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Engaging disenfranchised young people through an Equine Assisted Activities Program: 

Understanding the psychosocial benefits of horse-human interactions  

 
Abstract 

Evidence suggests equine-assisted activities may provide psychological benefits to young 

people ‘at-risk’. Results are presented from an equine program amongst 14 – 16 year old 

young people (N = 7), mostly boys (N = 6), attending a non-traditional flexi-school in 

Australia. Thematic analysis was undertaken on observations by facilitators, researchers and 

a school teacher, and interviews with a school teacher. Key themes suggest that program 

participants benefitted from positive engagement, social connectedness, increased confidence 

and relationships and attachment. Mechanisms were identified as a desire for, and ability to, 

connect with the horse and a positive environment. The social context of the equine program 

contrasts with other contexts in these young people’s lives which allowed them to engage 

through more positive relational, affectionate behaviour. For the boys, positive rather than 

damaging masculine behaviour occurred. Furthermore, the compatible student-environment 

interactions provide a backdrop which makes other positive changes possible.  

 

Key words: Equine therapy, attachment, alternative education, masculinity, at-risk youth, 

human-animal interaction, psychosocial benefits 
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The rise of school disciplinary absences and unauthorised absences have been 

identified as contemporary problems that call for innovative responses in education contexts 

(for example, Queensland, Australia, Department of Education, 2014). Most recipients of 

school discipline are male, and reasons for discipline are largely due to poor and aggressive 

externalising behaviours (Department of Education 2014). Disciplinary focussed 

interventions to address student absences and behavioural issues are often enacted as 

‘common sense’ solutions, but are not effective (QSAAV, 2010) and can be 

counterproductive (Hemphill & Hargreaves, 2010). This article investigates the psychosocial 

benefits of an equine programme as an innovative approach to engaging young people, 

particularly boys, through human and non-human/horse interactions. In contrast to more 

traditional forms of ‘talking’ therapy, there is evidence to support the use of equine 

programmes to engage children and young people who have difficulty expressing emotions 

and managing their interactions with others (Carlsson, 2017; Earles, Vernon, & Yetz, 2015; 

Phenow, 2016; Waite & Bourke, 2013).    

Although a diverse range of equine therapies exist, generally, equine-facilitated 

psychotherapy (EFP) can be described as the use of a horse by a trained therapist in the 

therapeutic process (Lentini & Knox, 2009). However, evidence suggests there may be 

therapeutic outcomes for young people without the use of a trained therapist (Burgon, 2011). 

Sometimes referred to as equine-assisted activities (EAA), a participant undertakes activities 

with a horse which do not specifically target mental health; activities such as grooming, horse 

care or riding are common (Wilkie, Germain, & Theule, 2016). This paper reports on the 

qualitative findings from a study investigating the psychosocial outcomes experienced by at-

risk young people, mostly male, participating in an equine program without specific 

therapeutic content. The potential success of equine programs provides school principals with 
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an alternate intervention for young people at-risk; young people who don’t respond to 

traditional therapy and other traditional therapeutic, or disciplinary approaches. We identify 

the implications for schools and support staff in light of the increased flexibility that 

principals in Queensland, Australia, now have to provide alternate approaches to ‘discipline’ 

(Department of Education, 2014). 

Current evidence 

Previous studies have found a variety of benefits of EFP but there are certain 

commonplace characteristics present throughout. A systematic review undertaken by Phenow 

(2016) synthesised evidence investigating the impact of equine therapy on young people who 

had experienced trauma. Nine articles were included in the review which found connection 

and attachment in the therapeutic process of EFP was key to outcomes such as psychosocial 

improvements, decreased anxiety and positive behaviours. Additionally, a systematic review 

by Authors own (2015) found that participation favourably impacted participant socialisation 

and behaviour. This was the case irrespective of the program type and what type of 

professional was involved. Authors own (2015) further conclude that benefits are most likely 

in children, and especially those not engaging with traditional therapy or discipline provided 

by mainstream education. Research on the specific benefits of EFP for vulnerable young 

people is limited but promising. 

At-risk youth experience wide-ranging benefits from participating in equine-assisted 

therapy programs including a reduction in depression (Frederick, Hatz, & Lanning, 2015; 

Signal, Taylor, Botros, Prentice, & Lazarus, 2013) and anxiety, and favourable emotional 

health outcomes (Phenow, 2016). Another, more common finding, is an improvement in 

behaviours and social interaction. This has been reported in adolescents, at-risk youth, 

children with ADHD and children with emotional difficulties (Cuypers, De Ridder, & 

Strandheim, 2011; Jang et al., 2015; Trotter, Chandler, Goodwin-Bond, & Casey, 2008). 
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Other findings include reduced social stress (Trotter et al., 2008), greater overall quality of 

life (Cuypers et al., 2011), increased hope (Frederick et al., 2015), lower anxiety and lower 

symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (Earles et al., 2015).  

Young people are quicker to engage with animal-assisted therapies in general. This is 

due to the removal of stigma associated with traditional therapeutic environments which 

involve sitting at a desk, completing paper work or telling a therapist about your poor 

behaviour (Legge, 2016). In equine environments, you do not even need to identify that you 

are having a therapeutic conversation. Young people can state that they are just going to the 

barn, thus removing any shameful feelings from this conversation (Legge, 2016). Given this 

context, young people may further prefer programs which do not involve an identified trained 

therapist. For example, Burgon (2011) reported benefits for young people in self-esteem, self-

confidence and empathy in an equine program where a therapist was not employed. These 

findings suggest that participation in equine programs may be advantageous for young people 

despite exclusion of specific psycho-therapeutic content or processes (Authors own, 2015). 

There is a need for a more complex understanding of the mechanisms, context and 

processes which facilitate the benefits of participating in equine programmes (Bachi, 2012; 

Burgon, Gammage & Hebden 2018). One common suggestion is that the healthy formation 

of a relationship with the horse is a key part of the process of any equine program or therapy 

(Burgon, 2011; Phenow, 2016; Pugh, 2010). In equine-assisted therapy, it is possible that the 

bond between a client and therapist can be strengthened through the medium of the horse 

(Bachi, Terkel, & Teichman, 2012). Indeed, in a recent review Phenow (2016) concluded that 

equine-therapy built trust in clients and assisted in their therapeutic attachment process. Less 

clear, is how young people benefit from developing a ‘therapeutic alliance’ with the horse 

when there is no professional therapist involved, such as in EAA.  
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Another characteristic of therapeutic equine research is the use of a mostly female 

sample or a lack of reporting on gender differences. Two studies that used male samples both 

report lower anxiety (Cuypers et al., 2011; Holmes, Goodwin, Redhead, & Goymour, 2012) 

however analysis of gender differences in equine programs is underexplored. Considering the 

commonness of school discipline that is dispensed to boys exhibiting poor behaviour control, 

anti-social and often aggressive expressions of masculinity (fighting, disrespecting or 

harming others), it would be useful to further explore the effect of equine programs on this 

group (Rondon et al., 2014). Equine programmes have the potential to promote positive 

expressions of masculinity and caring behaviours in a peer-learning setting for young men 

who are vulnerable to educational and social disadvantage. 

The current project  

The current study is part of a larger, Australian Research Council (ARC) funded 

project, investigating the potential of running nature-based activities (including EAA) - 

without the guidance of a professional therapist - to support positive psychosocial gains in 

disenfranchised youth. The current study presents qualitative data from the first group to take 

part in the ARC project. The findings generated via this group, informed future iterations of 

the program and data collection. Furthermore, quantitative data from this group was primarily 

used to inform later data collection processes and is not presented here. The current study 

aims to build on the notion that participation in equine activities without a therapeutic context 

(EAA) can benefit participants, particularly boys. Further, it aims to explore possible 

mechanisms, contexts and processes that contribute to psychosocial benefits. Hence, the 

research questions are as follows:  

1. Which psychological factors are most likely to be influenced through participation 

in an equine program that does not use a qualified therapist?  
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2. What might the mechanisms behind these benefits be?  

Methods 

An interpretive paradigm informed the selection of methods that included weekly 

researcher and teacher observations and in-depth teacher interviews. This approach was 

selected to explore the context, processes and changes in young peoples’ participation in the 

program over time through the least obtrusive methods (Kellahear, 1993). Interviews with the 

teacher were undertaken by a researcher at the end of the program.  

Participants 

Students, 14-16 years old, were recruited through an outreach, mobile school in the 

outer suburbs of a semi-rural area in Queensland Australia. These students were all out of the 

mainstream school system for various reasons including behavioural issues and anxiety. 

Within the class there were a variety of needs and issues such as anxiety, ADHD and learning 

difficulties. The class they attended was part of a flexible (flexi) school run by a charity. The 

learning contexts and itinerary changed day to day and they worked from wherever possible 

including local parks, libraries and community centres. 

Initially eight students were approached in this class. Seven were included in the 

study having been present in atleast four of five possible weeks of the program. Of the five 

students who were present in the first week, four would attend every week subsequent. Of the 

two new students who were present in the second week both of them completed the 

remaining program. Final inclusion involved seven students, six males and one female with a 

mean age of 15.13 and a range of 14-16. When conclusions are drawn regarding 

“masculinity” or “boys” this is due to the behaviour being solely displayed by male 

participants, however, throughout the paper, when referring to specific individuals, 
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pseudonyms are used and personal gender is removed to maintain anonymity; all participants 

are referred to as he or him.  

Data Collection  

Throughout the program a researcher and the teacher observed the general behaviour 

and interactions of the students with the horses, other students, volunteer coaches and teacher, 

noting changes throughout the program and any differences in behaviour outside the 

program. Field notes were completed by the researcher as an observer who did not take part 

in the program. The students’ teacher was also requested to make weekly observations. These 

consisted of field notes from the program, observations of behaviour immediately following 

the program (throughout subsequent student activities during the day), statements made by 

colleagues and students, and personal reflection.  

 One week after the program a researcher interviewed the teacher by phone. A semi-

structured interview protocol lasting 30 minutes included the following questions: (a) Did 

you notice any changes for the students over the course of the program, good or bad? (b) 

How did these changes occur? Why did they occur or not occur? (c) Did you see any 

evidence of this change or other changes outside the program? (d) Did you notice any 

difference in behaviour whilst at the equine centre (EC) compared to the rest of week? (e) 

What would you change about the program? 

Procedure 

Ethics clearance was received from the author institution Human Research Ethics 

Committee. The researcher gained written consent from the young people and their 

parents/carers within the two weeks prior to the start of the program. 

This was an EAA program where students learnt how to interact with and care for the 

horse without any specific therapeutic content. Staff were all horse handlers; there were no 



AN EQUINE PROGRAM FOR DISENFRANCHISED YOUTH    8 
 

 
 

therapists involved. The program involved 5 sessions, each of 2 hours, once a week for 5 

weeks. The program began when the students arrived at the EC (via their school bus) at 

10.00am. They were then assigned a volunteer coach and taken to catch the horse they would 

work with. For safe instruction, each horse came with an associated volunteer. Volunteers 

were all trained staff with up to level 1 Riding for the Disabled Association of Australia 

National Coaching Accreditation Scheme qualifications. Volunteers regularly work for the 

EC with young people with physical disabilities but do not work with this type of population. 

Throughout weeks one to five students learned how to, and participated in, grooming and 

caring for the horse, saddling the horse, walking with the horse and eventually riding the 

horse (led by a volunteer coach). The horses were largely passive in grooming activities but 

more active in the walking and riding activities. For example, while being led around an 

arena or walked around and over obstacles they may exert more agency (e.g. cooperation, 

stubbornness, other desires) depending on their mood or character.  

For 10 minutes between 11.30am and 12.00pm - after each session - students sat with 

the volunteers and lead coach and debriefed about what they had accomplished throughout 

the day. 

In the final session participants were given a certificate for their completion of the 

program and thanked for their participation by the volunteers and the lead coach. 

Data Analysis  

An inductive approach was utilised to analyse qualitative data, although the 

researchers acknowledge the inevitable influence of the psychosocial literature on how data 

has been interpreted. Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2012) was undertaken on the 

weekly observations and teacher interview. One of the researchers, MN, conducted the 

interviews, read the transcripts and developed codes. Then, MN sorted the codes into 



AN EQUINE PROGRAM FOR DISENFRANCHISED YOUTH    9 
 

 
 

overarching themes and sub-themes. Finally, MN re-read the transcripts to review the themes. 

Finally, extracts of the transcript were selected as examples for each theme. 

Analysis and Discussion 

The data was organised to address the two research questions seeking to understand 

the psychosocial outcomes or benefits of participation and the processes or mechanisms 

influencing change. Outcomes were in positive engagement, social connectedness, increased 

confidence and relationships and attachment. Mechanisms were identified as connection and 

a positive environment.  

Psychosocial benefits of participation 

Positive engagement. While at the program, participants demonstrated high levels of 

focussed attention and attentive capacity. All students touched the horses, were quiet and 

immediately engaged and this positive engagement endured; riding the horse later in the 

program one student, PM, exclaimed ‘I feel like the Queen of England’ and then ‘I feel like a 

white Michael Jordan’. In addition, the teacher highlighted respect, engagement and honesty 

‘… they were definitely being very respectful, their participation levels … was more than 

usual they were all being safe and legal, there were opportunities not to be but they didn’t 

take that. They were all positively engaged and honest about everything, there was no reason 

not to be honest I suppose’. However, the behaviour of student CB, whom the teacher reports 

as having an ADHD diagnosis, can best demonstrate the effectiveness of the program in 

facilitating participant attention through engagement with the horse. The teacher observation 

included the following note concerning student CB: ‘he is always hyperactive, moving his 

mouth or his body he never stops’, which contrasted with the behaviour of CB while 

interacting with the horse: ‘… it is like someone has taken out 4 of the 6 batteries… I have 

never seen him with his mouth shut’. Improvements in attention have been documented 
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previously. For example, a sample of ADHD students improved in their behaviour following 

an 8-week horseback riding intervention (Cuypers et al., 2011) and a sample with Autism 

showed improvements in attention following a 12-week program (Bass, Duchowny, & 

Llabre, 2009). In 2015, Jang et al. evidenced improvement in core symptoms in a sample of 

youth with ADHD; this was the first study to show changes in brain activity in youth by 

using quantitative electroencephalography. In contrast, Naste et al. (2017) present evidence 

from 3 case studies of youth participating in an EFP program for complex trauma. Although 

improvements were made in other areas, they report that symptoms of attention did not 

improve. While there are distinctions across programs offered and different participant 

groups, findings generally indicate attentional symptoms can improve following participation 

in an equine program.  

The observation regarding CB’s ‘batteries’ was made within the first half of the first 

session; this immediacy of the effect of the program was present in all students however 

further illustration is provided by student AC. AC approached the horse with this dialogue ‘I 

don’t like horses, I am not touching it, I am afraid of all animals’. After a few minutes AC 

was at the stable with the horse and a few minutes later he was grooming the horse. This 

change in behaviour is perhaps due to several factors including: (a) the student was paired 

with a very small, calm horse, (b) the horse was behind a fence on initial approach, (c) the 

student approached the horse with the volunteer coach and was under no pressure to do 

anything he did not want to do, (d) the student simply discovered the horse was not as scary 

as he imagined and was an engaging, responsive animal. 

The program also impacted the behaviour of students throughout the rest of their day. 

Shortly after the first session, the students went to a water hole for lunch and a swim. They 

coincidentally met a second class from their school there. Here is what the teacher reported: 
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‘The journey to Orion Lagoon (Springfield) was very quiet; there was some chat but 

at a reasonable volume (unlike usual, which sounds loud with random shouting at 

times).  When we arrived there and walked to the tables, we sat with another of our mobile 

classes.  The staff from the group had commented to us about how calm and quiet our group 

were that they almost didn’t recognise us there’. 

However it did not last… 

‘Things changed significantly when we were making our way home for drop offs.  As 

soon as we were on the bus, the rowdy behaviour we usually see was presented.  However the 

closer we got back to (home) the more they escalated, particularly AC. Some became quite 

aggressive and angry’. 

The teacher explained how when she forgot to make a turn some students got angry at 

being taken home ‘earlier’ (even though it was the normal time) and AC stated, ‘I come to 

school to get away from that- why are you taking me home earlier?’. This exemplifies how 

the effects of the horse-human interaction, even after week 1, extend beyond the EC for a 

brief time. However, it also illustrates how the benefits of the equine program for these 

vulnerable youth are relational as they may not have had opportunities to engage in sport, 

extra-curricular activities or positive peer interactions due to behavioural issues and/or social 

disadvantage in the broader context of their lives (Rondon et al., 2014).  

The teacher also suggests that after a few weeks of the access to the positive social 

contexts of the equine program, it started to affect the young people’s reaction in external 

contexts. The teacher’s response to the question ‘Did you see any evidence of these changes 

outside the program?’ was ‘This was translating elsewhere. So much that for some of them I 

made a point of making it very clear in their report card the impact the program has had on 

attendance and principles of respect, participation, honesty’. Furthermore, the teacher stated 
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she was surprised of the level of changes apparent throughout such a brief program. ‘Thank 

you thank you for opportunity it was a real privilege to see changes in young people and ever 

so quickly it was brilliant considering it was cut so short, a brief program’ 

Social connectedness. During the program, participants experienced elevated 

socialisation and connectedness. For example, young people within the program were able to 

socialise with volunteers and their peers positively and this was enabled by interactions with 

the horse. For example, throughout pre and post session meetings, students were 

unresponsive and socially distant from staff and volunteers. However, when engaged with a 

horse as a focal point, they immediately commenced discussion with volunteers. Further, 

participants exhibited polite behaviour throughout the program. For example: (a) AC had 

asked a volunteer if he could help her pack up, and (b) CB politely asked for the same 

volunteer and horse next week, and each week was happy to get all horses food and complete 

any horse related task without complaint. The teacher recounts an example presented by a 

youth worker at the flexi-school: ‘CB had spoken to a peer, not a volunteer but a class mate, 

in a really polite manner, he made a request with manners and it was responded to just as 

politely, he (the youth worker) came back to tell me that “Guess what I just heard!” It was 

really lovely’.  

The teacher outlines other social outcomes including collaboration and peer guidance. 

The teacher states “…in regards to confidence and self-regulation, not only self but trying to 

positively impact their peers and guide them, so when they were making some poor choices 

they were attempting to step up and correct them”. By week three AC and CB in particular 

had initiated collaboration and peer guidance behaviour.  For example, they (a) accepted the 

participation of new students, (b) were able to share the horse they had been working with 

these new students, and (c) responsibly assisted in instructing new participants on how to 

interact with the horse. Furthermore, participants actively undertook new activities and 
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encouraged others to participate, ‘you come here to try something new and have fun and you 

won’t even try this’ and encourage students by indicating that they should ‘try three times 

[and] if you don’t like it quit’. This type of group-oriented behaviour, rather than self-

oriented behaviour, would continue for the remaining weeks. The horse as a medium for 

positive social behaviour has been documented before (Tuuvas, Carlsson, & Norberg, 2017). 

For example, Trotter et al. (2008) found lower social stress in young people following an 

equine program. Similarly, Bachi et al. (2012) found that participation contributed to young 

people’s increased trust in others. Clearly, participation in such programs encourages 

favourable social experiences for young people characterised as ‘at-risk’ and encourages 

collaboration rather than competition amongst boys.  

Again, the benefits of the equine program are framed by the contrast of the social 

context of the EAA with other social contexts; according to the teacher these behaviours are 

incongruent from the usual day to day behaviour. Negative social environments at home and 

elsewhere means some young people exercise agency through disruptive and anti-social 

behaviours in response to being in trouble, finding school difficult and being subject to 

discipline. This is especially true for boys displaying hyper ‘masculine’ behaviour such as 

aggression. Positive social behaviours in EAA are shaped by the interaction and contrast of 

the EAA context with the negative social contexts at-risk young people have experienced and 

are experiencing daily and the positive masculine behaviours EAA facilitates.  

Increased confidence. The teacher suggested that some students had developed 

leadership of others. However, another student, TA, was said to have also shown leadership 

but in a different way, more comparable to increased self-confidence, ‘he may not have taken 

on that role [“positively impact ..peers and guide them”] but within himself what he was 

displaying in regards to confidence and day to day how I am going to manage the day and be 

with other people was far more confident, socially acceptable ‘. This suggests a development 
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of confidence related to interacting with others and self-management. Improved self-

confidence following equine therapy has previously been reported amongst a sample of 

women recovering from trauma (Porter-Wenzlaff, 2007) and children dealing with grief 

(Glazer, Clark, & Stein, 2004). Furthermore, self-confidence has also been retrospectively 

identified by informants as a key benefit they received from an equine program (Tuuvas et 

al., 2017). It is no surprise then that both leadership and confidence are outlined as major foci 

of EAP by the Equine Assisted Growth and Learning Association (EAGALA), which is the 

international association for professionals incorporating horses to address mental health 

(Dawson, 2014). For young men, equine interactions can encourage displays of confident 

masculinity that involve care, collaboration and positive interaction rather than more 

destructive expressions.  

Affective relationships and attachment. Findings suggest that young people were 

developing attachment to the horse and volunteer. For example, after the first week, 

participants were adamant they wanted the same horse and volunteer for the subsequent 

week. Other students showed physical affection to the horse through stroking and hugging. 

AC was described as being “very gentle” with the horse, as opposed to his high energy loud 

interactions with adults, and the teacher stated student PM was “actually smiling”. This 

affectionate behaviour is particularly interesting given the cohort of boys taking part. The 

presence of “very gentle” behaviour and hugging are contrary to typical masculine 

perceptions that informs aggressive and distant behaviours which often trigger school 

disciplinary measures (Department of Education, 2014).  

Findings of attachment are also supported within recent research. For young men the 

opportunity to develop attachment with animals can create different experiences of trust and 

positive expressions of masculinity (on boy’s relations with dogs see Thomas, 2016). 

Attachment theory states that children have a fundamental desire to form bonds to their 
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carers. If carers are not responsive to the child, the child may not feel secure in the carer-child 

relationship which may lead to the development of an insecure or anxious attachment. This 

attachment insecurity may lead to issues with trust and problems in the child’s other 

relationships (Ainsworth, Blehan, Waters & Wall, 1978). Tuuvas et al. (2017) report a 

retrospective analysis of participants’ memories of equine therapy. Participants, all female, 

had attended an equine psychotherapy clinic more than 15 years ago for differing 

psychosocial issues. They were between 15 and 16 when they started therapy and stayed on 

average for two years. Findings conclude that the horse functioned as an attachment figure 

for the young people as the author’s state: “The horses … had a very important part to fill in 

changing the informants’ attachment styles” (Tuuvas et al, 2017, pg. 324). The findings from 

the current study and Tuuvas et al. (2017) are not surprising considering therapists understand 

the effects of an equine in EFP programs through attachment theory (Pugh, 2010). 

Disenfranchised participants may connect easily with an equine for various reasons including 

because (a) the horse is generally silent, and (b) compared to humans, the response of a horse 

is predictable and calm but unambiguous (Taylor, 2001). To further support the notion that 

attachment is a key factor contributing to the therapeutic outcomes of equine programs, a 

discussion regarding a student who didn’t connect to the horses so easily will be presented. 

A single participant displayed a difficult time attaching to the horse they were 

working with. The background to YA as described by the teacher provides explanation as to 

why this was happening; the teacher indicated that YA had attachment issues and required 

frequent guidance, support and reciprocity in relationships. Throughout the first weeks of the 

program YA indicated feeling rejected from the horse, and that the horse was unresponsive. 

In week three YA was given a different horse which was much smaller than the previous 

horse. This favourably impacted the affective attachment behaviour of YA; the teacher 

observed that YA was hugging the horse and giving it lots of attention. It is possible the 
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smaller size of the horse allowed YA to give the horse affection; something not possible with 

the larger horse. Researchers hypothesised YA couldn’t get what he wanted from the large 

horse; immediate feedback and immediate connection with strong affection. The teacher 

agreed that this perspective may be accurate. The idea that different horses are suited for 

different people is discussed in other research (Maurstad, Davis & Cowles, 2013) and this 

study supports this idea. Interestingly, matching YA with a smaller horse made a difference 

even though the actions of the smaller horse were similar to the actions of the original larger 

horse. Both horses were in a passive role, being patted and groomed, the smaller horse was 

perceived as more affectionate by YA because YA was able to be more affectionate toward 

the horse.  

Clearly, in most cases the horse provided a reliable sense of mutual attachment and 

need. However, in some circumstances this immediate sense of being needed and of mutual 

attachment does not occur; in this case with a student with attachment issues. Pugh (2010) 

has also clarified how equine attachment is an important process for young people at-risk and 

provides insight into the horse attachment relationship among these youth. Pugh (2010) noted 

attachment similarities between at-risk youth and foals who had been taken from their mother 

at birth, deprived of contact with their mother and inadequately weaned. Unfortunately, Pugh 

doesn’t give specific definitions on the attachment styles they refer to, however, insecure and 

anxious attachment styles may include characteristics such as fear of rejection and a 

discomfort with intimacy (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Pugh (2010) concludes that 

participants who have an insecure attachment style bond with a foal with an insecure 

attachment style to build a strong sense of attachment. Specifically, Pugh (2010) found 

participants benefited by ‘taking on the role of attachment figure’ and through the horse’s 

replicating the emotions of the participant. Pugh (2010) additionally concludes that there are 

clear differences between EFP approaches that use difficult horses and those that use well-
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trained EFP horses. For example, clients linked with an orphaned foal must follow a different 

approach to treatment which follows a slower than usual process of trust building and 

accommodates the foal’s anxiety. Whereas with a well-trained therapy horse, clients can be 

less controlled, and the horse won’t react negatively or prevent the client from making 

contact. It would be interesting to further explore the evidence presented here and by Pugh 

(2010) that suggests working with a therapy horse could assist people with an insecure and 

anxious attachment style, such as YA. In this regard, it is expected that such interaction 

would recalibrate participants’ expectations of attachment and bonding in future 

relationships. Furthermore, different horses, i.e. difficult or well-trained, may be appropriate 

for different participants needs. 

Mechanisms 

Connection. When asked to indicate what factors contributed to change the teacher 

responded that ‘confidence and connection’ encouraged the positive outcomes experienced 

by students (particularly AC and CB).  The desire for this connection occurs rapidly and the 

outcome is an emotionally related human-horse relationship. Furthermore, in the equine 

context, this connection can occur through sensory touch and affection where it may not in 

other social contexts. Especially for the boys in this group, expressing affection and relating 

through touch and physical contact is not the norm in the typical masculine contexts and 

relational frameworks encountered day to day. Considering the over representation of boys in 

school disciplinary absences and the cause of this often being aggressive behaviour 

(Department of Education, 2014) this space for learning through affectionate connection may 

enable different expressions of masculinity.   

Additionally, the human-horse connection seemed to provide the building blocks the 

students could use to construct a bridge connecting themselves to each other and the 

volunteers; ‘hey we’re all in the same place here, feeling this and doing this and being this’ 
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(‘this’ referring to the positive interactions of just doing things with horses together). The 

teacher indicated that the program provided an environment where connection was easy, 

stating that the horse seemed to give feedback to the students saying, “hey, I like you or hey 

you’re in, I will let you in”, and that this culture was ‘…not even just from the horse but from 

the volunteers’.  

It may be possible this connection is integral for the benefits which followed and of 

which previous programs have found; similar to the therapeutic alliance which is so 

important in standard therapy (Horvath & Luborsky, 1993; Lambert & Barley, 2001). For 

example, the human-horse connection allows students to connect to others, providing the 

mechanism for the positive social interactions observed. Previous studies also suggest that 

human-horse relationships formed in EAA settings allow for subsequent human-human 

relationships (Burgon, Gammage & Hebden, 2018). Further, the strong desire students have 

to connect with the horse provides a mechanism for self-regulation and improved focussed 

attention. For example, student CB showed no explicit ADHD symptoms whilst present in 

the program and was adamant he wanted the same horse and volunteer each week. 

Importantly, this aligns with previous research which links EFP with attachment 

theory (Burgon, Gammage & Hebden, 2018) and suggests attachment with a therapist in EFP 

is possible through the safety of the horse (Bachi et al., 2012). Tuuvas et al. (2017) expand on 

this to suggest the horse takes the place of the attachment figure in EFP. As in this EAA 

study, Burgon (2011) explored equine programs without a trained therapist. She identifies 

connection as the mechanism facilitating changes such as increased empathy in at-risk 11 to 

16-year olds.  

The equine program as a positive environment. The equine program is seen as a 

positive environment for these vulnerable young people who may experience fewer safe 

environments and positive experiences than typical youth. The students refer to their situation 
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at home as an unsupportive environment and the teacher suggests the horses form a 

supportive environment which aligns the student’s needs and wants with the environmental 

demands; something for these students school (and for some, home) cannot do. The teacher 

proposed the mechanism could be related to the ‘degree of respect’ received from the horse 

and that it was letting the students ‘do what (they) need to do’ even though the horse was 

‘stronger, bigger than them’. She concludes, ‘I don’t know what but it’s definitely something 

big happened’. 

Previous reports highlight the importance of equine programs environments, usually 

in terms of the therapeutic environment created which includes: the provision of immediate 

feedback (Bachi et al., 2012), being ‘risky’ but safe (Authors own, 2014; Naste et al., 2017), 

predictability (Naste et al., 2017) and being non-judgemental (Authors own, 2013). This is in 

contrast with the school and home context for at-risk youth. Therefore, the context of the 

equine environment provides young people at-risk with a safer, less traditional context for 

interacting and behaving that is distinct from pre-existing unsafe, unreliable environments 

and social contexts. This is also interesting in terms of how the boys behaved in this context 

where alternative ‘risk’ taking through masculine behaviours of respect and connection with 

horses is encouraged. This is not the first study to observe the value of atypical positive 

touching behaviour from aggressive boys in a therapeutic equine context (Dell et al., 2011) 

Other studies refer to the environment in terms of the characteristics of the horse such as the 

fact they are powerful, sensitive, herd animals (Bachi et al., 2012). Discussing the 

environment as an approach to understanding the mechanisms behind the benefits to EFP and 

equine programs appears to be fruitful. Here, it supports and strengthens the previous 

hypotheses of attachment and creates a framework around outcomes such as attachment, 

attention and socialisation can be built. A challenge for future research is to combine these 

ideas to succinctly explain the environmental aspects of equine programs. 
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Implications and future considerations 

The evidence presented here suggests a therapist need not be present for at-risk youth 

to benefit from equine programs. This makes for a more affordable additional treatment 

which is important for populations like the current study which is based in an area with fewer 

socioeconomic resources. Equitable access to health programs is socially desirable therefore 

the prospect of equine therapies being reachable for more people is an appealing one.  

The equine context contrasted with other social contexts that shape young people’s 

lives by allowing for more physical touch and caring, less aggressive behaviour and therefore 

positive attachments and connections to develop. This is especially pertinent to the majority 

male sample who are overrepresented in school disciplinary statistics for exactly the opposite 

behaviours to these displayed in the equine setting. Research has not yet discussed 

therapeutic equine programs and gender; this promising suggestion is worth further 

exploration.  

One participant struggled with connection more than the other participants. More care 

must be given to the matching of a horse with a participant especially if the participant is 

either scared of the horse or has an insecure or anxious attachment style. Given the amount of 

studies finding attachment and connection as a key factor in the process of equine programs 

this would be a useful area for future research; particularly regarding the role of 

connection/attachment in the process of change and how far the effects may extend from 

student-horse to student-volunteer and beyond. 

One of the more important findings with regards to at-risk youth is the positive 

engagement and improvement in attention. The use of an equine to promote the relief of 

ADHD symptoms may be a viable option for principals, care-givers and health professionals 

looking for an additional treatment. Research specifically addressing the extent ADHD 
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symptoms can be reduced using equines in comparison to currently established therapies and 

treatments would be beneficial. 

Attendance to the horse program in the morning was followed by the observations of 

improved behaviour in the afternoon. While studies to date have yet to explore behaviour 

following program participation, the current study suggests that the benefits of EAA may 

remain beyond the program period. This preliminary finding requires further research, but 

offers the possibility of a program which can not only motivate students to attend school, but 

which can facilitate improved and more focused behaviour for the rest of the day.  

Difficulties 

The type of school and population of student used presented various problems. Firstly, 

the attendance to the class is sporadic for many students, and although students who did 

attend the program would then return each week, there were many students who did not turn 

up at all leaving our small sample even smaller than expected. Secondly, these ‘at-risk’ 

students present a variable sample and a range of behavioural and emotional difficulties such 

as with attention, aggression and anxiety. Furthermore, complicated and difficult living 

environments for some of the children present a number of confounds in general and week to 

week that this study does not have the scope to account for.  

There are several limitations within the current literature including lack of random 

assignment (Trotter et al., 2008), small sample sizes (Bachi et al., 2012; Cuypers et al., 2011) 

and the absence of control groups (Cuypers et al., 2011). The current study was not able to 

account for these limitations however future designs should aim to do so. 

Conclusion 

School principals in Australia have recently been given greater autonomy to provide 

innovative alternatives to traditional school-based discipline and behaviour management 
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(Department of Education, 2014). EAA are a viable but poorly understood alternative which 

may even provide psychosocial benefits without a specific therapeutic focus.  

Important outcomes in the current study were in positive engagement, relationships, 

socialisation, confidence and attention. The usefulness of EAA/EFP is starting to become 

clear, as is the question of how it is effective. Attention and behavioural regulation may occur 

through direct therapeutic qualities of the horse such as the desire a young person has to 

attach and connect to the horse. Alternatively, or additionally perhaps, the horse may be a 

positive addition to a young person’s environment; creating an environment where they need 

and want to self-regulate emotions and behaviour. The social context and positive 

environments provided by the EC facilitate positive behaviour and attachments through the 

direct contrast to the contexts and environments available elsewhere in at-risk young people’s 

lives. Therefore, the horse may provide a focal point to a supportive environment which 

allows students to: form secure attachments, engage in positive social interactions, lead and 

take control, self-regulate emotions and behaviour and maintain a calm nature. This may be 

especially useful for at-risk boys, overrepresented in school disciplinary statistics. 

If more research can elucidate the specific benefits of equines and how these benefits 

occur, even without a therapist present, programs can be designed which maximise the 

outcomes of EAA/EFP and offers an alternative route for headmasters and schools looking 

for support outside the traditional disciplinary options.  
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