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Abstract. Life skills play an important role in developing adaptive behaviours that are 
necessary to improve one’s quality of life. An individual with a broad range of life skills is 
more resilient than one with fewer skills. They can better withstand the challenges of constant 
change, successfully coping with stress and creating a fulfilling life. The aim of this research 
is to theoretically substantiate the possible benefits of equine-partnered gestalt coaching in 
life skills learning. Both Gestalt coaching and horses – specifically in context of different 
methods incorporated in equine assisted activities – are mentioned as they relate to the 
improvement of various aspects of quality of life based in life skills learning. 
Keywords: gestalt coaching with horses, life skills, stress, horses, resilience. 

 
Introduction 

 
Life skills play an important role in developing adaptive behaviours that are 

necessary to improve one’s quality of life. An individual with a broad range of 
life skills (LS) is more resilient than one with fewer skills. They can better 
withstand the challenges of constant change, successfully coping with stress and 
creating a fulfilling life. The pace of life has increased over the last few decades, 
and the need to handle stress in healthy ways has become more important. The 
lack of effective coping strategies and an inability to adapt to changes in our 
personal or professional lives can significantly decrease quality of life and have 
a negative impact on mental and physical health.  

Life skills include a wide range of cognitive, social, and emotional skills. 
The focus of traditional educational systems might not develop all of them 
sufficiently well to enable us to cope effectively with life’s challenges. Rapid 
technological progress, uncertain economic situation and changes in social 
norms have increased the demand for LS education. This is equally the case for 
adolescents who are adjusting to becoming independent individuals, for helping 
professionals and first responders who face high levels of stress at work, or 
anyone interested in leading a healthy and emotionally fulfilling life.
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The aim of this research is to theoretically substantiate the possible benefits 
of equine-partnered gestalt coaching in life skills learning. 

Horses have played a huge role in human history, being used for labour, 
war, and entertainment. Nowadays in the western world, besides their role in 
sports and leisure, a new field of horse-human partnership is gaining in 
popularity. Horses are partnering with humans with the aim of offering both LS 
learning and healing for individuals with physical and psychosocial health 
problems or challenges. In this research, the main focus will be on a relatively 
new field in science – the psychosocial health benefits related to equine 
interactions, where riding is not the main or only activity. Equine-assisted 
learning, mostly popular for leadership training or teambuilding in corporate 
environments, Equine-assisted therapy, where psychotherapists combine their 
skills with the presence of the horse, or other Equine-assisted activities provide 
benefits beyond traditional therapies in the acquisition of core LS during 
sessions, and subsequent increases in quality of life. 

Coaching as a learning experience also offers opportunities for direct or 
indirect LS acquisition and provides the client tools and strategies with which to 
approach daily challenges in more productive and successful ways. Gestalt 
coaching is based on the principles of Gestalt therapy, thus holding a holistic 
approach to problem solving and enabling the wellbeing of an individual by 
addressing resistances that stand in a way of necessary behaviour change. The 
Gestalt approach to coaching and partnering with a horse in therapeutic or 
learning activities both work towards the same goals. When Gestalt coaching is 
combined with the presence and partnership of a horse, the potential for highly 
effective LS learning can be amplified. 
 

Life Skills 
 

Life skills play a huge role in an individual’s capacity to create well-being 
and maintain a high quality of life. The positive impact of LS training on mental 
health have been reported (Hajizadehanari et al., 2013; Sahu & Gupta, 2013). LS 
can be defined as isolated behaviours meant to address practical aspects of life 
(for example, managing money, preparing a meal), or psychosocial 
characteristics (Hodge, Danish, & Martin, 2013). In this research the focus will 
be on the latter meaning, according to this LS education definition given by 
World Health Organization (WHO): “Life skills education is aimed at 
facilitating the development of psychosocial skills that are required to deal with 
the demands and challenges of everyday life” (WHO, 1999; p. 1). Other terms 
mentioned in the literature describing methods used to increase personal 
competence include, but are not limited to: “social-emotional learning, 
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emotional intelligence, positive psychology, resilience, and character education” 
(Hodge et al., 2013; 1127). 

WHO describes five basic areas of LS that hold their value across different 
cultures: “(a) decision-making and problem-solving; (b) creative thinking and 
critical thinking; (c) communication and interpersonal skills; (d) self-awareness 
and empathy; (e) coping with emotions and coping with stress” (WHO, 1999; 
p.1). Increasing and strengthening competences in even a couple of those areas 
can improve an individual’s quality of life and resilience. Resilience can be 
described as a process where both stress resistance and stress recovery play a 
part (Montpetit, Bergeman, Deboeck, Tiberio, & Boker, 2010). Even if only one 
area of LS is specifically devoted to coping with stress, the other four areas also 
contribute to more or less of an extent.  

The concept of needing LS education related to stress management is not a 
new one. Hays & Eddy mentions self-confidence and self-concept as a strategy 
to buffer negative aspects of stressful events and informs us of the importance of 
four LS: values clarification, decision making, communication skills and coping 
skills (Hays & Eddy, 1985). More recent information suggests including LS 
education into the regular school curriculum to meet the requirements of 21st-
century life, and stressing the importance of equally developing social, 
emotional and cognitive skills. The lack of LS is associated with substance 
abuse and anti-social behaviour, and empathy is mentioned as a core resource 
for individuals to function well in society (Prajapati, Sharma, & Sharma, 2017).  

Life skills learning, especially when self-management and social skills are 
included, is known to improve psychological well-being for female adolescents 
(Bahramabadi, Manee, & Issazadegan, 2015), is used for prevention of 
adolescent drug abuse (Botvin & Griffin, 2004), and even as a tool to reduce 
parental stress for mothers with visually impaired children (Khooshab, Jahanbin, 
Ghadakpour, & Keshavarzi, 2016). 

Another important detail to consider in LS education is that learning 
“about” LS will not create the desired effect. The learning needs to be integrated 
through practical application before resulting in positive behaviour change that 
supports the individual’s mental and emotional health. What makes LS learning 
successful is the chance to practice needed behaviour and experience its effects 
(Sahu & Gupta, 2013). 
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Psychosocial Benefits from Interactions with a Horse 
 

The term “Equine-assisted Therapy” (EAT) can describe a wide variety 
activities with a horse, including riding for therapeutic reasons (Hippotherapy, 
Therapeutic Riding), Therapeutic Vaulting for physical capacity improvement, 
Therapeutic carriage driving for individuals with disabilities that do not allow 
them mounted exercises, Equine-assisted Activities (EAA) for mental health and 
personal growth, Equine-assisted Learning (EAL) or Equine-Facilitated 
Learning for self-awareness, confidence building and communication skills 
improvement, and Equine-facilitated Experiential Learning or Equine-facilitated 
Psychotherapy (EAP) where psychotherapists work within the range of their 
specialities, adding input from a horse (White‐Lewis, 2019). All types of 
activities that involve interaction with a horse provide psychosocial benefits in 
some way, however in this research the focus will be on methods that do not 
involve riding as a main therapeutic modality. 

EAL, EAA, and EAP can include various interactions with a horse mixed 
in a way that is unique to each specific situation, method used, and specialist 
who is providing the service. Those interactions can be either simply enjoying 
the presence of a horse, observing horse behaviour and reflecting on one’s own 
life situations, observing horse behaviour as a result of a change in the 
participant’s inner state, grooming the horse, working with a horse, using natural 
horsemanship methods, leading a horse through an obstacle course, meditation 
with a horse, or other. That is one reason why the effects of various methods 
tend to overlap, and at the same time we need to keep in mind that, when 
looking for a method to address specific LS learning, some might be more 
effective than others. 

There are a couple of practical reasons why learning and healing in the 
presence of a horse may be preferred to other methods, for example, there is less 
stigma associated with Equine-assisted modalities than with traditional talk 
therapies in certain populations (Lee, Dabelko-Schoeny, Jedlicka, & Burns, 
2020), especially when the clients’ cultural norms are less accepting of 
traditional western therapy (Coffin, 2019). A part of the success of EAT is the 
unconventional setting in which the interactions take place: the out-of-office 
environment, and the novelty of the process itself for many participants (Ho, 
Zhou, Fung, & Kua, 2017). What is more important to consider, however, are 
the unique qualities horses themselves bring to LS learning that would not be 
available otherwise. 

To start, the size of a horse and its physical capabilities relative to those of 
a human being evokes images, and together with interaction with a horse, can 
have an effect on the client’s feelings, triggering fear, excitement or apathy 
(Notgrass & Pettinelli, 2015). Sensitive clients, especially if they are recovering 
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from emotional trauma, can relate to horses because they, as prey animals, are 
alert for potential dangers from predators, and their first choice would be to flee 
when afraid (Vidrine, Owen-Smith, & Faulkner, 2002). When it comes to 
mindfulness, horses lead by example with their essence. Their natural state of 
being is in the present moment, fully embodied, in connection with herd 
members and surroundings, grazing peacefully and avoiding unnecessary 
expenditure of energy (Burgon, Gammage, & Hebden, 2018). The innate 
sensitivity and vigilance horses have for survival reasons helps them to feel each 
other and in similar way – the presence of humans as well. They trust humans 
when we can contribute to their safety, and that means being present and 
congruent in our thoughts, feelings, and behaviours (Porter-Wenzlaff, 2007).  

The authenticity in the behaviour horses demonstrate often encourages the 
client. They are not restricted by social norms human have (don’t have to wear 
clothes, they can eat from the ground, and are allowed to leave the mess behind), 
and they interact in non-judgemental way (Vidrine et al., 2002). In responding to 
a client’s behaviour using non-verbal communication, horses help the client to 
became aware about how the behaviour is perceived, and to identify and express 
feelings (Schultz, Remick-Barlow, & Robbins, 2007). 

There is also growing number of studies looking into topics how horses 
respond to interactions with humans. For example, they can recognize human 
facial expressions and respond to them both behaviourally and physiologically 
(Smith, Proops, Grounds, Wathanand, & McComb, 2016); the same is true about 
the client’s attachment style (Arrazola & Merkies, 2020). 

Considering the role of a horse in learning and healing activities is often 
more than that of a simple tool, there is another suggestion for how to label 
interventions with the involvement of the horse: “If patients gain insight and 
mindfulness by interacting with a sensitive horse who responds to their 
emotional states, a more appropriate term for equine-assisted therapy may be 
equine-partnered therapy” (Earles, Vernon, & Yetz, 2015). 

Interactions with a horse can benefit clients of all ages, from children to 
seniors. Because of the non-judgemental, non-verbal, clear communication 
horses offer, populations where EAT is used the most are: individuals with 
PTSD, people on the autism spectrum and those with ADD/ADHD, at-risk 
youth, prisoners for behaviour reform, individuals recovering from substance 
abuse, and in cases where social interaction improvement is needed 
(White‐Lewis, 2019). The common goal in all of these situations is to evoke 
necessary prosocial behaviour changes that will improve overall quality of life. 
The effectiveness of EAT for LS learning has also been shown to enhance the 
professional capacity of nurses, doctors, and social workers (Jarolmen, 2018; 
Walsch & Blakeney, 2013). 
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The unique qualities horses bring in horse-human interactions, and the 
benefits clients receive, suggests that – directly or indirectly – equine-partnered 
interactions in both therapeutic and learning contexts, depending on the aim of 
the session and method used, can improve one or more of the five LS previously 
listed, at least to some degree. Self-awareness and empathy are the main ones 
addressed directly with equine-partnered therapy or learning. Those are also 
fundamental skills that support the successful development of all other LS areas. 
Communication and interpersonal skills develop naturally through interaction 
with another live being who is social by nature and communicates non-verbally 
across species. Problems coping with emotions and coping with stress are often 
solved by improving self-awareness and empathy and adding the horse’s 
feedback about the congruence of the client’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviours. 
Increasing self-awareness and empathy, improving communication and 
interpersonal skills, supporting emotional regulation, and building stress 
resilience all create a strong base for building indirect success in decision 
making, problem solving, creative thinking, and critical thinking. Additional 
specific activities can be designed to further improve creative and critical 
thinking depending on the client’s needs. 

One of the most common benefits mentioned in EAT research is an 
improvement in self-esteem, which, in turn, is known for lessening the effects of 
daily stress (Montpetit & Tiberio, 2016), and needed for healthy relationships 
(Marigold, Holmes, & Ross, 2010). An increase in self-esteem can be 
accompanied by increased confidence, an improvement in emotional regulation, 
better self-control, and a decrease in undesirable behaviours (Wilson, Buultjens, 
Monfries, & Karimi, 2017).  

Improved self-awareness has been reported as a result of leadership 
training (Kelly, 2014). This, together with improved non-verbal communication 
and empathy, are listed as outcomes for social workers and nurses during 
professional competence building with the assistance of horses (Jarolmen, 2018; 
Walsch & Blakeney, 2013). Improved confidence, boundary-setting, creative 
thinking and problem solving, trust, partnership, and teamwork are also 
mentioned (Walsch & Blakeney, 2013). Increased comfort with ambiguity, 
another useful trait for coping with stress, has also been reported (Murphy, 
Wilson, & Greenberg, 2017). 

It is hypothesized that, due to ability of a horse to invite a human to join 
them in a state of mindfulness, clients may experience a reduction in symptoms 
of anxiety (Earles et al., 2015). In combination with classical psychotherapy, not 
only were decreases in anxiety and depression reported, but also improved 
regulation of behaviour, cognitive functioning, and positive coping skills (Naste 
et al., 2018). Interventions involving leadership training and problem-solving 
skills learning can lead to improvements in communication skills the ability to 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?term=Wilson+K&cauthor_id=26668260
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?term=Buultjens+M&cauthor_id=26668260
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?term=Monfries+M&cauthor_id=26668260
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?term=Karimi+L&cauthor_id=26668260
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cope with emotions and stress (Coffin, 2019). Interplay between different areas 
of LS is shown in another study, where improved thinking flexibility, empathy, 
and impulsivity control resulted in better academic performance for adolescents 
(Ho et al., 2017). Results show that interactions with horses are capable of 
decreasing levels of the stress hormone cortisol, thus decreasing the risks of 
developing physical and mental health problems associated with elevated levels 
(Pendry, Smith, & Roeter, 2014).  

The benefits of EAT as noted are extensive, partly because partnering with 
horses offers LS learning in the most effective way: learning by experience, 
involving not only cognitive engagement, but also physical and emotional 
(Kovács, van Dijke, & Enders-Slegers, 2020). 

Even though these findings show multiple benefits of LS learning in the 
presence of horses, data need to be treated carefully. Many studies lack control 
groups in order to fully estimate the effect of the activities (Anestis, M.D., 
Anestis, J.C., Zawilinski, Hopkins, & Lilienfeld, 2014), and it is difficult to 
directly evaluate the effect of the horse, as activities often include many 
elements that contribute to the abovementioned benefits (Klontz, B.T., Bivens, 
Leinart, & Klontz, T., 2007). 

 
Gestalt Coaching in Life Skills Learning 

 
Applying Gestalt principles in a therapeutic setting is known to enhance LS 

learning for children with learning disabilities and behavioural disorders, 
resulting in improvements in a variety of practical daily activities 
(independence, motor and cognitive ability, social interaction). The variety of 
areas influenced by gestalt therapy shows the benefits of the gestalt philosophy 
of working with client as a whole (Žic, Nikolić, & Igrić, 1996). 

Gestalt principles can be combined with various types of coaching, which 
on their own have been known to have a positive impact on wellness and quality 
of life through learning and implementing LS. For example, life coaching is 
known to improve self-awareness, self-confidence, and emotion regulation, 
while also helping to stop undesirable habits and create desirable behaviour 
change. Decreased levels of depression and anxiety are also observed (Jarosz, 
2016). Co-active coaching can help to decrease levels of perceived stress, 
anxiety, and depression, and has resulted in increased self-awareness (Fried & 
Irwin, 2016). However not all coaching interventions are successful in reducing 
anxiety (Jarosz, 2017). Business, leadership and executive coaching can promote 
psychological wellbeing and improve resilience and interpersonal relationships 
(Grover & Furnham, 2016). 
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Coaching as an action-based learning experience is focused on creating 
positive change in alignment with the client’s beliefs, values, and motivations 
(Walk, 2009). In addition, Gestalt coaching specifically addresses resistances to 
change by bringing them into awareness so they can be processed and 
neutralised (Siminovitch & Van Eron, 2006). As with equine-partnered 
activities, one of the key-elements in Gestalt coaching is present-centred 
awareness. This creates an opportunity to achieve new insights and practice new 
behaviour or actions. It is also non-judgemental, because the Gestaltist holds the 
client as equal, and focuses on the client’s process: there is no “right” or 
“wrong” standard being externally imposed (Stevenson, 2005).  

Life coaching based on Gestalt principles, may have similar outcomes to 
Gestalt therapy because, in working towards desired change, the self-awareness 
activated during the experiential process brings up resistances linked with 
client’s emotions, which are addressed through experiments that allow 
exploration and resolution (Gillie, 2009). Gestalt theory considers learning as 
the process that occurs in the contact of individual with the environment, and 
gives guidelines for creating an optimal learning environment – one based in 
trust, safety, and using the client’s awareness to locate and free the energy for 
necessary behaviour change at the appropriate time for the client (Simon, 2009). 

Looking at Gestalt coaching from the LS learning perspective, again, we 
can see that self-awareness, coping with emotions, and developing interpersonal 
skills are addressed directly. Healthy decision-making and problem solving 
comes from the place where individual is not in conflict with oneself but has 
instead achieved congruence between their values and behaviours. Gestalt 
coaching supports that by helping the client overcome resistances and showing 
the benefits of values-based actions. All these outcomes increase the client’s 
ability to cope with stress, and free emotional and cognitive resources for the 
improvement of creative and critical thinking. Creative thinking specifically 
benefits from a Gestalt approach, by providing new tools for self-exploration in 
an experiential setting. 

 
Conclusions 

 
Gestalt coaching in combination with the presence and partnership of 

horses holds potential for effective life skills learning. Both Gestalt coaching 
and partnership with horses offer optimal environment for learning, specifically: 
present-centred awareness and an experiential, non-judgemental, hands-on 
process. And both Gestalt coaching and partnership with horses work towards 
self-esteem building and support the behaviour changes necessary for an 
individual to be able to apply learned life skills in real life situations. 
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All five life skills areas could be targeted directly or indirectly. Self-
awareness and empathy, coping with emotions and coping with stress, and 
communication and interpersonal skills are the primary directly targeted areas. 

As Gestalt coaching, partnership with horses, and their combination for 
psychosocial health improvement, represent a relatively new field of scientific 
study, there is a need for quantitative and qualitative research with specific life 
skills outcomes measured. 
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