or care 
networks overlap, or in professional communities that share a common niche). 

 

c) Avoid romantic or sexual relationships with: 
 

i. any current or former client or participant (of any species);  
ii. individuals over whom they hold, or may come to hold, evaluative or supervisory 

authority; or 
iii. anyone for whom such a relationship is prohibited under their profession’s 

regulating standards or codes of conduct. 
 

d) Abide by their relevant professional standards and organizational policies around dual or 
multiple relationships and conflicts of interest. 

 

e) Take ethical, reasonable, and documented steps to resolve dual or multiple relationships and 
conflicts of interest, prioritizing the welfare of all affected parties. 

 
f) Seek supervision or consultation when encountering potentially complex or harmful role 

conflicts to navigate ethical or clinical implications, including whether and how to modify or 
terminate service provision in the safest, most respectful way. 

 
5.5 Professional Representation 
 

a) Uphold the highest standards of honesty, legality, and professional representation.  
 

b) Maintain ethical clarity not only in their relationships but also in how they represent 
themselves and their services to the public, colleagues, and clients across species. 

 
c) Represent their credentials, education, and scope of practice truthfully and clearly. 
 

d) Clearly describe the limits of the scope of their professional practice in relation to the 
application of the material learned in the EQUUSOMA® program and related offerings. 
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e) Ensure that all public statements, marketing, and promotional materials—written, verbal, or 
digital—about services, fees, success rates, qualifications, or affiliations must be accurate, 
transparent, and not misleading. 

 
f) Not misappropriate or misuse scientific, neuroscience language, pseudoscience, research 

claims, or Indigenous or other cultural practices to influence or attract clients or colleagues.  
 

Scope of Practice and Professional Responsibility 
 

g) Operate within the boundaries of their professional training, occupation, licensure, and 
insurance, and comply with all applicable local, provincial/state, and federal laws. 

 

h) Acknowledge and communicate the limits of their competence and ensure that claims of 
competence and areas of service accurately reflect legitimate education, supervised 
experience, and qualifications. 

 
i) Refer clients to other service providers (or seek out other service providers for their own support) 

when the situation exceeds their qualifications, scope, or skillset. 
 

j) Assume responsibility for staying informed of current ethical codes, professional standards, 
and legal frameworks governing their respective fields or roles, as applicable. 

 
5.6 Respectful Professional Relations 
 

a) Maintain a tone of respect and collegiality when interacting with peers, clients, organizations, 
and the public. 

 

b) Address concerns about unethical conduct by others discreetly, constructively, and through 
proper channels, in the spirit of integrity and collective accountability. 

 
c) Collaborate across disciplines with transparency and mutual regard, upholding both human 

and equine welfare as shared goals. 
 

d) Demonstrate respect for trademarks, intellectual property, and copyright by citing sources 
appropriately, abiding by applicable laws and legislation, and obtaining licensing permission 
where applicable. 

 
e) Foster partnerships that promote interdisciplinary cooperation and continuous improvement 

of standards. 
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Section 6: Ethics of Somatic Education and Touch 
 
Somatic approaches and the mindful use of touch have a legitimate and valuable role in body-oriented 
and experiential services when applied with clear boundaries, sensitivity, informed consent, and 
professional judgment. Because embodied exploration and tactile contact may heighten vulnerability or 
evoke deep emotional or physiological responses, EQUUSOMA® community members aspire to 
maintain careful ethical standards and close attention to individual thresholds of tolerance, safety, and 
consent/assent, regardless of species.  
 
Accordingly, EQUUSOMA® community members aspire to: 
 
6.1 Preparation and Competence 
 

a) Obtain specific training, supervision, and professional competency in somatic and touch-
focused methods. 

 

b) Ongoing supervision, consultation, and personal practice in somatic and touch-based 
interventions to maintain clarity and integrity. 

 
c) Receive somatic and touch-related work themselves to understand embodiment, boundaries, 

and the subjective experience of somatic attunement and touch in a professional context. 
 

d) Never use somatic and touch interventions to gratify their own personal, emotional, or 
theoretical needs, or in a way that is coercive, invasive, or sexual. 

 
e) Recognize the differences between behavioural and somatic interventions and where the 

former can be adapted based on the latter. 
 
6.2 Appropriateness and Assessment 
 

a) Carefully evaluate the appropriateness of somatic and/or touch-based work for each client, 
considering client readiness, developmental capacity, health status, temperament, trauma 
history, and ability to integrate sensory input. 

 

b) Ensure that all somatic and touch interventions are offered with the intention of being with 
and for the client or participant. 

 
c) Use somatic and/or touch interventions only when they can be reasonably expected to benefit 

client and participant well-being, learning, regulation, containment, or trauma renegotiation. 
 

d) Assess the client’s capacity for genuine informed consent or assent (depending on age and 
species), mitigating the risk for dependency, regression, or erotic or attachment-related 
transferences that can arise. 
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e) Provide the client and/or the human or equine guardian with clear and truthful information 
about the purpose, nature, goals, potential risks and benefits, roles, and the limits of their 
scope and services. 

 
f) Ensure human clients and participants understand that they can withdraw consent at any time, 

and that human or equine guardians understand that client and participant autonomy and right 
to refuse are considered and respected wherever possible, regardless of age or species. 

 

g) Document any significant updates, observations, or consultations regarding somatic work, touch, 
or consent. 

 

Autonomy and Self-Determination 

h) Communicate throughout service delivery through their words, intentions, and actions that clients 
and participants of any species may change their mind, refuse, pause, or end any somatic or 
touch-based intervention at any point without penalty. 

 
i) Obtain informed consent (or assent) before initiating any somatic or touch-related method, 

preferably in written form, and documenting this in the client’s record. 
 

j) Re-evaluate consent and readiness continuously throughout service delivery, with explicit 
check-ins at appropriate intervals. 

 
k) Continually titrate and adjust pacing in response to the window of tolerance, supporting the 

identification and expression of ‘no’ and/or growing capacity in relation to ‘yes’ or incrementally 
larger invitations or ‘asks’, depending on the identified goals. 

 
Sensitivity to Non-Spoken and Behavioral Cues 
 

l) Understand that verbal or written consent or assent alone may not reflect the client’s full 
embodied experience of comfort or discomfort, and that some clients and participants 
communicate primarily through body language. 

 

m) Maintain nuanced awareness of vocal, postural, energetic, facial, bodily, behavioural, and 
relational cues indicating acceptance, stress, or refusal. 

 
n) Work in a gradual way that recognizes thresholds and aims to support renegotiation at lower 

levels of activation or stimulation before proceeding to larger ones. 
 
6.3 Boundaries and Containment 
 

a) Establish clear sexual and relational boundaries, prohibit sexual touching or stimulation of any 
kind, and set explicit, respectful limits on client behaviour, regardless of species or context. 

 

b) Provide information about the value of clear boundaries in somatic and touch interventions in a 
way that is non-shaming, culturally sensitive, and professional. 
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c) Maintain awareness of their own body, boundaries, nervous system state, emotions, thoughts, 
impulses, and behaviour to prevent or mitigate counter-transference and inadvertent re-
enactments, role reversals, or confusion. 

 
d) Monitor client and participant hyper- and hypo-arousal, thresholds, and management strategies 

(such as transference, merging, disconnecting, appeasement, overriding, etc.) during somatic and 
touch interventions, and strive for healthy containment to ensure the process remains supportive 
and empowering rather than overwhelming. 

 
e) Obtain supervision or consultation in complex situations to maintain ethical clarity and safety. 
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APPENDIX B: Social Contracts 
 
Scope of Practice 
The term “scope of practice” is most used in the health care fields to designate the range of activities 
that a professional has the training, competency, and authorization to perform. However, in the 
EQUUSOMA® program, we use this term more broadly to refer to the scope of the occupation or 
profession involving a training and/or credentialing process that leads to skills and expertise in working 
with a defined “client” population, without narrowing it to a specific field.  
 
A general overview of the differences between professions and occupations is offered in the table below. 
 

Professions Occupations 
Typically licensed or regulated by legislation May involve a credentialing process, but do not involve 

licensure or regulation 
Overseen by a regulatory College or licensing board May or may not involve voluntary membership in a 

professional association 
Must abide by codes of ethics, standards of practice, 
and other laws that govern the profession 

Might involve voluntary adherence to a professional 
association’s code of ethics and/or practice  

Examples: social workers, counsellors and 
psychotherapists (depending on jurisdiction), 
veterinarians and veterinary technicians, medical doctors, 
nurses, teachers, human and equine physiotherapists, 
hippotherapy practitioners, etc. 

Examples: riding instructors, therapeutic/adaptive 
riding instructors, life coaches, clinical animal 
behaviourists, certified equine behaviour consultants, 
horse trainers, human and equine energy workers, 
other human and equine bodyworkers, etc. 

The examples above are for illustrative purposes and are not an exhaustive list. Whether or not a particular credential or career 
is a profession or an occupation depends on the jurisdiction. Some certifications are a qualification that leads to an occupation 
with a scope of practice, while other certifications require a pre-existing occupation or profession with a scope of practice. 
 
While hippotherapy isn’t a licensed or regulated profession, it can only be practiced by licensed or regulated physiotherapists, 
speech-language pathologists, and occupational therapists. 

 
Scope of practice may also be limited, to a degree, by the terms of one’s professional insurance (meaning 
that someone could be trained and competent in providing a particular service or approach but their 
insurance will not cover them if they were to provide said service or approach). Similarly, someone may 
hold credentials in a particular field or industry but be working in a position with a job description that 
limits the kinds of tasks that they perform within that role. A professional’s scope of practice is also 
influenced by their degree of proficiency (technical skill) and capacity (emotional development and physical 
health / stress levels) to engage in their profession or career, which can fluctuate over time.  
 
Social License to Operate: SLO refers to the informal and unwritten approval (or “license”) granted by the 
public or stakeholders to an industry, company, or organization in relation to the activities that they engage 
in. In recent years, a number of people and practices in racing, equestrian sport, horsemanship, and 
equine-assisted interventions have been scrutinized or have lost credibility due to concerns about equine 
safety and welfare or about their legitimacy (Heleski, 2023; Rankins & Malinowski, 2025). Maintaining SLO 
involves integrity, trust, credibility, consent, competence, transparency, and accountability—which are also 
aligned with the principles of trauma-informed care (Bowen & Murshid, 2016). Your assignment will reflect a 
commitment to SLO within your scope of practice.  

See Appendix A: References for citations. 
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APPENDIX C: Balancing Models of Ethical Effectiveness 
 
Two widely discussed frameworks inform the ethical use of behavioural methods and interventions: LIMA 
(Least Intrusive, Minimally Aversive) and LIFE (Least Inhibitive, Functionally Effective). Each model shares a 
commitment to minimizing harm but approaches the balance between intrusiveness, restraint, and 
efficacy from slightly different perspectives. 
 
LIMA – Least Intrusive, Minimally Aversive 

• Emphasizes using the gentlest, least coercive or aversive method likely to succeed. 
• Prioritizes positive reinforcement, environmental management, and antecedent change before 

considering techniques that restrict choice or create discomfort. 
• Encourages careful assessment of the “intrusiveness hierarchy,” weighing both emotional impact 

and welfare cost. 
• Focuses on preserving the learner’s sense of control and trust, recognizing that aversive 

experiences can undermine relationship and psychological safety. 
 

LIFE – Least Inhibitive, Functionally Effective 
• Expands ethical analysis to include functional effectiveness, ecological validity, and the 

prevention of long-term inhibition or learned helplessness. 
• Advocates for methods that are efficient enough to protect safety and welfare while maintaining 

the animal’s confidence and ability to act meaningfully in their environment. 
• Recognizes that sometimes interventions must be effective and timely to prevent greater harm 

(e.g., risk to human or animal safety), if implemented transparently and under ethical supervision. 
• Highlights functional competence and behavioral recovery as markers of ethical success—healing 

through empowerment, not suppression. 
 
Shared Principles of LIMA and LIFE 
Both models endorse: 

• Evidence-based, humane interventions grounded in behavioral science. 
• Progressive, tiered decision-making, starting with least-restrictive and working only as far as 

necessary to achieve safety and learning. 
• Individualized assessment—recognizing that every equine–human partnership has unique 

thresholds, histories, and stress responses. 
• Competent observation and timing, ensuring responses remain proportionate, informative, and 

restorative rather than punitive. 
• Continual welfare evaluation—if a technique causes fear, pain, or inhibition, it is re-evaluated or 

discontinued. 
• Transparency and reflection, with professionals accountable for explaining why a given method 

was ethically justified and how risk was minimized. 
 
Ultimately, ethical practice seeks balance between kindness and competence, ensuring interventions are 
both humane and functionally effective. LIMA and LIFE can coexist within the same ethical compass: both 
frameworks aim to safeguard welfare, uphold beneficence and non-maleficence, and prioritize 
relationships and outcomes that sustain confidence, safety, and dignity for all species. See Appendix D 
for a structured framework to supporting ethical decision making in relation to complex situations. 
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APPENDIX D: Decision-Making Framework 

 
The following framework to assist with navigating complex situations and/or ethical dilemmas has been 
adapted from the decision-making processes outlined in the Canadian Counselling and Psychotherapy 
Association’s Code of Ethics to integrate a somatic and interspecies-informed lens. Steps 2 through 5 
don’t always happen in order—they may occur at the same time and influence each other. 
 
Step 1: 

• What are the key issues in this situation? 
• What additional information is needed to decide on a course of action? 
• Whose voices or perspectives have not been considered? 

 
Step 2: 

• What values, principles, and guidelines from the EQUUSOMA® Practice Guidelines are relevant 
to this situation?  

• What concepts, principles, methods, and frameworks from the EQUUSOMA® training are 
relevant to this situation? 

• What other applicable frameworks, principles, teachings, guidelines, codes of ethics, codes of 
conduct, standards of practice, policies, regulations, legislation, case law, bylaws, etc. are 
relevant to this situation? 

 

Step 3: 
• How can the relevant pieces identified in Step 2 be applied in this situation? 
• How might any conflicts between principles, guidelines, codes, standards, etc. be resolved? 
• What are the potential risks and benefits of this decision and course of action? 

 

Step 4: 
• How might my decision affect other involved individuals in this situation, regardless of species or 

social group? 
• What decision would I feel best about publicizing and/or seeing announced on the front page of 

a major newspaper, magazine, or other publication? 
• Would I make the same decision in relation to others in a similar situation? Why or why not? 
• If everyone else facing this situation made the same decision, what might be the potential impacts? 
• What decision would best reflect who I am as a person and/or as a professional? 

 
Step 5: 

• What sensations, emotions, behaviours, thoughts, beliefs, nervous system patterns, and shifts in 
sensory awareness am I aware of as I consider this situation and/or reflect on Steps 2-4? 

• What happens when I titrate and track my response to the situation and/or Steps 2-4? 
• Is the activation, immobilization, and/or urgency familiar to me?  
• Is my response to the situation and/or Steps 2-4 a clue that might guide or hinder decision making?  
• Does my sense of next steps change when I feel less activated and/or immobilized? 
• Would I benefit from additional support to help process my response in service of approaching 

this situation with greater clarity? 
• Does working through the coupling dynamics make answering the questions from Steps 3 and 4 

easier and clarify a path forward? 
• What is different in my felt sense when I imagine the path forward now? 


