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Cherith Wilson 

 

This report is a summary of a detailed research study into the outcomes of young 

people attending Sirona Therapeutic Horsemanship. The study was a collaboration 

between Sirona and Hartpury University Equine Faculty as part of a postgraduate 

MSc in Equine Science. 

The aim of Sirona is to increase the health and well-being of vulnerable and 

disadvantaged young people in order to build resilience and improve life outcomes 

through therapeutic activities with horses. 

Young people are referred to Sirona from a range of agencies such as Local Authority 

children’s services, fostering and adoption teams, mental health services, local schools, 

pupil referral units, youth offending teams and by parents. Reasons for referral range 

from mental health and social/emotional issues, ADHD, Autistic Spectrum, attachment 

issues and difficulties in mainstream education. Young people in this study were 

referred from various social services teams, parents and schools. 

Overall the equine-assisted therapy and learning programmes at Sirona were found to 

significantly increase participants pre and post self-assessment wellbeing scores by 

68.5% (Wilcoxon signed rank: P=0.0005). 

 

Introduction 



The aim of the study was to determine the impact of equine-assisted therapy and 

learning (EAT/L) programmes on the well-being of young people attending Sirona. The 

study, comprising 124 children and young adults and 96 caregivers, used a mixed-

method approach incorporating quantitative questionnaire data to assess the impact of 

the programme in five areas assessed. The age range of the young people participating 

in the study was between 6 – 19 years.  

 

68 young people completed Pre and Post Likert scale questionnaires at session 1 and 

again at session 12. The questionnaires were quantitatively analysed using IBM SPSS 

Statistics 26 software to determine the significance of the impact of the EAT/L 

programmes.  

 

In addition, 220 Participant and Caregiver qualitative feedback forms were analysed 

using an inductive grounded theory approach in order to gain additional qualitative in-

depth feedback. 

 

Study Methodology 

Five areas of well-being were assessed through the questionnaires. 

These were;  

 

Communication 

Resilience 

Positivity / Wellbeing 

Calmness 

Confidence 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Results 

The EAT/L programmes were found to significantly increase participants pre and post 

self-assessment wellbeing scores by 68.5% (Wilcoxon signed rank: P=0.0005).  

The results shown that they had improved in the five areas assessed: confidence, 

calmness, communication, resilience and positivity. 

The average age of participants was 13 years old with the youngest being 6 years old 

and the eldest 19 years old.  

 

76% female   24% male 

 

Referrals  

 

 

Reason for referral 

 
 

* Children’s services - including foster care and adoption teams 51.5% 
* Parents – including joint referral from other services 45.6% 
* Schools 2.9% 

* Social/ Emotional issues 34.4% 
* Mental Health issues 23.2% 
* Social/Emotional/Behavioural issues 22.2% 
* Autistic Spectrum 14.1% 
* Learning Disabilities or Difficulties 6.1% 

Quantitative Data 

*47.8% of participants had 

more than one reason for 

referral 



Results 

Quantitative Data Cont……. 

Wilcoxon signed ranks test results for the 5 well-being measures. 

Participants scored themselves between 1 and 10 for the 5 variables before and after 

the 12 week EAT/L course. This table shows if scoring was higher before or after for 

each variable.  

 

 

Qualitatively participants discussed their relationship with the horse as calm, happy, 

relaxed and loved. They discussed learning horsemanship and communication skills 

throughout the programmes. 

 

The participants’ caregivers feedback validated these findings and described the 

changes in participants as a result of the programme from ‘scared’ and ‘anxious’ 

to  ‘calm’ and ‘confident’. 

Qualitative Data 

Variable 

 

At Session 1 At Session 12 

 

*  

 

10.4%  

 

74.6% 

  

  

8.9% 

  

 

70.1% 

  

 

 

 

11.9% 

  

 

 73.1% 

  

 

*  

 

 

7.5% 

  

 

65.7% 

  

 

*  

 

 

14.9% 

  

 

  67.2% 

  

 

Confidence after vs Confidence before 

 

Communication after vs Communication before 

 

Calmness after vs Calmness before 

 

Resilience after vs Resilience before 

 

Positivity after vs Positivity before 



Participant Theme Map 

   Higher Order Themes 

           

Relationship with the horse 

Positive Impact 

Context 

Horse handling / management skills (n=13).                                                  
Learning new skills opens new opportunities 
(n=40). 

Calmer and more relaxed: self, in relationships, 
at home, with pets, meeting new people “when 
low or anxious I think of [horse] and feel happy, 
relaxed and can cope”.                                                             

More confident: in self, with others and in new 
situations.   

Reduces anxiety and worry.                          

Safe and protected. 

Understanding horses’ needs: relate to them; 
understanding why they need to be calm.                                                      

Personal and relationship skills (n=29).   Sense of 
achievement.   

Caring and empathy: people and horses (n=7). 

Place makes you feel safe (n=11) and protected 
“when I am not here I take a bit of Rosie home 
with me in my heart, it makes me feel happy. 
We look after each other.” 

Calming effect (n=67) “rock”, induce happiness 
(n=44) and relaxation (n=19) reduce anxiety, feel 
valued and important “someone [horse] loves 
me” (n=13). 

Participants identified key traits in their favourite 
horse and reflected on themselves “like me” 
“they can be [you] at your best” (Gentle n=11, 
understanding n=5). 

Participants described tactile activities with 
horses: leading, grooming (n=17), cuddles 
(n=11), feeling responsible for horse / caring for 
(n=13). 

Positive impact on relationships: personal, 
friends, school, pets – “feel better about 
myself”.                

Recognition of achievement: can face and 
succeed in challenges: skill based and personal.                                     

Horses: help manage emotions and developing 
coping mechanisms: “when I’m at school, I feel 
like crying, I just think about being with [horse] 
and feel loads better, from day 1 to right now”. 

Skill development 

Lower Order 

Themes            

Empowerment 

Psychological Skills 

Feelings 

Emotions 

Practical Skills 

Equine Attributes 

Interactions 

Qualitative Data Cont…... 



Relationship with the horse 

Participants mentioned activities, interactions and feelings that they had with the 

horses and ponies during their sessions at Sirona. These interactions included 

grooming, which was the most mentioned activity (n=17), followed by hugging, and two 

participants stated their interactions with the horses encouraged them to be more 

active. Participants also mentioned the horses and ponies being gentle (n=11) and 

understanding (n=5) describing them as “they can be [you] at your best”. This 

indicates that the participants identified traits in the horses that they would like to see 

in themselves. Along with this, participants described how their interactions with the 

horses made them feel with calm (n=67) and happy (n=44) being most highly reported, 

“they make me feel calm and happy to be around.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another participant stated “when I am not here I take a bit of Rosie home with me 

in my heart, it makes me feel happy. We look after each other.” This reflected 

that not only did participants feel happy and calm while with the horses but that these 

feelings were transferred and manifest when the participants were not in direct contact 

with the horses. This quote also highlighted that the participants relationship with the 

pony made them feel safe (n=11). There was also evidence of the participants 

interactions with the ponies making them feel valued and important as one participant 

stated the ponies made them feel as if “someone [horse] loves me” (n=13). 

 

Qualitative Data Cont…... 



Participants described a range of skills 

they had developed; these skills were 

arranged under two second order themes 

of practical skills and psychological skills. 

Practical skills were categorised as skills 

which the participant was practically 

carrying out during sessions. Whereas 

psychological skills were categorised as 

interpersonal skills which the participant 

had developed thorough sessions with the 

horses. These skills are developed where 

the use of metaphor through the horse 

provides the participant with a different 

perspective on their interpersonal 

interactions to facilitate a change in 

behaviour and or mindset.  

 

Learning was the most prevalent practical 

skill mentioned (n=40). Respect (n=9), 

communication (n=8), self-awareness 

(n=8) and empathy (n=7) had the highest 

frequency of the various psychological 

skills mentioned. 

 

 

 

The theme of positive impact was derived 

by positive character changes or 

developments which participants identified 

they could take forward and benefit from 

in different aspects of their lives and was 

grouped by empowerment and emotions. 

The meaning units for empowerment were 

positive impacts that participants gained 

and had taken away from the programme 

to benefit them in their lives. Positive 

impacts on participants relationships was 

frequently mentioned (n=29), not only in 

the context of relationships with other 

humans but also with animals and 

themselves (n=7) “feel better about myself”. 

Confidence was a frequently mentioned 

positive impact (n=51) one participants 

explained their newfound confidence and 

subsequent independence, “I’ve managed 

to become the person I always wanted to 

turn into. I can now travel independently 

and communicate better, even in situations 

that made me uncomfortable”. 

 

The positive impact on emotions identified 

were increased happiness (n=67), 

calmness (n=42) and reduced anxiety 

(n=11). Increased calmness and reduced 

anxiety benefit the participants’ 

relationships with family, pets and when 

meeting new people, “when low or anxious 

I think of [horse] and feel happy, relaxed 

and can cope”. 

 

The participants caregivers feedback 

validated these findings and described 

the changes in participants as a result 

Participants 

Skill Development                                 Participant perceived positive impact. 



Caregivers 

Caregiver feed back questionnaire 

In total 96 caregiver questionnaires were analysed. This gave an alternative perspective 

of the impact the course had on the participant helping to validate the findings by 

reducing the impact on results of self-reporting. Three higher order themes emerged 

from the caregiver data: Caregivers perception of transformative change, which 

consisted of lower order themes of before and after. Skill development was a higher 

order theme composed of interpersonal and personal. The higher order theme of 

positive impact consisted of empowerment and emotions. The third level of the theme 

map provides some context for each of the lower order themes. 

 

 

Caregivers often discussed changes in the participants’ 

behaviour and emotions by explaining how they were 

before and how they presented after the 12-week 

programme. Anxious (n=4) and aggressive (n=3) were 

most frequently mentioned to describe the participants 

demeanour before the programme. The participants did 

not tend to discuss these elements about themselves in 

the participant questionnaires.  Caregivers discussed 

the participants demeanour after the EAT/L programme 

as: calm (n=44), confident (n=41), understanding (n=21), 

responsible (n=20), happy (n=17) and relaxed (n=13).   

Caregivers perception of TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE 

“She didn’t speak all the way to 

Sirona, she looked sullen and 

was very uncommunicative. 

When I came to collect her a 

different girl greeted me, she 

was smiling, chatty and very 

excited… it’s a time where she 

can be herself and relax”. 

One caregiver described the change in 

the participant from before and after one 

session:  

Another caregiver described the 

transformative change in the 

participant after the EAT/L 

programme: 

XXXX has gone from being a 

scared and confused little girl 

to being a confident young 

lady with her own opinions 

and has a sensible and 

realistic outlook on life”. 



Caregivers 

Caregivers perception of the 

participants SKILL DEVELOPMENT 

The caregivers, like the participants 

themselves, reported skills that they felt 

the participants had developed through 

their EAT/L sessions. However, due to the 

difference in experience and perception the 

second order themes within the caregiver’s 

perception of skill development focused 

more on personal and interpersonal skills 

than specifically practical skills. The 

interpersonal skills identified included 

empathy (n=31), communication (n=31) 

and respect (n=3), all of which help to 

improve the participants relationships;  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The personal skills theme had similar 

results to the participants feedback with a 

high frequency of learning (n=34) as a skill 

which had developed. However, caregivers 

had a much greater frequency of reporting 

responsibility as a skill (n=20) compared to 

the participants. 

 

 

 

 

The positive impacts of the programme 

identified by the caregivers were 

confidence (n=41) and self-esteem (n=23). 

Discussing how the EAT/L sessions makes 

the participants feel, one caregiver stated 

that it “[makes them] feel special”.  

Proactivity, trust and that it facilitates 

learning were also mentioned as positive 

impacts. In contrast to the participant 

feedback the caregivers identified a 

positive impact of the course to be that 

participants were better at managing their 

emotions (n=21) after the programme, 

whereas participants did not mention this 

term in their feedback.  

However, similarly to the participant 

feedback, caregivers identified increased 

calmness (n=44), and that the participant 

was happier (n=17) and less anxious (n=7) 

as a result of the EAT/L programme. 

 

 

 

 

“XXXX has learnt lots of new skills, 

she is very aware how her actions 

can affect the feelings of others now 

and truly cares about the horses.”   

Caregivers perception of the POSITIVE 

IMPACT of EAT/L on the participant 



Conclusion 

 

There is a growing body of qualitative 

research providing evidence to support the 

effectiveness of Equine-Assisted Therapy 

and Learning in improving wellbeing. 

However, there is limited quantitative 

evidence to support EAT/L programmes. 

Using a mixed method approach this study 

has provided preliminary evidence that 

Sirona Therapeutic Horsemanship’s EAT/L 

programmes have been fulfilling its aim of 

having significant positive impact on 

participants: confidence, calmness, 

communication, resilience and overall 

positivity. There was a significant positive 

increase in participants self-assessment 

scores between the 1st and 12th weekly 

sessions, indicating that participants felt 

they have significantly improved in each of 

the five areas as a result of the programmes 

(P=0.0005). 

 

The qualitative data provided further depth 

on how the participants felt the programme 

had benefited them. Their relationship with 

the horse helped them to reflect on 

themselves and made them feel “valued” 

and “loved”. They identified learning 

practical horsemanship skills which made 

them feel accomplished and increased 

confidence. Psychological skills of remaining 

calm, happy and relaxed had an overall 

positive impact on participants’ 

communication and relationships with 

family, friends and animals. Caregivers 

feedback followed similar themes describing 

how anxious, scared and confused 

participants were more confident, calm and 

happy after the programme. 

 

Young people’s mental health is 

currently in crisis; with 11.3% of 3508 

interviewed young people reporting a history 

of suicide attempts and 16.2% reporting self

-harming (O’connor et al., 2018). The 

increasing incident rates of mental health 

disorders has placed increased strain on the 

NHS to provide these individuals with 

treatment; 10%-33% of children and young 

people were found to be waiting over 18-26 

weeks to be removed from the waiting list or 

start treatment (Smith et al., 2017). These 

increasing rates of mental health 

disorders and the subsequent increased 

strain on the NHS highlights the need to 

develop alternative support such as 

Animal and Equine Assisted Therapies, 

as preliminary research has documented 

mental health benefits associated with these 

interventions (Klontz et al., 2007; Schultz et 

al., 2007; Burgon, 2011). These resources 

could be provided for at-risk individuals to 

support NHS services and prevent the 

development of illness to the point of self-

harm and suicide.  

This study on the effectiveness of the 

equine-assisted therapy and learning 

programmes at Sirona Therapeutic 

Horsemanship provides evidence to 

support social prescription referral to our 

services as an effective and highly 

impactful treatment option for young 

people experiencing mental health and 

other support needs.  
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