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The Taranaki business using horses for
mental-health therapy
by Nicky Pellegrino / 24 January, 2019

Horses are increasingly being used to treat anxiety, depression and
emotional-trauma cases. Mental-health nurse Sharon Robertson
explains why.
Horses and humans have had a long and useful connection. Anyone who has
been around horses, which were once a vital form of transport and are now
popular for sport and leisure, knows it can be soothing simply brushing or
stroking one. So it is perhaps not surprising that they are increasingly being
used as a tool by therapists with a growing number of
anxiety, depression and emotional-trauma cases.
Taranaki mental-health nurse Sharon Robertson first became interested in
equine therapy when she was living in the UK. “I grew up with horses and

always knew I felt better around them,” says Robertson, who decided to become
a certified Eagala (Equine-Assisted Growth and Learning Association)
practitioner.
Equine therapy doesn’t involve riding the horses. Clients remain on the ground,
where they interact with the animals in a variety of ways designed to help them
identify and cope with difficult feelings and life issues.
Robertson provides both equine counselling and corporate team building
through her Taranaki-based business Hōiho Whakaora Tāngata. She works with
three horses: a small pony, another larger one and a bigger, heavier animal she
says is a gentle giant.
Since they are powerful beasts, horses can be daunting for those not used to
handling them. But sometimes that sense of fear can be a helpful part of the
therapy. “Obviously I’m not going to put clients in a situation that’s dangerous,
but we can work with what the fear is about,” says Robertson.
Generally, an initial therapy session will involve a client spending 10 to 15
minutes introducing themselves to the animals. “The horses are in an arena and
free to move as they like – they’re not wearing halters or tied up. If a client has a
particular issue in mind, I ask them to take it in with them.”
Sessions tend to vary. A client might simply be with the horses, they might
brush one or be asked to navigate an obstacle course with them. Some connect
with a particular horse. Others worry the animals don’t like them. “Horses have
complex herd dynamics and a sensitivity to body language. They give immediate
feedback.”

In the course of working with a range of issues – anything from grief or anger to
a history of abuse – Robertson has seen how the horses will do different things
with different people. Often she is the observer and it is up to the clients to
identify how an animal’s reaction to them could be a metaphor for something
going on in their life.
“One woman I worked with had experienced the tragic suicide of her son some
years earlier. She spent time with a particular horse and it kept leaning its head
into her chest. The horse didn’t normally behave like that. I asked her why she
thought it was doing it, but she didn’t know.”
Two days later, the woman called and said the session had helped her realise
she had been avoiding her grief and needed to lean into it. “So it was significant
to her.”
Robertson has many similar stories about horses exhibiting uncanny intuition.
Although she can’t fully explain it, she has found they can help people face and
move through issues far faster than they would with one-to-one talk therapy.
Clients don’t need to have an affinity for horses or have any experience at all
with them, only be willing to give the treatment a chance.
“They often don’t want to talk any more,” says Robertson, who has been
working as an equine therapist for the past three years. “Some kids can’t
articulate what is going on anyway, and neither can many adults. This is a much
simpler and more obvious way to see what is going on.”
Taking therapy out of the office and putting people next to a large animal means
they have to be in the now, responding to what is happening. This can quickly
expose unhelpful thought and behaviour patterns, or enable clients to get in
touch with painful thoughts and feelings they have been struggling with.
“What I’ve found is there is an immediate response in the person,” says
Robertson.
This article was first published in the January 12, 2019 issue of the
New Zealand Listener.

