Healing and the Horse-Human Connection

by

Janet W. Hagen, Ph.D.

Published Nature's Pathways April, 2007...please note that you have permission to copy and distribute at will except that publisher and author - see below- information must remain as written.  Please cite appropriately if quoting.  Please contact Nature's Pathways for permission to re-publish.

Human beings have long had a special relationship with many animals; some for food, some for transportation, some for protection.  Additionally, some animals develop close relationships to their human companions and provide mutual care and comfort.  Cats, dogs, gerbils and birds all have their audience of lovers of their particular relationships to humans.  Horses, too, have a long history of connection to humans providing protection, transportation, and yes, even food over the years.  This article will explain a particular type of relationship that has begun evolving with horses as companions in a process for human growth and development.

Historically, horses were not much use to humans, other than for food, until they turned about 3 years of age, at which time the horse was “broke” to ride or drive.  This “breaking” process could be quite brutal, with humans establishing quick physical dominance over the horse using for control, if necessary, pain, fear and coercion. 

However, there have always been people who worked with horses in a kinder fashion using what is now called natural horsemanship.  The essence of natural horsemanship is to understand the communication of horses within their evolved social system, the herd, and use this understanding to communicate leadership in a gentle manner.  This is accomplished through body language of the horse and handler.  Some humans resist the notion of dominance implied in establishing leadership with the horse, but the social structure of the herd requires it.  Horses want to know who is the leader and what their role is in the herd and until this is accomplished there is a great deal of fighting and discomfort.  With humans, too, the horse wants to know who is “in charge” and the horse will not be at ease, and will test the human, until leadership is established. 

In 1986 a horse trainer named Monty Roberts, at a demonstration ins Vancouver, Canada, gave the first public viewing of a method of horse training that he developed watching herds of wild mustangs in his youth.  His method - called Joining Up - is one of many “natural” horsemanship schools that emerged during the 1980's and since, all based on learning the language of horses communicating and living with each other in herds.  In 1995, the book “The Horse Whisperer” was published and the movie of the same name, directed by and starring Robert Redford, premiered the following year.  Many prominent horse trainers use their own version of natural horsemanship:  Pat Parelli, “The Parelli Program,”  Frank Bell “Gentle Solution Revolution” and Sylvia Scott “Whispering Way: A 12 Step Total Training System” are just a few available.  In fact, almost all well-respected current trainers use at least some natural horsemanship techniques.

Concurrent to the evolution toward natural horsemanship was an educational movement where, as Dr. Kurt Hahn, founder of Outward Bound wrote, “thought and experience will no longer be divided.”  Similarly, the “wilderness” programs and “ropes” programs that emerged incorporate individual and group challenges that set the stage for learning.  In addition to using this experiences for personal growth, groups frequently use the challenges for team development.  Although the challenges vary there is always the opportunity for participants to later process on the physical and spiritual meaning of the experience. 

One organization that early on melded the experiential growth and learning movement with some of the natural horsemanship principles, was the North American Riding for the Handicapped Association (NARHA).  NARHA was formed to provide opportunities for people with disabilities “to challenge themselves physically and emotionally and to set goals to improve their quality of life via the horse.”  NARHA focuses on therapeutic riding, termed hippotherapy, because, as they report,  “horseback riding gently and rhythmically moves the rider’s body in a manner similar to a human gait, so riders with physical disabilities often show improvement in flexibility, balance, and muscle strength.”   Additionally, “for individuals with mental or emotional disabilities, the unique relationship formed with the horse can lead to increased confidence, patience and self-esteem.”  Chris Baldwin of Red River Riders Therapeutic Horseback Riding for the Disabled, Inc. in Shawano, Wisconsin, agrees. "Since our beginning in 1985, we have seen the power of the horse and human bond in many ways.  Riders who arrive at the farm in an agitated state, relax visibly when approaching their mount. A rider who was non-verbal began vocalizing during each class. Several riders who have difficulty processing more than one task at a time have learned to complete smaller individual tasks in order to accomplish a larger task." 

Today NARHA has 650 centers across the United States, but there are great many more programs based on the NARHA philosophy and training which are not NARHA centers, but receive education and staff training from NARHA, so the impact of NARHA is far beyond the 30,000 people that they report that their centers serve.  NARHA is supports the equine-assisted programming of Easter Seals, Muscular Dystrophy Association, the Multiple Sclerosis Society, United Cerebral Palsy, Spina Bifada Association, and Special Olympics.  Both the American Occupational Therapy Association and the American Physical Therapy Association recognize therapeutic riding as a valuable adjunct to more traditional types of physical and occupational therapy.   

Over time, the respective knowledge and experience base of the various movements, natural horsemanship, hippotherapy and experiential education, began to merge in a variety of settings.  By the mid-1990's the power of the horse/human connection was well-established in many settings.  NARHA had already recognized that this connection frequently led to increased confidence, patience and self-esteem in their clients but in many ways this was a coincidental byproduct and not the primary goal.  However, a small subgroup of NARHA was formed to address equine-assisted mental health practice.  By then Linda Kohanov had published her first book  “The Tao of Equus: A Woman’s Journey of Healing and Transformation Through the Way of the Horse” where she described her personal journey of pain, and ultimate healing, through her horse Rasa.  She discovered that “horses have an extraordinary ability to awaken intuition in humans, while mirroring the authentic feelings people try to hide.” Throughout this, and her later book, “Riding Between the Worlds” Kohanov describes the “subtle emotional and even clairsentient cues” she tapped into after time spent interacting with her herd.

Still, the major force in equine-assisted mental health programming did not appear until 1999 when the Equine-Assisted Growth and Learning Association, EAGALA (eagala.org), was formed to address the need for education and resources, and in many respects legitimacy, in the field of equine assisted psychotherapy (EAP).   EAGALA has proven quite successful with membership throughout the United States and world. The EAGALA model uses an equine-specialist and mental health professional as a team to work with individuals and families.  The therapeutic work is done through metaphors and understanding human emotion and behavior through problem-solving and non-verbal communication of the horse.  In most EAP programs very little riding is done.  In fact, in 2006 EAGALA standards evolved to preclude riding – all EAGALA EAP sessions are done with what is termed “ground work.”  

While there are approximately 200 therapeutic riding facilities in Wisconsin, there are very few equine-assisted psychotherapy programs.  One such mental health program is Chaps Academy located in Shioctin (chapsacademy.org). Chaps (Children and Horses Achieving Productivity and Success) has a unique adolescent suicide intervention program called Hope Lives!  This program has demonstrated a nearly miraculous success rate working with adolescents who are at high risk for suicide.  According to Ann Dake, Executive Director of Chaps, girls who have completed or are currently enrolled in the Hope Lives! program have had a dramatic increase mental health indicators.  “None of the girls have been rehospitalized.  None are pregnant.  All have increased their involvement with their family and school.  This is even more dramatic when you learn that every girl in the original Hope Lives! program had been hospitalized at least four times in the year proceeding their involvement in Chaps.”   

Experts in the area of equine-assisted psychotherapy speculate that the nearly immediate relief and the lasting results that characterize EAP come from three different aspects of the human-horse connection.  First, even though most horses used in equine-assisted psychotherapy are gentle, to the uninitiated they are still large and, at least a little, scary.  The therapist provides an opportunity for the participant to take a risk (by being with a large scary creature) but keeps them safe.  This feeling of safety is a relief and an important first aspect of the process.  Next, the connection to the horse begins.  Anyone who has been around horses knows the feelings of calm and serenity that come from just being in their presence.  This aspect provides comfort and relief from emotional pain and the beginnings of a deeper release.  Some people have described having the emotional pain drain out of their body as they touch and brush the horse.  Later, as the pain is decreased, the emotional energy of participants is freed to be able to problem solve, in real time, through the equine experience.  The horses seem to know exactly what their client needs.  They serve as the problem to be solved, interference in the solving of the problem, and, with processing, as powerful metaphors (through behavior) to the participant’s situation.

This method of problem-experience-process is also used by many professionals who practice other forms of equine-assisted growth and learning. In 2004, the Equine-Guided Education Association (equineguidededucation.org) was formed to fill the needs for equine facilitated growth that was not therapy, but involved aspects of personal and professional growth, empowerment or leadership development.  EGE supports the notion that the horse does more than assist or facilitate the learner who is open to new experiences.  The horse literally guides the student.  EGE practitioners use both therapeutic riding and ground work.  Outcomes expected from equine guided growth and learning include: confidence, team building, leadership, nonverbal communication, authenticity and self-awareness.  In one continuing study, participants in equine-assisted leadership and empowerment seminars demonstrate strong gains in self-efficacy.  This improvement was especially evident in participants who had lower self-efficacy scores at the pre test; however, even those participants with average to above average scores improved post seminar.  

People retain only about 5% of what they learn through talks or lectures, about 25% through reading and 30% from demonstrations.  Experiential learning, like that in equine-guided growth, can help people retain as much as 90% of what they learn.  Couple that with the fact that horses are nonjudgmental, fun teachers who connect with their students in a physical and spiritual way - well, what more could you ask for?


Natural horsemanship, therapeutic riding, equine-assisted psychotherapy or growth and leadership really are natural pathways to better health.  Horses are large and powerful animals with well-defined roles and social structure.  We share a long history of interaction which met each other’s  needs.  Now we understand that our mutual self-reliance can be so much more.  We can learn to read, and speak, the nonverbal language of the horse and allow their strength to support us when we are weak.  They are able and willing to take the stress and pain from us and let it flow through them and away.  In return we can give back the finest in care, as well as love and affection in an amazingly simple but powerful exchange.
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