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Embodied Routes to Wellbeing: Horses and Young People 

 

Professor of Public Health & Wellbeing Ann Hemingway 

 

Introduction 

 

A key element of wellbeing is connection, social connection through knowing and being together. 

Animals left to their own devices will make and work to maintain and enhance emotional 

relationships and connections with others and as human animals we are lucky that this proclivity also 

extends to us…provided we behave in an `acceptable` way for that animal and that species 

remembering who we are as human animal hunter gatherers. This article will focus on strategies in 

partnership with animals through which we may promote wellbeing in young people and will expand 

on Hanlon et al.’s (Hanlon et al., 2011, p. 34) articulation of a current need to ‘‘discover a new image 

of what it is to be human’’ too begin to promote wellbeing (Eckersley, 2004; Lane, 2000). This 

chapter will consider humans as part of nature, one element within our ecology (Bateson 1972), and 

will consider ways to promote wellbeing which tap into our nature and our ability to learn to be well 

using our bodies and our emotions; the underpinning philosophy of which focuses on inter-

dependence, intersubjectivity and cooperation with each other and with other species (Hemingway 

2011). 

 

This chapter is going to consider two areas in relation to the current knowledge base, learning to be 

well (All Party Parliamentary Health Group & The Health Foundation 2016), and the contribution of 

animals to this. It begins with a consideration of what is meant by wellbeing and then proceeds into 

the evidence to date on how animals in general and then specifically horses can contribute to our 

wellbeing. The chapter will then go on to consider in detail research developments relating to young 

people and horses and this growing area of study, focused on learning to be well.  

 

Wellbeing 

 

Understanding wellbeing and its determinants allows for a whole new endeavour that of wellbeing 

promotion that builds on the work of the positive psychology movement (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004). 

This movement is concerned with enabling people and communities to see well-being as achievable 

and something that they can influence. The wellbeing of a person can be seen in terms of the ‘‘well-

ness’’ of the persons’ being. A person consists of his or her ‘‘beings’’ and ‘‘doings’’ (Sen, 2002) the 
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elements of this can vary from being adequately fed, in good health and escaping early morbidity and 

mortality, to more complex achievements such as having security, self-respect, potential, happiness 

and love (Nussbaum, 1988). These complex achievements can also be articulated in existential terms 

as ‘‘dwelling’’ or feeling peacefully at home and ‘‘mobility’’ relating to one’s potential thoughts, 

experiences and actions (Todres & Galvin, 2010). It is important to note however, that problems of 

social justice and inequities in health relate strongly to extensive disparities in well-being, including 

the freedom to achieve or strive for increased well-being or ‘‘wellbeing freedom’’ (Sen, 2002). 

 

Since the mid19th Century UK public health policy has progressed from immediate threats to health 

(water and sanitation) to longer term issues such as housing standards and health care provision. 

Most recently it has been interested in the habits of individuals, such as smoking and diet, and since 

the early 2000s in promoting wellbeing and Quality of Life (QoL) at the individual and societal level 

(Hanlon et al., 2011; Hemingway, 2011).  These concerns have been reflected in national and 

international public health strategy, which has similarly begun to move from a treatment paradigm to 

a consideration of how to build the wellbeing and QoL of individuals and communities (Anderson et 

al., 2010; Local Government Improvement and Development, 2010, All Party Parliamentary Health 

Group & The Health Foundation 2016).  These developments mirror those in a number of other 

developed countries, in the UK, important practical outcomes of this have been the development of 

cycle ways and hiking routes, and the promotion of sports and outdoor activities of all kinds, 

including the concept of  “green” and “blue” gyms (Cresswell, 2010; Birch, 2005) to encourage us to 

exercise and crucially engage with nature.  

Wellbeing can be measured as satisfaction with life in general (uni-dimensional measurement) or 

satisfaction with different aspects, or domains, of life (a multi-dimensional approach) (Nawijn, 

2010). Subjective wellbeing differs between individuals (Camfield & Skevington, 2008). It depends 

upon socio-political, economic, cultural, and geographical contexts and changes, all of which 

influence people’s perceptions of wellbeing (Bohnke, 2008; Ferriss, 2010). Wellbeing has been 

closely correlated with life and job satisfaction (Wu et al., 2009) however, subjective wellbeing has a 

hedonic element, concerned with maximising the pleasant effects of life and avoiding unpleasant 

experiences and their consequent negative feelings and also a eudaimonic element, concerned with 

self-development, self-actualisation and making a contribution to the lives of others (Le Masurier et 

al., 2010; McMahan & Estes, 2010). While the hedonic aspect is mainly concerned with the self, the 

eudaimonic perspective tends to be socially and pro-actively oriented, and together they represent the 

richness of human life satisfaction and happiness in a holistic way (Le Masurier et al., 2010).  



DRAFT 2016 june AH 
 

3 
 

Animals and Wellbeing 

In a review of animal assisted therapy (Kamioka et al., 2014) which included only randomised 

controlled trials a potential positive impact on wellbeing was seen in individuals with mental and 

behavioural disorders, and the need for more research was articulated in order to better identify 

longer term impacts and effectiveness in different groups along with more detail being offered of the 

intervention itself. Animals included in the papers within this review as partners for humans were 

dogs, dolphins and farm animals. In a recent review of animal assisted therapy for young people the 

authors found that interventions which had been studied and published in order to measure outcomes 

have primarily included dogs and horses as human partners although there is also a fewer number of 

studies including diverse animals such as dolphins and cats (May et al., 2016). This review found 

that although research approaches to this area have become more rigorous in recent years more 

funding for evaluation is needed and that the description of interventions is still limited in published 

work. In addition the review found that research funders, policy makers and consumers need to gain 

confidence in being influenced by the positive findings of some studies so far. 

Background to Equine Assisted Interventions (EAI) 

In the broader equine intervention related literature there have been studies showing positive impacts 

on wellbeing through equine assisted therapy with individuals suffering with disabilities, (Gabriels et 

al., 2015, Rosario-Montejo et al., 2013, Benda, McGibbon, & Grant, 2003, MacPhail et al., 1998, 

McGibbon et al., 1998 Brogen et al., 1996, Haehl, 1996) chronic illness physical or mental 

(Dabelko-Schoeny et al., 2014, Lasa et al., 2013, Araujo et al., 2011, Hakanson et al., 2009), or 

individuals with eating disorders (Haumery, 2010, Hakansan, 2009, Christian, 2005). In addition, the 

potential benefits of equine assisted psychotherapy or experiential therapy have also been studied 

although the outcomes have been mixed in terms of the effectiveness of the interventions with some 

studies showing positive results and some no effect (Rothe, Vega et al., 2007, Klontz et al., 2007, 

Shambo, 2008; Selby, & Smith-Osborne, 2012, De Villers et al.,  2013, Yorke et al., 2013, Alfonso 

et al., 2015, Kendall et al., 2015).  

 

The key difference emerging from the literature between equine facilitated learning interventions 

(EFL) and equine assisted psychotherapy (EAP) seems to be that EFL focuses on participants 

learning key social and communication skills with EAP focusing on finding ways to solve 

participant`s emotional problems. However the evidence base is not well developed or defined at this 

stage. 
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Exploratory qualitative research has identified particular insights and emotions that may be 

experienced from interaction with horses and these include trust, motivation, patience respect and 

empathy (Cumella & Simpson, 2007, Schultz et al., 2007. Furthermore, some research suggests that 

horses may be able to reduce anxiety (Lessick et al., 2004) and develop mental and emotional self-

control (All et al.,1999). Further qualitative research with young vulnerable adults  has found 

improvements in disruptive behaviour, relationships with others and self-esteem, (Trotter et al., 2008) 

while research by  Burgon (2011) explored the experiences of  'at-risk' young people who 

participated in a therapeutic horsemanship program, finding improved feelings of self-confidence, 

self-esteem, self-efficacy and a sense of mastery and empathy.  

 

In addition research by Dell’s (2011) focused on equine assisted education (as opposed to 

psychotherapy) captured through a qualitative study, the enhanced communication skills and sense of 

pride which the young participants experienced through their ability to communicate with the horses. 

While Hemingway et al., (2015) gained qualitative insights into the positive impacts of an Equine 

Assisted Intervention (EAI) with prisoners in a young offender`s institution who reported feeling 

calmer, and more positive about education and whom also experienced marked improvements in 

behaviour in prison. In addition a qualitative study in Guatemala focused on developing natural 

horsemanship horse handling techniques in order to reduce violent behaviour which produced 

positive results particularly in relation to calmness (Gibbons et al., 2015). 

 

Pendry and Roeter (2013) published a randomised controlled trial (undertaken in the US) focused on 

evaluating the effectiveness of an EAI using natural horsemanship techniques on improving child 

social competence.  Their findings reported moderately significant improvements in the social 

competence of 5th to 8th grade children following the intervention. Further research is required 

however to gain other insights than the participant`s parents into potential improvements such as 

teachers or social workers. 

 

Social competence is an outcome of interest in relation to EAI`s as it is considered a key domain of 

development that plays a critical role in mental health and overall wellbeing (Shonkoff & Phillips, 

2000). Lower social competence is positively associated with the development of anti-social 

behaviour which also impacts on those communities in which the young person is living (school, 

home, neighbourhood) (Sorlie et al,. 2008).  Depression (Rockhill et al., 2009), substance use 

(Griffin et al., 2001) and lower educational attainment (Wentzel, 1991, Sorlie & Nordhal, 1998) have 
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also been linked to lower social competence. Young people with lower social competence are more 

likely to experience difficulty regulating negative emotion and arousal, which can interfere with 

initiating and maintaining positive peer interactions, leading to peer rejection (Dodge & Somberg, 

1987); relationship problems with peers and adults, difficulty with emotion regulation, behaviour and 

attention challenges contribute to the development of mental health issues and poor wellbeing.  

 

Interestingly a systematic review of equine assisted interventions on psychological outcomes found 

that the quasi-experimental design studies included in their review (n=7) tended to find no outcomes 

in relation to self-control, satisfaction and interpersonal trust. However all these studies showed 

improvements in social and behavioural outcomes thereby suggesting a potential role for equine 

assisted interventions in developing socially appropriate responses (Kendall et al., 2015). 

 

Overall the papers included here have been primarily from a psychological or sociological 

perspective focused on either psychological changes in mood or behaviour or capturing the emotions 

and responses of participants and have been primarily qualitative in nature. Two recent reviews of 

animal assisted therapy for youth have highlighted the need for studies in this area to offer detailed 

insights into the description of the intervention offered and using reliable measures as well as 

detailed qualitative exploration (May et al., 2016, Selby & Smith-Osborne, 2012). The systematic 

review reported above (Kendall et al., 2015) also concluded that the differences between equine 

assisted interventions themselves were substantial in that some courses offered four sessions whereas 

others offered 40. Interestingly the study which provided 40 sessions reported reductions in the 

negative symptoms of schizophrenia (Cerino et al., 2011) which are traditionally hard to treat 

(McGlaskin & Fenton, 1992). 

 

Learning to be `Well` 

 

To date there have been attempts to develop programs for young people which focus on building 

resilience which one could argue begins to get us thinking about teaching wellbeing to youngsters, 

(Seligman 2011, All Party Parliamentary Health Group & The Health Foundation 2016) such as the 

Penn Resiliency Program in the U.S. Many studies have been undertaken on this Program including 

several randomised controlled trials including over three thousand youngsters aged 8-22. This 

program teaches about how to handle every-day problems common for teenagers it teaches 

relaxation, assertiveness, decision making and other coping skills (Seligman 2011). However for 

those youngsters disengaged from traditional education and for whom talking therapies do not work 
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learning these important skills may need to be tackled another way, possibly using an embodied 

route for learning. 

 

Despite its growth in international popularity little is known currently about how inter species equine 

facilitated interventions may impact on human beings emotionally and physically during and after 

the learning experience (Selby & Smith-Osborne 2012, Hemingway et al, 2015). The project now 

considered in this chapter provides a unique opportunity to begin to understand and develop this area 

of research, with the overall aim being to improve the wellbeing of young vulnerable people. The 

EAI (www.thehorsecourse.org/ )  is a charity which operates across counties in Southern England 

and in London and is referred over 150 young people (normally aged 8-18) every year by Schools & 

Pupil Referral Units, Children's Services, NHS Mental Health Services, Troubled Families, Offender 

Services and other specialist agencies (such as charities working with Domestic Violence or Drug 

and Alcohol Services). The youngsters referred have typically more than four issues from the list 

below and they are referred because they are ‘stuck’ or disengaged from talk-based support.  

• Attention Deficit Hyper-activity Disorder 

• Autism Spectrum Disorder 

• Anxiety diagnosis 

• Not attending school (training, work) 

• Relationship difficulties 

• Mood swings/impulsivity 

• Highly disengaged 

• Self-harm 

• Bullying, aggression, anger management issues 

• Being bullied 

• Risk taking behaviour 

• Drug & alcohol misuse 

• Eating disorder 

• Offending 

• Domestic violence 

• Neglect / abuse 

• Parents with mental health problems, offending or Drug & Alcohol issues 

• Living in care or leaving care 

• Conduct disorder 

http://www.thehorsecourse.org/
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The course teaches, rehearses and repeats key resilience skills in an intensive 5 day course with 

feedback in-the-moment from specially trained horses and 1-to-1 facilitator support. Thus far this 

intervention has been evaluated using qualitative (Hemingway 2015) and quantitative methodologies 

(before and after measures) and currently a one year follow up is being undertaken to gain insights 

into any possible longer term impacts of the program. The before and after (two month follow up 

with referrers) score results thus far show a statistically significant increase in the following areas 

(n=126): 

• Calmness, 

• empathy, 

• focus and perseverance, 

• assertiveness, 

• engagement with education/relationships, 

• communication, 

• planning, and 

•  

(http://www.thehorsecourse.org/docs/THC_Youth_Summary_2015.pdf  2015) 

Details of the Intervention (EAI)  

 

The intervention uses the principles of the Parelli Natural Horsemanship program as its philosophical 

basis and structure (Parelli, 2011). Although this program has existed for thirty years its use with this 

group of vulnerable young people is innovative. This approach is based on cooperation and 

partnership development. At this introductory level this involves ‘playing’ with horses inviting them 

to respond to requests with the young person on the ground and the horse on a loose rope.   The 

learning is facilitated by the course instructor and the students are taught how to play the seven 

‘games’ (Parelli, 2011) with the horses.  The course takes place over seven two and a half hour 

sessions. The games taught are: 

1) The friendly game (creating relaxation through touch, grazing, grooming, hanging out).  

2) The Porcupine game (moving the horse`s feet through using steady pressure, touching the horse).  

3) The Driving game (moving the horse`s feet through rhythmic pressure, not touching the horse).  

4) The Yo-yo game (moving the horse backwards and forwards).  

5) The Circling game (asking the horse to travel around you on the circle). 

6) The Sideways game (asking the horse to move sideways).  

http://www.thehorsecourse.org/docs/THC_Youth_Summary_2015.pdf
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7) The Squeeze game (asking the horse to go through, under or over something, Parelli 2011). 

 

Although the students are learning, the horses are highly trained but will only comply if the young 

person can gain the horses trust through appropriate actions and behaviour. These games help to 

establish a simple yet comprehensive communication between horses and humans. However in order 

to be effective the human needs to use clear, phased assertive communication and control their body 

language and energy in an assertive, non-aggressive way. Rather than using the horse as a passive 

adjunct or emotional `mirror` to a therapeutic intervention as in many other EAI`s these horses teach 

the human participants through their responses while playing these games. A horse which has been 

developed to communicate with humans in this way is able to be an active participant in the 

development of the young person. They will respond appropriately only when the human succeeds in 

developing these essential embodied skills.  

 

The approach used in this program enables the students to make progress with the horses without 

direct physical management by another person, students spend the majority of their time on the 

course rehearsing the skills of empathy, communication and calm assertiveness, rather than talking 

about them. This rehearsal process gradually enables the human to become an effective partner and 

leader for the horse. Interestingly the interactions between the facilitator and the student in this 

intervention are guided by the same principles used for teaching horses, which focus on reading body 

language and responding appropriately. The course teaches through simulation rather than 

explanation and uses non-verbal methods (through rehearsal) to positively impact on the thoughts 

and emotions of the students. The course facilitator allows the students to try and aims to help them 

achieve excellent horsemanship skills from the start of the program.  

 

The course facilitator also takes a ten minute video of the student playing with a horse which is 

submitted to the Parelli organisation who assess the performance of the human (Parelli 2011). All the 

students who have undertaken this program so far have achieved their level 1 natural horsemanship 

qualification with one achieving level 2 and another achieving some components of level 3 of the 

program. At the end of the course the students will be able to demonstrate their new skills with 

horses to the course facilitator and invited guests, normally their social workers/teachers, parents, as 

appropriate.  

Emotions and Learning 
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The relationship between emotions and learning is well established in theory (Carter & Smith 

Pasqualini 2004, Damasio 2010), however, has not been tested in real world applications focused on 

behaviour change.  Indeed research has suggested that stronger autonomic responses produce better 

learning, indeed that somatic marking facilitates learning (Carter & Smith Pasqualini, 2004).   A 

growing body of literature suggests that somatic states related to emotion are involved in cognitive 

processes, including learning (Lo & Repin 2002). An example of this development is Damasio`s 

somatic marker hypothesis (SMH) which states that for every life event, somatic consequences are 

marked and then reproduced when that event recurs. These somatic consequences are strongly 

connected with the emotion systems of the brain according to the SMH the prefrontal cortex 

coordinates external stimulus information with internal information about emotion based body states 

provided by brainstem nuclei, somatosensory and insular cortex and the amygdala. When this loop is 

activated by the recurrence of an external event it can take the form of a complete reproduction of the 

body experience or a weaker reproduction which bypasses the bodily experience. This reproduction 

of emotional state assists in distinguishing the merits of one option over another therefore somatic 

marking enables us to make decisions based on previous learning quickly. This would suggest that 

emotional marking of experiences as either rewarding or punishing enables us to learn how to behave 

(Damasio 1994, 1999).  

Further support for this hypothesis has come from various sources, Critchley et al., (2000) found 

using functional magnetic resonance imagery that changes in activity of the prefrontal cortex were 

related to spontaneous fluctuations in Skin Conductivity Responses (SCR, measuring emotional 

responses). Since then similar effects have been found using positron emission tomography (Ernst et 

al., 2002). Then in 2004 research was undertaken with healthy volunteers to examine whether a 

stronger autonomic response accompanies better learning essentially testing out Damasio`s somatic 

marker hypothesis (Carter & Smith Pasqualini 2004). This research found that positive emotions 

enable effective learning and behaviour change. 

It would appear that from the literature considered here so far interacting and learning with horses is 

an emotional experience for us as humans, however the overall impacts seem to be behavioural (see 

Figure 1.) is this mechanism what enables us as human mammals to pass from emotional embodied 

learning to behaviour change through undertaking EAI? 

Emerging ideas from the literature review (Figure 1.): 
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In order to explore this relationship between emotions and learning in the context of EAI and 

develop research methodologies in order to describe this process further a team of researchers in the 

UK have undertaken a small experimental pilot study in order to attempt to understand whether 

interventions which include horses may be tapping into this mechanism. In order to do this we have 

used psycho physiological measurement and qualitative interviews to help us understand the learning 

taking place on TheHorseCourse. The aim of the study was to explore the psycho physiological 

mechanism of action of this equine assisted intervention.  

The objectives were to: 

• Analyse the psychophysiological responses captured while participants watch themselves on 

video within twenty four hours of undertaking the intervention. 

• Phenomenological exploration of the experiences and perceived learning of the participants 

undertaking the intervention. 

 

The participants were volunteer sports science students in the second year of their degree in a 

university in the South of England. The following methods of data collection were used to inform 

this study: 

How is this social 
and behavioural 
learning taking 
place? Are the 

expressed 
emotions 

influencing this 
process?  

 

Evidence from 
quasi experimental 

studies is not 
suggesting any 

changes in 
emotional 
outcomes. 

Evidence from 
these studies is 

however, 
suggesting  

changes in social 
and behavioural 

outcomes: 
Improvements in 

social competence, 
disruptive 

behaviour and 
relationships with 

others 
 
 

Multiple 
expressed 
emotions 

experienced 
through EAI`s 
emerging from 
the qualitative 

evidence: 
trust, motivation, 

patience, 
respect, 
empathy, 

calmness and 
pride. 

 



DRAFT 2016 june AH 
 

11 
 

 

• Analysis of psychophysiology data specifically measuring, heart rate, heart rate variability, 

breathing, galvanic skin response and neurological/emotional measurements (facial EMG) 

were recorded to establish base line measures then while the students watched and listened to 

themselves undertake elements of an EAI within 24 hours of practically undertaking the 

course.  

• Qualitative interviews undertaken with the participants while they watched themselves on 

video undertaken within five days of undertaking the course. Used in order to explore how 

they felt (the emotions they experienced) while undertaking the learning experience.  

 

Students were filmed as they learned natural horsemanship skills in the `field` (indoor equine sand 

school) for approximately thirty minutes then measurements and interviews (in two separate sessions) 

were carried out within a quiet calm setting (university lab) while students watched and listened to 

themselves on video to study in detail responses and learning. Students were also asked about their 

feelings at certain points during the data collection in the laboratory in order to gain further 

phenomenological insights into their emotions while undertaking the course.  

 

This pilot project with volunteer university sports science students (n=7) as subjects in early 2016 

has shown interesting insights into the emotional journey of undertaking elements of 

TheHorseCourse. This has been done in order to test and refine this research methodology which was 

found in this pilot to be effective and engaging for the student participants. Interestingly for these 

participants the emotional changes shown below were described by them after watching themselves 

complete a thirty minute period of being taught elements of the course, and being able to rehearse 

them with the horses. These emotional changes are congruent with previous studies and the 

evaluation of TheHorseCourse to date. 

 

Emotional Changes Described by the Pilot Study Participants (Figure 2.) 

 

 

 

 

The early psycho physiology results would suggest that the student`s skin conductance response 

(SCR) and facial EMG were activated by asking the horse to do something and the SCR declined 

Anxious 
Fearful 
Excited 

Happy 
Proud 
Calm 

Accomplished 
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immediately if the horse responded appropriately. This response also known as the electrodermal 

response (and in older terminology as "galvanic skin response"), is the phenomenon that the skin 

momentarily becomes a better conductor of electricity when either external or internal stimuli occur 

that are physiologically arousing. Arousal is a broad term referring to overall activation, and is 

widely considered to be one of the two main dimensions of an emotional response. Measuring 

arousal is therefore not the same as measuring emotion, but is an important component of it. Arousal 

has been found to be a strong predictor of attention and memory. The stimuli to which skin 

conductance is sensitive are manifold, including in novel, significant or intense situations or 

experiences. Many different kinds of events can elevate your response including strong emotion, a 

startling event or a demanding task. It is unclear at this point whether the participants in this pilot 

responded to the demands of the course or the emotion of interacting with horses or both. 

 

In addition in the students this SCR response seemed to lower as the horse visibly relaxed (head 

lowering, blowing out through their nostrils) and vice versa indicating that there may be some kind 

of reciprocal drop in arousal occurring although this study is obviously limited and all findings 

require further research. Interestingly in the interviews the participants were not aware of these 

psycho physiological changes until later…around ten minutes later when they started to express 

feelings of calmness and happiness, this concurs with Damasio`s SMH which suggests that this 

learning is occurring through our emotions and our bodies rather than cognitively, our cognitive 

recognition of changes in mood or emotion seem to happen later. 

 

The relevance for equine assisted interventions 

 

In relation to the study of equine facilitated interventions this study offers a small step forward as 

little has been published to date on the potential mechanism of action for these interventions. It may 

be possible that this pilot has started to shed light on the possible route to impact of embodied inter 

species learning and its hypothetical ability to impact our emotions and our learning therefore 

potentially influencing our behaviour (the next stage of the study).  

 

TheHorseCourse intervention does not use cognitive (talking or classroom based) approaches as is 

generally the default within interventions for this group currently, indeed students are responded to 

in the same way as horses by the facilitator, in response to their body language primarily rather than 

the spoken word.  It is particularly important when evaluating an intervention to consider the 

qualities of the intervention that render it effective. From evaluation of TheHorseCourse undertaken 



DRAFT 2016 june AH 
 

13 
 

by the author in a young offenders institute the immediate feedback `in the moment` from the horses 

and the facilitator was an essential quality of the intervention rather than, “just talking about it” in a 

classroom. In addition, the researcher observed the participants learning to learn and learning to 

empathise. They had to try to understand the point of view of the horse as a prey animal in order to 

be effective when communicating with them through their bodies, the very qualities which Prior & 

Mason (2010) highlighted when considering the evidence so far on what works to engage young 

people. As a result of this course participants learnt to `listen` to another `being` through their body 

language and rehearsal and then reflected extensively on the positive impact that had made on their 

relationships with others which they and the prison staff reported impacted positively on their overall 

behaviour in prison (Hemingway et al., 2015). Another key element of this intervention is that the 

facilitator and the student in this intervention are guided by the same principles used for teaching 

horses, which focus on reading body language and responding appropriately. The course teaches 

through simulation rather than explanation and uses non-verbal methods (through rehearsal) to 

positively impact on the thoughts and emotions of the students. In this intervention neither the 

`student or the horse` can ever be wrong each is responding to the other in the moment using body 

language. Crucially the students are able to try and …succeed when learning, possibly the first time 

for many of these youngsters that they have experienced success in this way.  

 

 

Conclusion – horses and wellbeing 

 

Natural horsemanship has a comparatively small but growing following across the world. As the 

particular version used here has a system and clear games to learn and play it lends itself to 

evaluative research due to this structure. The communication system allows for detailed observation 

of the horse and human interaction in a way which has not arguably been possible before and has 

great potential to further our understanding of this unique cross species `symphisical` relationship 

phenomena (vulnerability and togetherness, Acampora 2006). In addition this pilot study has been 

the first of its type to focus on evaluating emotional responses and learning in the evaluation of EAI.  

 

Starting to think about how to help our young people develop or learn the path to wellbeing is a new 

way of thinking about this area. I would argue that the experience of `being` with horses offers us as 

human animals the ultimate in wellbeing using the `dwelling, mobility` theory outlined by Todres & 

Galvin (2010).  
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Figure 3. 

 

 
 

As being together peacefully with a horse has the ability to calm and relax us yet the potential for 

movement, play and sensory embodied experience and learning in the moment is immense. It is clear 

that for those youngsters for whom current `cognitive talking or classroom based` options are not 

effective or not engaging or both we need to think about innovate routes to wellbeing. To finish this 

chapter I would like to share a quote from Martin Seligman whose work on positive psychology has 

helped to inspire some of the complexity of ideas considered here: “Question 1 asked of parents: 

What do you want for your children? If you are like thousands of parents polled you responded, 

happiness, confidence, contentment, fulfilment, balance, good stuff, kindness, health, satisfaction, 

love, being civilised, meaning, – wellbeing.  Question 2: What do schools teach? Achievement, 

thinking skills, success, conformity, literacy, maths, work test taking, discipline….” (Seligman 2011 

page 78). 

 

I believe that we should consider how nature, of which both ourselves, and animals are part can help 

us towards wellbeing.  Indeed I would argue that our `nature` enables us to engage in an embodied 

way with learning to, or recognising what it is to be well. I would suggest that along with exposure to 

nature of all kinds in the school curriculum that embodied routes to wellbeing should be considered 

as the answer to some of the public health issues we face today and that our obsession with waiting 
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until young people are struggling and then relying on cognitive (talking) and pharmacological 

remedies as the only options for investment in terms of research and development should urgently be 

questioned by researchers, funders and practitioners alike. 

 

“Today we pump a little natural history into children along with a little “art” so that they will forget 

their animal and ecological nature and the aesthetics of being alive and will grow up to be good 

businessmen” (Bateson 1979 p 133). 
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