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Adolescence is a period of change and development, and health promoting activities may be beneficial in this
period. Equine-assisted activities might have a positive impact on adolescents, but this is mainly studied in
adolescents with behavioural, psychological or physiological problems. Few studies investigate the impact an
intervention with horses might have on adolescent development in general. The main aim of this study was to
investigate the experience ordinary adolescents have with equine-assisted activities in a farm environment. We
wanted to examine which impacts an intervention with horses might have on social support, self-efficacy and
self-esteem and how this was related to the experience of mastering tasks with the horse and the interaction with
the horse. Seventy-five adolescents (ten boys and 65 girls) with an average age of 13.5 years were given a fourmonth intervention with horses on a farm, once a week for two hours. The participants were randomized into
intervention (group 1) and control (group 2) groups. No attrition effect was found on the study variables between
groups. Group 2 functioned as a waiting-list control group, beginning their intervention four months later. Group
1 also served as a follow-up group four months after the end of their intervention. The intervention consisted of
activities with the horse through riding, stablework, grooming and horse-related tasks. This intervention provided
a social setting with physical activities that held elements of task achievement. The aims were explored by a
combination of psychological and ethological methods and analyses, and the study are presented in three papers.
The adolescents were given questionnaires before and after their intervention, and either four months before
their intervention (control) or four months after their intervention (follow-up). These instruments consisted of
scales measuring perceived social-support, self-esteem and general self-efficacy. At the same time questions on
the relationship with the horse and the adolescents' expectations and experiences of the intervention was
provided. In addition, questions on their previous relationship with horses and other companion animals were
included. Forty-six of the adolescents were video-filmed either early or late in their intervention. We analyzed
durations of the various activities on the farm as well as frequencies of chosen behaviours. Persistence during
horse-related tasks, contact with the horse and the response from the horse on the initiated contact was noted.
The study was divided into four samples. The first paper investigated the behaviour patterns of the adolescents
during the intervention through video analysis. The first study of the second paper investigated the effect of the
intervention on perceived social support, self-esteem and self-efficacy, dividing the sample into intervention and
control groups. The second study of the second paper investigated the relationship between psychological
variables and the development of the relation and task-specific skills with the horse. The third paper aimed at
combining the two methods, investigating the relation between psychological measurements and change in
persistence during tasks with the horse.
Time used on horse-related tasks, riding and grooming was similar in early and late recordings showing that the
intervention had focus on activities with the horse as instructed. The horses provided a safe setting for the
adolescents, by showing calm responses to their initiation of contact. The first paper showed that the adolescents
increased their persistence during horse-related tasks by the end of the intervention compared to by the start,
indicating an experience of task-specific mastery developing throughout the intervention. No effect was found on
general self-efficacy in paper 2, but a relation between a lower level of self-efficacy and increase in persistence
during horse-related tasks was detected in paper 3. The results of paper 2 and 3 indicate that perceived social
support is related to involvement and persistence in activities with horses. The intervention had an effect on
perceived social support when compared to the control group. A lower level of perceived social support prior to
the intervention predicted an increase in self-reported mastery of relational and task-specific skills with the
horse. The same relationship was found between a lower pre-level of perceived social support and an increase in
persistence during horse-related tasks through video analysis. Perceived social support did thus serve two
purposes; it was a predictor of the involvement during the intervention, and it represented an important outcome
of the intervention. The supportive environment this intervention provided; with calm horses, quiet nature
surroundings, a supportive instructor and another peer might all have influenced the results in addition to the
horse as the main component.
Equine-assisted activities for adolescents might consequently be beneficial for adolescents with regard to giving
experiences of social support and mastery, which are influential factors in ordinary adolescent development. This
indicates that participating in equine-assisted activities might be valuable for the transition into adulthood.

