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Abstract

The aim of this study was to investigate the effect of a horse therapy training program on
some psychological indicators and sensory-motor function in aggressive children. The
present study was a comparative, applied research. Participants consisted of twenty
aggressive children aged 4 to 6 years selected by purposive sampling method. They were
randomly divided into experimental group (n=10) and control group (n=10). The research
instruments included Connor’s neuropsychological test, Aggression Questionnaire in
preschool children, and Spence children’s anxiety scale for parents. The protocol was
performed twice per week (two-hour sessions) for sixteen weeks. . After the intervention,
the experimental and control groups were compared using analysis of covariance.
Findings showed that a course of equine therapy training program has an effect on
psychological indicators and sensory-motor function of aggressive children (P <0.01). The
use of equine therapy protocol is effective in improving the treatment process of
aggression and associated psychological factors such as attention deficit and anxiety (P>
0.05). Based on this finding, the level of attention also shows improvement after the
treatment period. It seems that equine therapy can improve attention and reduce aggression
in children. Therefore, it is recommended that psychotherapists use these exercises along
with other pediatric interventions to improve attention and reduce aggression.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

The aim of this study was to investigate the effect of an equine therapy training
program on some psychological indicators and sensory-motor function in
aggressive children. Aggression is one of the most common problems of children
and the most important reason for their referral to treatment and counseling
centers (1). If aggression becomes extreme, it will cause many communication
problems and personality disorders (2). In fact, what has drawn researchers’
attention to children's aggressive behavior is the long-term, adverse and
irreparable effects such as rejection from peers, distance from family and friends,
weakening interpersonal relationships, expulsion from school, delinquency,
mental and physical problems (3). Aggression in the early years of life leads to
many psychological problems, including poor self-concept (4), poor academic
performance, agitation (1), depression, anxiety, loneliness, and low self-esteem
(5). In addition to interpersonal problems, failure to control aggressive behavior
causes all kinds of physical problems, such as cardiovascular disease, migraine
headaches (6), stomach ulcers (7), and antisocial behaviors in adulthood and
marital discord (5).

Materials and Methods

The present study was a comparative, applied research. Participants consisted of
twenty aggressive children aged 4 to 6 years selected by purposive sampling
method. They were randomly divided into experimental group (n=10) and control
group (n=10). The research tools included Connor’s neuropsychological test,
Aggression Questionnaire in preschool children, and Spence children’s anxiety
scale for parents. The protocol was carried out for sixteen weeks in two two-hour
sessions each week. A training protocol for working with horses consisting of
about 30 tasks with different behavioral goals was considered for these people.
The first stage of tasks was related to touch: the child touches, brushes and hugs
the animal to know the horse and the body language of the horse and how to
approach and tie and take the horse out of the box, as well as getting to know the
equipment for treating the horse, getting to know the riding equipment such as the
head of the mouth, saddle, tang, stirrup, etc., and the way to open and close the
mentioned items on the horse. The second stage of tasks was related to movement:
obedience of the animal to the participant, walking alongside each other, how to
ride, sitting on the horse, cooling and drying the horse after riding and returning
to the box. The third stage emphasizes the movement of the animal alone: taking
the front hand, the way the legs are placed, the position of the foot in the stirrup
and the movement command, controlling the horse from the walk to the beginning
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of the trot. The fourth stage aimed at making trust: riding and dismounting,
hugging the animal and calming it down, sitting on the horse with closed eyes,
lying on the animal's back and being in a state of relaxation, and the fifth stage is
activities related to concentration, such as: throwing a ball from top of the horse
into the basket, throwing the ring to the bar and imitating and passing the obstacles
together (protocol taken from 8 and 9). After the intervention, two groups were
compared using analysis of covariance.

Findings

The Shapiro-Wilk test was used to evaluate the normality of the data distribution,
which showed that all variables had a normal distribution (P > 0.05). To measure
the homogeneity of variances, Lune's test was also used, showing that the
assumption of homogeneity of variances is valid (P > 0.05). Moreover, in the
present study, the homogeneity of the regression slope was examined. The results
showed that the homogeneity of the regression slope of the pre-test and post-test
of the psychological indices in the two experimental and control groups was not
significant. Therefore, it can be concluded that the pre-test and post-test regression
slopes are equal in the experimental and control groups. That is, the regression
lines are parallel. Thus, the results indicated that the basic assumptions for the
analysis of covariance test are met . The findings showed that the values of the F
statistic in the studied indices in the pre-test stage are significant at the level of
less than 0.05 and the size of the effects related to it is also significant, that is, the
pre-test scores have a significant effect on the post-test scores. Therefore, by
controlling the effect of the pre-test, the present study’s findings showed that there
is a significant difference in the effect of horse therapy interventions between the
two groups of horse therapy and control in psychological indices in the post-test
after removing the effect of the pre-test (P=0.001). The calculated values in the
study revealed that the size of the calculated effects is large and significant,
indicating the effectiveness of horse therapy interventions on the studied
indicators.

Conclusion

According to the findings of the present study, the use of horse therapy protocol
is effective in improving the treatment of aggression and psychological factors
associated with it, such as attention disorder and anxiety. Based on this finding,
the participants’ level of attention also improved after the treatment period. The
experimental nature and honest answers of the horse give the person the
opportunity to create and review new behaviors. The use of horse as an element
involved in the treatment also creates the opportunity for proper observation and

@' [TANT-ECTM Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International Public Licen



Amini: The Effect of an Equine Therapy Training Program... 142

evaluation for the therapist. Finally, the horse responds directly to the stimuli and
does not get involved in the interpretation of complex behavioral concepts, while
the human therapist analyzes the behaviors. Horse therapists are working in 44
countries of the world in a completely official way, and the therapeutic aspects of
this method are developing rapidly, which creates the need and obligation for
future research to reach the best and most effective pattern of practice and the
extent of the durability of these effects.
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1. Oxytocin
2. Vasopressin
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