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Abstract
The objectives of this study were to describe youth horse program participants
and to determine the relationship between horsemanship and life skills development. The Impact of Equine Activities
Survey contained questions related to
horsemanship skills, life skills, and demographic characteristics. Horsemanship
skills (riding, handling, safety, health
management, and nutrition) were measured on a Likert scale that ranged from
1 (“not at all”) to 5 (“always”). Life
skills (decision making, critical thinking,
communicating, goal setting, and problem solving) were measured on a Likert
scale that ranged from 1 (“never”) to 5
(“always”). A proportional stratified random sample of 982 youth, ages 12 to
18, was selected from membership in 4H, the American Quarter Horse Youth
Association, the United States Pony
Clubs, and the National High School Rodeo Association in Pennsylvania and Colorado. The survey was conducted by
mail yielding a 33.5% response rate.
The majority of the responding youth
were female (86.9%) and white (96.9%).
A total of 71.7% participated in western,
followed by 50.8% in hunt seat, and
41.6% in timed events. Youth indicated
that they “most of the time” to “always”
performed horsemanship skills in the ar-
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eas of handling (4.80), followed by
safety (4.71), riding (4.52), nutrition
(4.07), and health management (3.74).
Youth indicated that they “often” exhibited life skills relative to decision making
(4.13), communicating (4.09), goal setting (3.99), problem solving (3.92), and
critical thinking (3.92). A positive relationship (r = 0.501, P < 0.01) existed between total horsemanship and total life
skills development. Results of this study
indicate that youth horse programs
should continue to focus on the development of horsemanship and life skills.
Key words: horsemanship skills, life
skills, youth

Introduction
The youth horse industry is large
in both size and scope. Nearly every
breed association has a youth component, and many organizations are
dedicated solely to youth. Youth involved in youth horse programs also
participate in multiple disciplines and
activities within their respective organizations. The American Youth Horse
Council (AYHC) is the umbrella organization providing leadership and resources to the youth horse industry.
The AYHC is committed to providing
solid educational programming for
the youth and leaders involved in
youth horse programs. In an effort to
better serve the youth horse industry,
the Impact of Equine Activities on

Youth Development Survey was developed and conducted.
Studies have shown that experiential learning environments effectively
develop youths’ life skills (Boyd et al.,
1992; Astroth, 1996; Fox et al., 2003).
Youth learning animal science principles and skills through workshops indicated that the experience created a
positive environment that facilitated
the learning of animal science concepts (Rusk and Machtmes, 2002; Reiling et al., 2003). Studies have also
documented the positive relationship
between animal science projects and
the development of life and project
skills (Ward, 1996; Barkman, 2002;
Rusk et al., 2003; Boleman et al.,
2004). However, literature specifically
addressing the impact of equine activities is limited. Nadeau et al. (2004)
used a categorized exam to assess the
knowledge base of 4-H Horse and
Pony Program members. Mean scores
for youth ranged from 52 to 68% on
the exam. They scored greatest in areas such as health and disease,
breeds, colors and markings, and anatomy and physiology. This skills assessment was used to direct program
planning within the 4-H Horse and
Pony Program. Anderson (2003) also
documented personal responsibility,
decision making, and leadership as
benefits of participation in the 4-H
State Horse Expo. A recent study by
Slocum (2004) indicated that youth
who participated in both riding and
nonriding competitive horse events
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scored significantly greater on the
Youth Leadership Life Skills Development Scale than youth who competed in only one or the other. Results such as these emphasize the importance of well-rounded youth horse
programming. Research documenting
the knowledge gained, skills learned,
and benefits received through equine
activities is vital to develop and maintain funding and resources for these
programs and to direct their content
and focus. The AYHC conducted an
initial study in 2004 to develop documentation of the impact of youth
horse programs on youth development. The study was conducted at
The Pennsylvania State University in
cooperation with 4-H, the American
Quarter Horse Youth Association, the
United States Pony Clubs, the National High School Rodeo Association, and Colorado State University.
The objectives of this study were to
describe youth horse program participants and to determine the relationship between horsemanship and life
skills development.

Materials and Methods
Survey Development. The AYHC
Research Committee developed a 3section survey with questions related
to horsemanship skills, life skills, and
demographic characteristics. The
horsemanship skills section of the survey contained 25 statements related
to riding, handling, safety, health
management, and nutrition. Horsemanship skills were measured on a
Likert scale that ranged from 1 (“not
at all”) to 5 (“always”), indicating the
youths’ ability to perform specific
horsemanship skills. The life skills section of the survey contained 26 statements related to decision making, critical thinking, communicating, goal
setting, and problem solving (Perkins
and Mincemoyer, 2003). Life skills
were measured on a Likert scale that
ranged from 1 (“never”) to 5 (“always”), indicating the youths’ ability
to perform specific life skills. Content
and face validity of the survey were
established by a panel of experts con-
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sisting of the AYHC Research Committee, animal scientists, social scientists, and equine extension specialists.
Reliability of the survey was established by conducting a field test and
pilot test, with Cronbach’s alpha
scores ranging from 0.688 to 0.886
for the horsemanship skills constructs
and 0.790 to 0.845 for the life skills
constructs (Cronbach, 1946).
Population Sampling. Membership information was obtained for
youth enrolled in 4-H, the American
Quarter Horse Youth Association , the
United States Pony Clubs, and the National High School Rodeo Association
in Pennsylvania and Colorado. These
organizations are representative of
the diverse youth horse industry.
They represent a broad range of disciplines and skill levels. Additionally,
surveying youth from Pennsylvania
and Colorado allowed for representation of 2 different demographic areas.
The total population of 7,407 individuals represented all youth enrolled in
the 4 organizations in Pennsylvania
and Colorado who were between the
ages of 12 to 18 in 2004. Using a 3%
margin of error, a stratified random
sample of 982 youth was selected.
Data Collection. The survey was
administered using a tailored design
method of conducting mail surveys
(Dillman, 2000). Prenotice announcements were distributed to youth via
newsletters, websites, email, and word
of mouth from the leaders of the respective organizations at their discretion. A packet containing the cover
letters, consent forms, survey, and return envelope was sent to the sample
in June 2004. A follow-up postcard
was sent 2 wk later. Replacement surveys for nonrespondents were sent in
July 2004. Follow-up calls to nonrespondents were made in September
2004. Of the 982 youth horse program participants surveyed, 329 responded, yielding a 33.5% response
rate.
A comparison of early, late, and
nonrespondents was conducted to address nonresponse bias (Miller and
Smith, 1983). A randomly selected
sample of 20 nonrespondents was

contacted by telephone. Youth responded to a selection of statements
representing each of the horsemanship and life skills constructs.
Analysis of variance was conducted to
compare means of early, late, and
nonrespondents on the following variables: riding, handling, safety, health
management, nutrition, decision making, critical thinking, communicating,
goal setting, and problem solving.
Nonrespondents scored significantly
less on riding and handling than the
early and late respondents. Responses
of early, late, and nonrespondents
were similar on other horsemanship
skills variables and on all life skills
variables included in the study. Consequently, results of the study may be
generalized to the target population,
with the exception of the riding and
handling constructs.
Statistical Analysis. All surveys
were manually edited for completeness, legibility, accuracy, and validity.
Following the manual edit, all data
were scanned using Teleform and analyzed using SPSS (SPSS Inc., Chicago,
IL) for descriptive and inferential statistics. Pearson’s correlation, simple
linear regression, and multiple regression were used to determine the relationship between horsemanship
skills, life skills, and selected demographic variables. Analysis of variance
was conducted to compare horsemanship and life skills scores based
on youths’ involvement in multiple
disciplines and organizations.

Results and Discussion
Demographic Characteristics. The
demographic characteristics collected
indicated that the majority of the responding youth were female (86.9%)
and white (96.9%). Most of the
youth were between the ages of 13
and 15 yr (51.4%). The rest of the
youth were 12 yr old (16.8%) or between 16 and 18 yr old (31.8%). The
mtmajority of the youth were involved with horses for >4 yr (90.8%).
However, only 67.7% of youth reported being involved with youth
horse programs for >4 yr.

Skills of Youth in Horse Programs

TABLE 1. Horsemanship skillsa means, SD, and ANOVA results for
multiple discipline and organizational involvement.
n

Meanb

SD

P

Number of disciplines
1
2
≥3
Total

82
76
169
327

102.10x
110.36y
110.21y
108.21

13.95
10.73
10.50
12.01

≤0.001

Number of organizations
1
2
≥3
Total

167
102
55
324

105.67x
109.35y
114.44z
108.32

12.32
11.49
9.03
11.97

≤0.001

Item

a
Horsemanship skills scores could theoretically range from 25 to 125; greater scores
indicated greater abilities.
x–z
Means followed by the same letter are not significantly different from each other
as determined by the Dunnett’s C post hoc test.

Nearly 88% of the youth owned
their project horses, and 67% of the
youth took care of their project
horses “most of the time.” Youth also
reported the source of assistance with
their horses: parent (84.5%), instructor or trainer (72.6%), 4-H leader
(45.9%), older youth (32.5%), sibling
(22.8%), others such as agriculture
teacher, friends, nonparent relatives,
and judges (13.1%), youth advisor
(6.70%), and no one (2.4%). Fortyeight percent of the youth indicated
they “always” wear protective headgear when riding horses.
A significant number of youth
(71.7%) participated in the western
discipline, followed by 50.8% in hunt
seat, and 41.6% in timed events. Additionally, many of the youth participated in multiple disciplines. Analysis
of variance indicated that youth that
participated in 2 or ≥3 disciplines
scored significantly greater on horsemanship skills than youth who participated in 1 discipline (Table 1). The
majority of the youth participated in
competitive events on the state level
(61.4%), followed by 41.3% at the regional level, and 14.6% at the national level.
These results indicated that youth
horse program participants were actively engaged members of their orga-

nizations. Nearly 56% of the youth
held leadership positions in their respective organizations. Additionally,
48.4% of the youth were involved in
more than one organization. Analysis
of variance indicated that youth who
participated in ≥3 organizations
scored significantly greater on horsemanship skills than those who participated in 2 organizations (Table 1).
Similarly, youth that participated in 2
organizations scored significantly
higher than those that participated in
1 organization.
Nearly 50% of the surveyed youth
were enrolled in some sort of horsemanship skills or advancement levels
program. Of the enrolled youth,
29.3% were enrolled in level 1, 43.3%
in level 2, and 27.4% in level 3.
Youth also reported levels passed:
level 1 (54.1%), level 2 (34.6%), and
level 3 (11.3%). Similarly, 12.5% of
the surveyed youth were enrolled in
the Pony Club Rating Program.
Nearly 4% of the youth were currently at level D, 6.7% at level C, and
1.5% at level B. Nearly 8% of the
youth passed level D, and 4.6%
passed level C.
The majority of the youth rated select activities as being “very important” to their involvement in
youth horse programs: having fun
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with the horse (82.2%), taking care of
the horse (81.0%), being able to get
the horse to do what is wanted
(71.9%), keeping safe while working
with the horse (71.6%), riding at
home or where the horse is stabled
(56.2%), and learning new skills with
the horse (52.0%). Activities such as
trail riding, seeing friends at horse
events, being with family at horse
events, participating in a horse show,
and winning a ribbon at a horse
show ranked slightly less. Interestingly, the majority of youth ranked
winning a blue ribbon at a horse
show as “not important.”
Horsemanship Skills and Life
Skills. Responding youth indicated
that they “most of the time” to “always” were able to perform horsemanship skills related to handling
(4.80), safety (4.71), and riding (4.52;
Table 2). Youth scored slightly less in
nutrition (4.07) and health management (3.74) Similarly, youth indicated that they “often” were able to
perform life skills related to decision
making (4.13), communicating (4.09),
goal setting (3.99), thinking (3.92),
and problem solving (3.92) (Table 3).
Performance by youth in both horsemanship and life skills was above average; “sometimes” indicated average
performance.
A significant positive relationship
(r = 0.501, P < 0.01) was found between overall horsemanship and life
skills. A simple linear regression analysis was conducted to determine the
contribution of select horsemanship
skills variables (riding, handling,
safety, health management, and nutrition) on life skills development (Table
4). These variables collectively explained 25.1% of the total variance in
life skills development with 3 of the
variables contributing significantly:
safety (β = 0.215, P < 0.001), health
management (β = 0.206, P = 0.004),
and nutrition (β = 0.179, P = 0.007).
Results suggest that youth horse programs interested in life skills development should emphasize horsemanship skills, safety, health management, and nutrition in educational
programming.
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horses, and years involved with
youth horse programs) on horsemanship skills development (Table 5).
Three of the selected demographic
variables contributed significantly: extent of time spent caring for a horse
(β = 0.275, P < 0.001), age (β = 0.206,
P < 0.001), and years involved with
horses (β = 0.183, P < 0.01). Results
suggest that youths’ horsemanship
skills development may be augmented with increased extent of time
spent caring for horse, age of youth,
and years involved with horses.

TABLE 2. Means, SD, and medians for youth performance in
horsemanship skills (n = 329).
Item

Meana

SD

Median

4.52
4.80
4.71
3.74
4.07

0.49
0.36
0.40
0.95
0.83

4.60
4.00
4.80
4.60
4.20

Riding
Handling
Safety
Health management
Nutrition

a
Values could theoretically range from a low of 1 “not at all” to a high of 5
“always” with a theoretical midpoint of 3 “sometimes.” Values above the theoretical
midpoint reflect above-average horsemanship skills; values below the theoretical
midpoint reflect below-average horsemanship skills.

Implications
TABLE 3. Means, SD, and medians for youths performance in life skills
(n = 329).
Item
Decision making
Thinking
Communicating
Goal setting
Problem solving

Meana

SD

Median

4.13
3.92
4.09
3.99
3.92

0.65
0.66
0.59
0.72
0.63

4.20
4.00
4.17
4.00
4.00

a
Values could theoretically range from a low of 1 “never” to 5 “always” with a
theoretical midpoint of 3 “sometimes.” Values above the theoretical midpoint
reflect above-average life skills; values below the theoretical midpoint reflect belowaverage life skills.

Multiple regression analysis was
conducted to determine the contribution of selected demographic vari-

ables (competitive level, level of ownership, extent of time spent caring for
horse, age, years involved with

The results of this study provide
valuable information for youth horse
programs, volunteer leaders, and
youth. Youth horse programs should
continue to develop and support programs that focus on the development
of horsemanship and life skills. Additionally, volunteer leaders should
place increased emphasis on safety,
health management, and nutrition,
as results indicated that these contributed significantly to life skills development. Youth should be encouraged
to spend time caring for their project
horse and to remain involved for as
many years as possible. Results suggest that these demographic characteristics contributed significantly to
horsemanship skills development. Additionally, youth should become in-

TABLE 4. Contribution of select horsemanship skills on life skills development.a
Item
Riding
Handling
Safety
Health management
Nutrition
Constant

b

SE

β

Partial

t

P

0.489
−0.157
1.596
0.528
0.633
33.934

0.359
0 .584
0.437
0 .181
0.233
10.646

0.082
−0.015
0.215
0.206
0.179

0.076
−0.015
0.199
0.160
0.149

1.364
−0.270
3.653
2.918
2.715
3.188

0.174
0.788
≤0.001
0.004
0.007
0.002

Summary information for the
final regression model
R2
Adjusted R2
a

n = 328.

0.263
0.252

93

Skills of Youth in Horse Programs

TABLE 5. Contribution of select demographic variables on horsemanship skills development.a
Item
Competitive level
Level of ownership
Extent of time spent caring for horse
Age
Years involved with horses
Years involved with youth horse program
Constant
Summary information for the final regression model
R2
Adjusted R2

b

SE

β

Partial

t

P

−1.23
0.448
6.95
1.63
0.517
−0.010
75.8

1.27
1.36
1.30
0.362
0.182
0.295
4.82

−0.048
0.016
0.275
0.255
0.183
−0.002

−0.055
0.019
0.288
0.245
0.158
−0.002

−0.969
0.329
5.35
4.49
2.84
−0.033
15.7

0.333
0.742
≤0.001
≤0.001
0.005
0.974
≤0.001

0.273
0.259

a

n = 322.

volved in multiple disciplines and organizations. Facilitating multiple discipline and organization involvement
could be achieved through collaboration among youth horse programs.
Demographic characteristics are especially important to the program development process of these youth horse
programs. The results of this study
may be utilized by youth horse programs to seek funding and resources
and to improve the content and focus of their programs.
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