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In early February Norway's Health Minister Jonas Gahr Store announced his 10 point priority
plan. It included Alternative Research. A few days later he paid a surprise visit to Oslo University
Hospital's Stallen (Stables). He had heard of the research undertaken there and wanted to know more
about horse assisted therapy and to hear the views of the patients and staff on this alternative
therapy. His interest, plus the subsequent questions from clinicians and the public, prompted the
following article.
Horses have been working with patients at Oslo Universitetssykehus (previously known as Gaustad)
since 1974. Throughout that period the horses have been owned by the Oslo and Slemdal Lions Clubs,
and cared for by patients and staff at the hospital. Each horse is carefully selected, trained and used
exclusively for therapeutic work with patients. Skilled therapists, who are also qualified riding
instructors with proven horse handling skills, are responsible for the horse assisted therapy program.
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Since 2010 the horses at Oslo University Hospital's Stallen have worked exclusively with young drug
addicts in treatment at the Department of Addiction Treatment (Youth). Now a major research study is
seeking to measure the impact of horse assisted therapy on addiction drop out and treatment.
Preliminary results, reported at the International Scientific Addiction Medicine (ISAM) Conference in
Geneva last year, are promising.
Horses and Health
For more than 6,000 years horses have worked with man in various ways. Their special contribution
has enhanced mankind's physical and mental well-being. They have provided meat, energy for
transport and agriculture, a comrade in war, a companion athlete in sport and a leading figure in
mythology, literature, sculpture, art and the media. In antiquity, Socrates noted the horse's
contribution to man's health and Xenophon wrote of man and horse's mutual confidence and interdependence in war. More recently the statement, "there is something about the outside of a horse
which is good for the inside of a man" has been attributed to Churchill.
Over the past 50 years in many countries, including Norway, horses have worked increasingly in
health programs aimed at improving physical, mental and psychological well-being.
Horses and Addiction Treatment
Inclusion of horse assisted therapy as part of addiction treatment is not common but there is a
growing interest, particularly in the USA. OUS Stallen is seen by many as a leader in developing this
work and researching its impact.
When patients participate in OUS Stallen's program, they work with a therapist and a horse in a
structured 12 session program. During the first four sessions patients get to know the horses, learn
about horse behavior, safety and how to do basic tasks such as grooming, leading and tacking up.
Even patients with previous horse experience do these introductory sessions, often taking on a
supporting role to those who have little or no experience. In the following eight sessions the patient,
horse and therapist undertake activities and exercises aimed at addressing specific agreed objectives,
such as dealing with anxiety, aggression, the need to set and maintain safe boundaries, etc.

Activities undertaken with horses differ depending upon the agreed therapeutic objective and the
patient's health on the particular day. Patients can choose not to do a particular task. Some, for
example, choose not to ride. They seem, nonetheless, to benefit from and enjoy other horse related
activities.
Examples of activities and exercises with horses, and how to connect these to themes and challenges
the patient needs to work with:
By observing the herd patients can see how the horses react and communicate, their behaviour and
cooperation. Patients can discuss how they feel inside when a horse comes towards them or walks
away from them.
When grooming the horse a patient gets to know and understand it better, to build a relationship and
to feel social connection, while doing a task that is important for the horse's welfare. Feeding and
watering the horses are simple tasks, but patients often remake on the "good" feeling which
accompanies taking responsibility for responding to the horse's needs.
To lead the horse and decide when to stop or turn, or keep the horse at a suitable distance are good
exercises for working with boundaries, relationship, cooperation and giving clear directions. Patients
often feel more at ease discussing such issues in the context of horse handling and can draw
meaningful conclusions about themselves.
By riding the horse in the arena patients work at keeping focus through different exercises,
concentration, body awareness, control, communication through the body, body composure, giving
clear instructions, etc. They learn a sense of mastering from a new perspective, but one which
enables them to understand and assimilate it into their everyday activities.
Lungeing is a good tool as well for focusing on how your body can be used in communication with the
horse, and to enable feel of one’s body against the balancing horse. Patients become aware of how
they sit on the horse, their capability of distension, cooperation between tension and hypotension in
your body, stability and body composure.
When riding skills are sufficient patients can ride out in the forest, getting an added sense of
mastering and control, plus the pleasure of seeing, hearing, smelling and generally enjoying nature
with their horse. In winter they experience the added excitement of horses stimulated by open field of
snow.
An alternative to riding is driving a carriage, where without having to sit on a horse patients still get
the feel of taking control, of trust and outward, forward thinking. When driving a carriage with other
passengers they are "responsible for the whole group". This, in addition to experiencing the power and
steadiness of the horse in hand gives a feeling of true mastering.
These activities involve good healthy exercise, having fun, learning new skills, etc. However, while
physical exercise, fun and skills acquisition are important (and often missing from the lives of many
young drug addicts) the prime purpose of this program is therapy and contribution to a successful
treatment outcome.
Why Horses?
This is a frequently asked question, along with "why not dogs?" Other animals, particularly dogs,
have been used in a wide variety of health programs with proven beneficial effect in physical health
such as reduced hypertension.
Horses have certain characteristics found to be beneficial in innovative psychological work in emotional
and cognitive fields. Perhaps the most obvious characteristic, particularly to a new patient, is the size
and strength of the horse.
Horses are much stronger than humans. Physical strength alone cannot make a horse follow a
command. It requires focus, patience, clarity and a degree of leadership - mental resources and skills
often missing in young insecure people. By not responding to inappropriate cues, well trained horses

can help patients to learn how to activate skills. As a patient once commented "Ronja is bigger than
me. I found aggression didn't work with her so I had to try your way of asking her to cooperate ... the
funny thing is that I've found it works better than aggression with humans too". Patients and good
riders alike are often amazed at their ability to obtain a positive response from such a large,
sometimes frightening animal. Such a feeling does wonders for self-esteem and can help engender a
much need "yes we can" type of motivation in patients.
Horses are present in "the here or now". They do not judge or have preconceptions about what is right
or wrong. Patients have commented "my horse does not know about my past, he does not care what I
look like but he does seem to understand how I feel and seems to share my feeling in a way which
makes me feel good" It is reassuring to see a growing bond between horse and patient, particularly in
a patient who has lost all trust in safe physical comfort and touch. The horse may engage in mutual
grooming by gently nibbling the back of a patient scratching the horses shoulder. We have seen
horses use their head to gently hold a sobbing patient against their side.
When patients bond with a horse they may discover a meaning which they could not hear from the
rational human voice. For example, boundary setting is often an issue with addicts. A highly
interactive horse will often invade human boundaries until the person exerts the appropriate energy
and behavior to gain the horse's respect. A patient in search of love and contact may tolerate
inappropriate, even invasive behavior from a horse and mistake it for affection. Boundary setting is
used to enhance Mastering. Once accomplished, it can lead to insightful comments such as "ah I think
the horse actually respects me now ... I quite like that feeling " or ".....you know I've just realized it's
actually the people I like who I let walk all over me" or " ....perhaps it's not the people I dislike who
are the real problem in my life...."
But does it work?
Therapists at Oslo University Hospital have thought for more than 30 years that Stallen's horse
assisted therapy is effective and worth the investment. Studies now underway are assessing the
qualitative and quantitative evidence. Patients claim the horses are helpful and motivating. Some
claim the horses "keep me in treatment" or "they teach me more about myself than all the talk in
meeting rooms."
My PhD study (funded by the Norwegian Research Council and the Swedish- Norwegian Equine
Research Fund) has shown preliminary evidence from 18 months data that patients who participate
in hesteassistert terapi have a much higher chance of a positive treatment outcome than those who
did not undertake this therapy. Further analysis and a randomized control trial (which started in
January) should provide a more definitive answer to whether our patients are indeed riding out of
addiction.
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