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Abstract: This paper aims to analyze the central features within
equine-assisted intervention (EAD and the primary concepts of
Goffman’s theories of social identity and Hochschild’s theories of
emotional work. Analyzing a dialog with participants viewing the video
recordings of their own EAI sessions, led to the conclusion that
relating to the horse as a subject counteracts impression
management interpreted as a shift from surface acting frontstage
where emotions have exchange value, to deep acting backstage
where emotions have utility value. The boundaries between
backstage, where the participants show their actual social identity
and frontstage where they display a virtual social identity are fluid.
The results indicate that the staff members are regarded more like
fellow humans acting backstage, resulting in less distance to the
clients. Further research is needed to investigate the processes in
EAlI when the emotional work seems to be changed, whether

backstage or frontstage, which could change the purpose as well as

the effects of EAL.
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here has been an increased interest in equine-assisted

interventions (EAls) in recent years. Internationally, researchers
have been exploring the benefits of these interventions in treatments
for different target groups as well as in a range of therapeutic human
service contexts. Some brief and recent examples are addiction
treatment (Adams et al., 2015; Kern Godal, 2017), learning
programs (Cagle-Holtcamp et al., 2019; Madders & Orrel-Stokes,
2019; Obarzanek & Pieper, 2020; Wojtkowska et al., 2019) and
social work (Buck et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2020; Yorke et al., 2016).
In recent research, clients in the following target groups were

highlighted: ADHD (White et al., 2020) anxiety and posttraumatic

stress (Alfonso et al., 2015; Earles et al. 2015; Shelef et.al, 2019;
Wilson et al., 2015), autism spectrum disorder (Ozyurt et al., 2020;
Peters & Woods, 2017; Trzmiel et al, 2019; Xue-Ling Tan &
Simmonds, 2019), dementia (Fields et al., 2018), first nations (Bindi
& Woodman, 2019; Coffin, 2019), gambling disorders (Kang et al.,
2018), neurological disorders (Palsdottir et al,, 2020), obesity
(Schroeder et al., 2019) prisoners (Robinson-Edwards et al., 2019)
and veterans (Arnon et al., 2019; Boss et al., 2019; Kinney et al,
2019; Malinowski et al., 2017; Romaniuk et.al., 2018; Sylvia et al,,
2019). EAI programs are hybrids that include both riding and non-
riding activities (Hemmingway et al., 2019; Lentini & Knox, 2015).

The horse is often considered to be as a transitional object,
a concept used in attachment theory, that creates opportunities for
participant self-development (Bachi etal., 2012). The goal is to
internalize this awareness within EAIl sessions and generalize it to
other life situations (Carlsson, 2017; Hauge et al., 2013, 2014). Few
versions of EAl indicate a theoretical standpoint, and those that do
only mention theory briefly. An exception to this would be Bachi's
EAIl which elaborated on attachment theory (2012, 2013, 2014).
Other theoretical standpoints include: Buddhist therapy, cognitive
behavior therapy, empowerment, Gestalt therapy, interactionist
approach, mindfulness, object relation theory, psychodynamic
theory, solution-focused therapy, system theory (Arrazola &
Merkies, 2020; Karol, 2007; Kovacs et al., 2020; Lee & Makela,
2018; McCollough, 2011; Pendry & Roeter, 2013; Russell-Martin,
2006).

The horse has a unique characteristic of making humans
respond instead of reacting, either out of respect or empathy for the
horse (Arrazola et al. 2020; Carlsson et al., 2015). The horse is
perceived as non-judgmental, forgiving, straightforward and honest,
which are decisive factors in the context of EAl (Foley, 2008) and
which facilitate authentic relationships (Andersson et al., 2016;
Carlsson, 2014). The horse can help the clients as well as the
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professionals to remove their “mask” because they do not need
strong defense mechanisms (Buswell & Leriou, 2007). The presence
of the horse can give a moment of silence, meaning that the inner
critic can be silent for a while (Carlsson, 2017). However, the
professional’s ability to be authentic can have an impact on whether
the horse’s role becomes relevant or not (Carlsson, 2016).
Furthermore, when the horse instinctively responds to the humans’
emotions and intentions there is a need to adjust and regulate certain
emotions, intentions and body language, to make sure the humans
are fully in the present in the moment (Scopa, et al., 2019; Smith et
al., 2016). The clients as well as the professionals are given
opportunities for insights and possible explanations for their own
emotions and thoughts through mentalization and emotional work
(Carlsson et al., 2015; Tuuvas et al., 2017).

There is still no unified, widely accepted, or empirically
supported theoretical framework explanation for how and why these
interventions may be therapeutic (Anestis et al., 2014; Kendall et al.,
2015; Peters et al., 2020). Consequently, the following study seeks
to understand and outline EAl as it is practiced in order to promote
further clarity in the field. There is a need to clarify the various
program theories underpinning current variations in practice before
program fidelity can be assessed. Is time spent with the horse
beneficial in itself (Davis et al., 2014; Pelyva et al.,2020) or are
certain methodologies essential? How can we explain the therapeutic

relationships in EAl from a theoretical standpoint?

Aim of the Study

Despite an increasing number of research studies about this kind of
intervention, EAl lacks a firm theoretical base. Furthermore, the
knowledge base consists of tacit knowledge that is developed and
communicated in direct relationships, individual to individual. This
paper aims to explore, using a qualitative method, the fit between the
central features of EAl and the theoretical standpoints of Goffman’s
theories of stigma and social identity (Goffman, 1990) and
Hochschild’s theories of emotional work (Hochschild, 2003, 1979)
which may inform and enrich the theory and practice of EAI

METHOD

Participants

Approved by the ethical review board at Linkoping Sweden, a sample
of nine female self-harming adolescents aged 15-21 years took part
in the study. The clients, who all had Swedish ethnicity, had given
informed consent, and were recruited by the treatment center.
Participants were chosen based on whether they had individually
experienced treatment with horses for at least a couple of months
(eight sessions). Additionally, eight staff members with experience in

EAI, educated in cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) and dialectic

behavioral therapy (DBT) with different educational backgrounds
took part. The staff members included a social pedagogue,
psychotherapist, riding instructor, and treatment assistant.
Furthermore, the horses attending varied in breed, age, gender,
experience, temperament, and size. The study included Shetland
Lusitanos, Dutch warmbloods and

ponies, lcelandic horses,

Norwegian fjord horses.

Equine-Assisted Intervention

The clients attended individually, for one hour weekly, and the goal
was to increase self-esteem, modify behavioral strategies and reduce
anxiety. The tasks involved varied between riding and non-riding
activities, where the focus could be on relaxation, body awareness
and or balance exercises. Several of the clients had no experience
with horses prior to starting EAl. The intervention was tailored to
each client based on his or her treatment goals and desires. Clients
were helped to become aware of their thoughts and emotions, and to
increase their ability to regulate the effects of them, as well as having
something to reflect upon that had been experienced with the staff

members.

Procedure and Analysis

First, in-depth interviews were conducted with clients and staff
members separately, lasting 40-60 minutes and based on themes
from early research. Conducting the same interview with both staff
members and clients made comparisons possible. Next, video-
recorded observations were made three times with each pair
consisting of one client and a staff member pair. The benefits of
video-recorded sessions from an ethical standpoint were that clients
were spared from numerous observations if additional questions were
raised along the way. Directly after one observation, both clients and
staff members were interviewed separately for 40-60 minutes to
ensure the richest descriptions of their experience as possible.
Finally, the clients and staff members were again interviewed
separately for 60-120 minutes in conjunction with viewing one of
their video-recorded interventions. The MAXQDA program was
used to group the narratives, which were compared and analyzed for
patterns across cases by multiple viewings.

Inspired by heuristic inquiry, the study focused on exploring
human experience from an integrative perspective, a relational
approach to qualitative research (Sultan, 2018). With a focus on the
tacit knowledge, the participants were allowed to be co-researchers
rather than subjects of research in an explorative process to find out
the horse’s role in these interventions. There has been an
intersubjectivity in the analysis of these real-life examples in the
study. The method directs the researcher to explore internal
experiences while taking account of her pre-understanding and

attitude towards the topic of the study (Moustaka, 1990). The
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researcher has experience as a humanistic therapist in EAl and other
interventions in social work as well as long experience in traditional
horse handling, and, therefore, able to be personally involved in the
search for qualities, conditions and relationships that underlie the
questions of concern (Moustaka, 1990). The issues at hand were
utilized along with personal reflexivity, an open dialog with other
researchers and practitioners in the field of EAl while drawing on the

accounts of the participants in EAI.

RESULTS

Stage Change Renegotiates the Relationship Between
Professionals and Clients

Attention was given to the specific qualities of EAl that differentiate
it from other therapies. The analysis concluded that the presence of
the horse increased the opportunities for the clients and the staff
members to be authentic and show their true intentions and
emotions (Carlsson, 2017). In other words, act based on their actual
social identity when the horse revealed the feelings of the clients and
staff members. This contrasted with maintaining a facade, which we
otherwise use to preserve a character, a false self, or the virtual social
identity, to use Goffman’s words (Goffman, 1990). According to
Hochschild (2003, 1979) the false self can be divided into an
altruistic false self, affected by the needs of others, and a narcissistic
false self, which is based on the need for confirmation or admiration
of others.

Depending on the social interaction as well as the different
clients and staff members in the triads, the participants could present
different versions of the false self. They played different roles based
on what was expected of them according to social position and
specific social situation, here interpreted as a “stage.” This stage can
be divided into a frontstage and backstage according to Goffman
(1990). The stage is not perceived as an actual material scene;
instead, the interpretation is about the intentions of the clients and
staff members. If they try to take control and not let the so-called
audience, here the client or staff respectively, see their true feelings,
they are acting frontstage. To clarify further, if the horse is related to
as a subject, this occurs backstage where more feelings are allowed
out of empathy or respect for the horse. Goffman indicates that a
person could act in a backstage style even if the person is actually
frontstage (Goffman, 1990), which has been interpreted to mean a
frontstage style can be acted out backstage.

The results show that the boundaries between backstage
and frontstage are fluid and unpredictable. The clients and the staff
members could switch between acting frontstage or backstage in one
session. If “the act” (the interaction in the stable setting between
clients and staff members) seemed to be determined by emotional

rules, it was done frontstage. On the contrary, being affected by the

presence of the horse lead to “the performance” seeming to be
backstage.

The presence of a fagade in EAl could also be influenced by
the role of the professionals or the role of the clients. If the
participants felt they could not step out of their respective role, they
would continue to act frontstage and hide their true emotions. When
they were able to act backstage, the individuals were given more
possibilities to show their true selves and therefore were more
relaxed, here perceived as being more authentic and thereby more
accessible to each other. As an example, one client at the beginning
of the study did not like her assigned staff member and did not let her
see her true feelings. However, this changed when the staff member
lost her own horse and started to cry in one of the sessions. When
the client saw the attachment the staff member had to her horse by
seeing her tremendous grief, she realized that the staff member was
capable of showing true feelings, and that opened up emotional
empathy. Both parties let their mask down and started to talk about
loss and how that could affect life (Client A, Staff G).

By confirmation and validation of the emotional experience
of the other, the setting is perceived differently. Self-stigmatization
is less of a problem according to the clients when their inner critic is
silent, and the clients understand the staff as being human and

dealing with their own emotions.

Impression Management Revealed by the Horse
Clients could be more and less accessible to the staff members
depending on the degree of expectation. An excessively high
expectation could result in frontstage acting. The unknown director
or inner voice of the clients needed to be considered when
responding to the clients. Based on Goffman’s (1990) interpretation
of social interactions, the self is preoccupied with how it is perceived
by others, something that seemed to intensify when there were
demands to perform with the horse. Here, the staff members needed
to take into account the emotional vulnerability shown by the self-
harming and thereby take responsibility for the client’s impression
management. As an example, the staff in the study could blame the
horse when something did not go as the clients had wished. If the
client tried to make the horse canter and the horse did not
understand the client’s wishes and thereby did not go from a trot to
a canter the staff could say that “maybe the horse is tired today” even
though the staff could see that the client was not asking the horse in
the right manner (Staff D, Client H). When the staff members saw
that the clients tended to hide their disappointment, the staff
members could mention something about the horse’s intentions and
let the clients off the hook.

By impression control, each participant put their mark on

the interaction and thereby created or reinforced the impressions
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others received of them. They may try to present themselves in a
favorable light but here the horse could be the one that reveals the
whole act, something the self-harming clients learned by experience
was a possibility. The staff member could interpret the horse’s
behavior as the horse responding to the client and then acting
backstage, whereas the client was still acting frontstage. The client
may not have fully understood that the horse had revealed their act
or impression management.

On the other hand, it could be that the horse revealed the
staff member’s act. For instance, a client was bathing the horse while
the horse was calm and quiet. The staff member arrived in a hurry
with a smile as if everything is alright, but her arrival made the horse
restless, anxious or uneasy. In truth, the staff member had come
from a staff meeting were there had been discussions about problems
concerning her, so she was stressed and disappointed. Upon finding
out that the horse had been calm before the staff member arrived,
both the client and staff member knew it was something about the
staff member that affected the horse. The staff member then
recognized her true feelings and regulated them so that the horse
could relax again, which was interpreted as acting backstage and
letting go of impression management (Client G, Staff C).

If the participants did not feel they were acting on the same
stage, it could create a certain distance between the staff member
and the client. This transition between stages is not a spatial
movement between scenes; instead, it is about participants relating
differently to each other depending on whether they act with a
frontstage style or backstage style. When moving closer to the
essence of EAI, the participants performed a backstage act where
they were allowed to be more personal and could remove their mask.
As aresult, the relationship could be more authentic and the distance
between client and staff member was reduced. Backstage, where the
horse was perceived as a subject of their own, the staff members and
the clients expressed their true emotions instead of giving in to
emotional rules, as shown by Hochschild (2003).

Emotional rules could be negotiated and their formal
character as either client or staff member was no longer of
importance. Instead, they could put the mask aside and skip
“rehearsed lines” or impression management, being more authentic.
In these situations, clients commonly referred to staff members as
friends, and the border between being a private or a professional
person became blurred. Thoughts about what was considered
professional behavior were no longer of importance when staff
members and clients needed to regulate their emotions concerning
the horse in order to not repel the horse or create dangerous
situations. This is important because one of the main considerations
when bringing the horse into the treatment context is that it is

potentially dangerous and deserves respect. The horse could be said

to counteract customs and perceptions about how to act as a

professional.

Commuting Between Actual Social Identity Deep Acting and
Virtual Social Character Surface Acting

The horse could be considered as an audience along with the clients
and the staff members if the horse were regarded as a subject of their
own with agency. As the horse was perceived as non-judgmental,
feelings of shame were rarely triggered. As a result, the participants
were not so worried about how they should be perceived by the
horse, giving them greater freedom to adopt other characters. This
seemed to make possible reduced defense mechanisms and
regression in the clients as well as the chance that the client would
not become dissociated from the situation at hand. Instead of feeling
reduced by their diagnosis, the self-harming clients could experience
themselves as equal to the staff members. The shame they
sometimes felt about their self-harming behavior and the results of
this, leading to less self-worth were not associated with the horse.

According to Goffman’s definition, the horse could be
perceived as a sage when the horse considers the client without
taking into account the stigma that might otherwise be relevant for
this group of self-harming clients. Even though the staff members
may have expectations about the client’s character, understood by
Goffman as the virtual social character, the horse enables the clients
to act based on their actual social identity. This in turn can change
how the staff respond to clients when they notice they have abilities
they are not expected to have based on their diagnosis. An ability
relevant in this context is emotional regulation, which other research
has highlighted as something this client group has difficulties with.
The actis not based on any defense mechanisms or, to use Goffman’s
expression, impression control (Goffman, 1990). In EAI, the clients
can be liberated from the struggle between the virtual and actual
social identity, something they have become accustomed to. In the
interaction, here defined as the act in the stable or fields of the
horses, a picture emerges of how the participants change between
being authentic thanks to the horse participating as a subject of their
own, to wearing a mask based on the professional’s role or client’s
diagnosis when the horse is regarded as an object.

The horse can help to show if there is a lack of
correspondence between our human selves/our actual social identity
and our socialized selves/virtual social character. In other words, the
participants could not avoid removing the mask when the role of the
horse was actualized, here regarded as acting backstage. The
interaction roles also change the functional role as the participants
do not have to relate to emotional rules to the same extent.
According to Hochschild (2003), that could be described as the

participants not withholding their true feelings. The clients are not
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acting to show the “right” feeling; instead, they are focused on
making themselves aware of what they feel. When they become
aware of their feelings and that they can adjust them in relation to
the horse, it could be considered as impression control toward the
horse.

The difference for the participants, when regarding the
horse as an audience, is that they cannot engage in surface acting, as
defined by Hochschild (2003, 1979), which could be linked to the
false self or virtual social identity. Together with the horse, both staff
members and clients needed to engage in deep acting where
emotions get a utility value, according to the theories of Hochschild
(2003). When emotions have a utility value, they are based on the
individual’s actual needs connected with the actual social identity.
Here the horse could be perceived as a bridge by helping participants
recognize their own needs. The staff members and clients needed to
relate to the horse’s needs in the present moment by realizing that
their true emotions have utility value when affecting the horse. As an
example, a client realized that if she is scared then the horse could
also become scared. The client was concerned that the pigeons on
the roof above them would scare the horse. The staff member then
asked the client to take a couple of deep breaths to calm her down,
which made the horse calmer as well. Then the client responded by
saying “but if | can make the horse calm by breathing and be more
mindful then the horse can feel when | am sad” (Client D). The staff
member confirmed the client’s conclusion and the expression on the
client’s face changed (Staff C).

If the horse is allowed to be a subject themselves then the
focus is not on formal rules and what is socially accepted but rather
on informal rules in the interaction between staff members and
clients. The main concernis rather on what the participants —clients,
horses and staff members—gain from the relationship. Through
empathy the actual needs and emotions become the center of
attention. The contrary could be when the staff adjust their emotions
to create the right mood for the clients. Emotions then have an
exchange value and the staff engaging in surface acting creates a
distance to the client. That could, of course, be acceptable if there is
a need to support the client’s impression management.

It could be said that there is a time for everything and
sometimes it is not time for the real emotions at hand. Thus, it is not
always optimal for the staff to let the horse be a subject themself,
which could open up possibilities for deep acting where the client as
well as the staff could be more spontaneous and express their
feelings. It could instead be necessary, out of empathy for the client,
that the staff continue surface acting so that the client does not need
to reveal their inner feelings. As aforementioned, however, if the staff
do not manipulate their feelings, the emotions have a utility value. In

addition to the fluidity between acting backstage and frontstage it

could be said that there is a commuting between actual social identity
and deep acting versus virtual social character and surface acting in

these sessions.

DISCUSSION

The present study demonstrates that understanding therapeutic
relationships in EAl is not a simple question of considering the
contributions of various triads of professionals, clients and horses.
The starting point is that both staff and clients try to maintain their
image of themselves. If their desired self-image is not met by the
other, it could be perceived as a threat of not being socially accepted.
To avoid that risk, they adopt a mask or a facade, but on the inside,
they are still the same. However, the horse counteracts this
impression management and provides occasions when the
participants do not have to adjust to their inner stage-manager. This
can be interpreted as a shift from surface acting to deep acting.
Concluding, the triads consist of different liaisons, and depending on
whether they act backstage or frontstage the emotional work is
affected.

As shown in earlier research, the building of therapeutic
relationships could result in unique combinations between staff
members and clients even without a horse (Adams et al., 2009).
Nevertheless, the goal of this study has been to try to understand the
situation at hand, in other words to study the connected knowing
often associated with tacit knowledge by using social relational theory
and emotional work theory in the analysis. It could be said that the
staff members as well as the clients relate to what has not yet been
said between them. Through the interaction including the horse the
participants get support from the horse for different hypotheses
about the other, which in turn creates possibilities for a generative
dialog between them, as highlighted earlier.

For example, when the staff could devote themselves to
taking over the impression management by blaming the horse. Or,
as another example, when the horse exposed the staff member’s true
feelings and became anxious even though before the staff entered
the scene the horse had been calm. Then the staff member had to
show her true feelings and adjust them to make the situation secure.
The interaction, here perceived as backstage, where both parties are
in contact with their true feelings and thoughts, has proven to be of
importance for change in earlier research (Sundgren & Topor, 2011.
The staff and clients do not have to deal with emotional dissonance if
we use Hochschild’s concept of deep acting (2003). Furthermore,
when the boundaries between backstage and frontstage are not
static but fluid, we can question the search for causal explanations
and the focus on effect studies in the EAI field. Here there is a need
to consider this commuting between acting backstage showing an

actual social identity by deep acting where emotions have a utility

www.animaliajournal.org



http://www.animaliajournal.org/

Animalia: An Anthrozoology Journal, Volume 5, Issue 1, July 2021

value and actual needs are highlighted, versus acting frontstage
displaying a virtual social identity, either an altruistic false self or a
narcissistic false self, by surface acting where emotions have an

exchange value.

Conclusion
The present results indicate that the staff members are sometimes
regarded more like fellow humans than professionals, acting
backstage, which results in less distance to the clients. Of importance
seems to be whether the horse is related to as a subject with an
opportunity to make choices of its own, highlighting the importance
of awareness of true feelings, as well as managing emotional
regulations in accordance with the horse’s needs. The emotional work
seems to change depending on whether they are backstage or
frontstage, which could change the purpose as well as the effects of
EAI. The boundaries between frontstage, where we present our
public self and backstage, an area where we display our private self
are not a spatial movement rather fluid and sometimes unpredictable.
Whether out of empathy or respect for the horse, the participants
were able to show their actual social identity instead of a virtual social
identity, sometimes regarded as a false self. The horse facilitated
authentic backstage interaction, allowing for situations where the
participants do not have to adjust to their inner stage manager.

The aim of the study was to study if Goffman and
Hochschild's theories fit as theoretical standpoints to inform and
enrich the theory and practice of EAIl and applying the theories
reveals that the interactions between client and staff utilize both
authentic and fake self. The EAIl triads consisted of different liaisons,
and depending on whether the participants acted backstage or
frontstage the emotional work was affected. Through the interaction
with the horse the participants got support from the horse for
different hypotheses about the other participants; that in turn
created possibilities for a generative dialog between them. In
summary, there is a need for further research to investigate the
processes within the relationships in EAl when the emotional work
seems to be changed, whether backstage or frontstage, which could
change the purpose as well as the effects of EAI
Kendra Coulter (2019)

understanding of horses” work is a complex and uneven matter, and

Further, as writes, the
we need to expand our lens and sharpen our focus. There is a need
for an attentive examination about the horses’ experiences and
perceptions of this kind of labor. We need to move beyond the idea
that even if it could be beneficial for the clients attending EAl it is not
automatically beneficial for the horse. Professionals doing emotional
work can suffer from empathy and compassion fatigue so caring for
others requires caring for oneself. Substitute trauma or emotional

contagion can affect the immune system in humans, and knowing

horses have abilities to read people’s emotions (Keeling et al., 2009;
Smith et al., 2016), they may also need coping strategies. Better
understanding of horses’ emotional labor, admitting constraints on
horse’s agency can foster improved practice including horse welfare
standards. Recognizing that horse’s engagement is as diverse as the
horses themselves and may follow pre-prescribed patterns, build on
“learned helplessness” or deviate in meaningful ways as horses
demonstrate their unique subjectivities and abilities. As Kendra
Coulter (2019) highlights every therapy horse does not get anxious
when a client is anxious. If the opposite occurs, those horses that are
calm even if the people are stressed are normally those who have
learned that it is manageable and referred to as reliable, acting
“professionally” performing emotional labor; internal regulation,
managing and controlling of emotions and reactions accordingly to
Hochschild (2003). This calls for interdisciplinary research attuned

to horses as both biological beings and social actors.

Limitations

There are key limitations to the results of this study. First and
foremost, the study only considers participants from a specific client
group and it is not necessarily possible to transfer these data to other
client groups. Nevertheless, the study design has important merits,
in an under-researched field, especially regarding tacit knowledge.
By using theory, we have attempted to articulate in words the
knowledge that is otherwise developed and communicated in direct
relationships, individual to individual. Here the goal is to make it
possible for this tacit knowledge to be conveyed outside the context

in which it is created.
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