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An explanatory model, using self-determination theory, of 
the motivations for horse ownership
Darcy Bornemann

University of Gloucestershire, Business School, Gloucester, UK

ABSTRACT
Human–animal interaction (HAI) is a growing interest research 
area, especially in relation to human wellbeing. There is a lack of 
theoretical framework to base human behaviour in horse- 
human interactions, and often assumptions of ‘traditionalism’ 
are touted as an explanation for human choices in relation to 
horse activities. Twenty-one highly involved dressage horse 
owners ranging in age, experience, and professional affiliation 
with horses were interviewed in an inductive qualitative 
approach. Analysis resulted in two core themes centred on 
becoming a horse-owner and maintaining ownership. The 
horse ownership motivation (HOM) model is anchored in self- 
determination theory and explains why horse-human interac-
tions bring psychological satisfaction; supplemented by attach-
ment theory, achievement goal theory, and biophilia 
hypothesis. Consequently, the HOM model explains motivation 
to become an owner and maintain ownership over time, and 
provides a novel theoretical framework in which to base further 
research into human motivation, wellbeing, and experiences of 
human–animal interactions, and potentially the animals 
themselves.
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attachment; consumption; 
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Introduction

Human–animal interaction (HAI) is a growing interest research area, especially 
in relation to human wellbeing. However, the human dynamic of HAI is the 
underrepresented member in the relationship, and this is especially prominent 
in human–horse relationships (Bornemann 2021). Often ‘traditionalism’ is 
touted as an explanation for human choices in relation to horse activities, 
especially welfare management, and resistance to new information or evidence- 
based practices (e.g. Robinson 1999; van Weeren 2008; Thompson and Clarkson  
2019). Specifically, van Weeren (2008) argues the notion of traditionalism in 
equestrian culture as a barrier where ‘the essentials of horsemanship and the 
rules for horse husbandry may not have changed for millennia’ and these 
‘traditions and unchallenged dogmas . . . have been passed through many 
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generations of horsemen’ (289). While concerned over what information is 
passed, there is a notable lack of alternative theoretical frameworks to base our 
understanding of human behaviour in relation to horse activities.

Robinson (1999) makes a call for a better understanding of horse 
owners and the ‘human’ side of horse-human relationship (45), and 
Clough et al. (2019) specifically calls for research on the motivation for 
horse ownership. These calls align with a tentative foray into applying 
Bowlby’s attachment theory when using horses in animal assisted services 
(AAS) (e.g. Arrazola and Merkies 2020; Bachi 2013) and non-therapy 
horse-human relationship scenarios (e.g. DeAraugo et al. 2014; Ijichi 
et al. 2018), with few definitive conclusions. Attachment theory use in 
human–animal relationships has a more established evidence base in dog- 
human relationships in and out of clinical scenarios (e.g. Sable 1995; 
Topál et al. 1998; Beck and Madresh 2008; Zilcha-Mano, Mikulincer, 
and Shaver, 2012). However, arguments on the appropriate application 
of human-based attachment theory to animals, and thus its role in 
explaining the benefits in and out of AAS scenarios, remain (e.g. Lewis  
2020).

The current lack of understanding of horse owners as people is likely a result of 
the lack of focus on horse owners as a prominent social role within the equine 
industry, despite their core position. Rare examples focusing on owners exist from 
the racehorse industry, including Case (1988), Fox (2005), and ROA (Racehorse 
Owners Association) (2016); Fox (2005) cites a lower social status and Case (1988) 
cites owners as under-appreciated. Researchers, across disciplines, focus much of 
their attention on the horse, the horse's response to human interactions, or 
continued efforts to articulate the human–horse relationship (i.e. the product).

In the United Kingdom, the owner is the legal party responsible for 
the animal and has a duty of care to provide the animal with basic needs 
(i.e. food, shelter, companionship, expression of natural behaviour, and 
freedom from fear, distress, and disease) outlined in the Animal Welfare 
Act (2006). In modern society each horse is connected to a human 
owner, and thus owners are the core of the £4.7 billion pound equestrian 
industry (BE British Equestrian 2022) – even feral horses live on lands 
managed by humans. Raulff (2017) speaks of the decline of the horse as 
its functional role in society has nearly vanished in Farewell to the Horse.

The persistence in horse ownership in modern society raises questions on 
the benefits compared to another type of companion animal. Horses are more 
expensive than a dog or cat, costing upwards of £800 per month for full livery 
services (Bevan 2024), live outside the family home (time resources), and are 
relatively dangerous (see Ball et al. 2007; Thompson, McGreevy, and 
McManus 2015).
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Evidence of motivation in equestrianism

An extensive exploratory literature review (Bornemann 2021) established 
motivational principles and theories that have been applied in literature 
clusters and described as marketing and economics, companion animal 
literature, and horse riding. Horse riding has the most evidence including 
Weiner’s (1972, 1985) achievement motivation (Lamperd et al. 2016), 
Bandura’s (1982) self-efficacy (Beauchamp and Whinton 2005), 
Csikszentmihalyi’s (2000) flow theory (Jackman et al. 2015), Deci and 
Ryan’s (1985) self-determination theory (Mitchell 2013) and Azjen’s 
(1985) theory of planned behaviour (Hemsworth 2012). From the sport 
leisure context is Stebbins’ (1982) concept of serious leisure (Dashper  
2017; Schuurman and Franklin 2016). However, a person does not need 
to own a horse to ride a horse, and despite these examples horse riding 
literature is dominated by physiology and biomechanical research. 
Overlooking the human in human-horse interactions is likely inadvertent 
as humans act as gateways to the horse, often the research focus, and thus 
humans appear involved or of interest. However, looking at the studies on 
human behaviour they are focused on knowledge, or descriptive beha-
viour toward management of the horse and conclude about management 
practices or horse welfare (see Boden et al. 2012; Boden et al. 2013,; Wylie 
et al., 2013).

Horse owners experience external pressures from a variety of sources 
(e.g. researchers, social circles, and governments) to behave in certain 
ways regarding their horses. Participating in horse ownership can cost 
relatively large amounts of financial and time resources. Such external 
pressures can, in theory, thwart the motivation to participate (Ryan and 
Deci 2017). The evidence leads one to wonder what is it that entices 
consumers to become horse owners, and what then keeps horse owners 
motivated to continue participating despite these potentially thwarting 
conditions.

This article offers a model of human motivation for horse ownership 
that explains ways in which involvement with horses provides the ante-
cedents and fulfils the requirements for psychological wellbeing. 
Additionally, understanding the deep connection with wellbeing pro-
vides an explanation of how consumption of the human–horse relation-
ship connects with people’s self-concept, and we can better understand 
their decision-making processes and response to social judgement. As 
the model is based on human motivation it acts as a platform for 
further explaining other species’ human–animal interactions and 
I propose the reciprocity of self-determination theory and the HOM to 
model the psychological well-being of a horse (or other domesticated 
social animals) through their owner’s voice and reports.
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Methodology and method

Methodology

Credibility of the model is centred on the principles from constructivist 
methodology and methodological pluralism, membership of the researcher 
as a member of the British equestrian community, academic, and extensive 
conceptual mapping.

Methodological pluralism was best suited because it allowed cohesive 
explanatory themes to emerge, as outcomes were ‘a function of the question 
to be answered’ rather than adherence to boundaries of a specified methodol-
ogy. It was possible to look across the methodological boundaries of the 
disparate existing knowledge base to connect ideas and manage the complexity 
of the research subject matter.

Collin (1997, 6) reminds us that ‘reality construction is always the work of 
a plurality of social agents’, and I sought to understand how the individual 
experiences of horse owners exposed their motivations through their words 
and shared concepts. Language can have historical or current meaning, and 
participants may use words with personal context which may have a different 
meaning in a social context. Consequently, basic discourse analysis was used to 
derive word meaning from context to support interpretation.

Protection and authenticity of the participants’ voices was a priority in the 
study, and thus my membership as a dressage horse owner provided insider 
knowledge to understand the phenomenon and gain access to the participants. 
Being socially undervalued at times, horse owners can be described as a hidden 
role within a socially hidden population. The presences of social judgment in 
the community (as evident in the resulting model) reiterated both the impor-
tance of trust with my participants, and why snowball sampling was effective 
in recruiting participants through existing trusted social connections. In 
protecting participant voices, anthropomorphic language was inevitable and 
acceptable. As Horowitz and Bekoff (2007) noted,

Among lay people, anthropomorphism is not only prevalent, it is the nearly exclusive 
method for describing, explaining, and predicting animal behavior—whether the ani-
mals are kept as pets, visited in the zoo, or observed in nature. (24)

Horse owners speak about their horse as an object, but also about experiences 
with their horse as a subject. This includes emotive language because it is the 
lexicon available to them, and a function of ‘affect sharing’ (Decety 2011; 
Franklin et al. 2013; Levin, Arluke, and Irvine 2017). When speaking about 
animals, anthropomorphism is normally discouraged (Serpell 2002; McGreevy 
and McLean 2010). One argument asserts that the inappropriate use of 
terminology leads to confusion in assessing animal-specific behaviour, which 
compromises animal welfare through poor decisions made from the assess-
ment (Serpell 2002). This study seeks horse owner motivations, not 
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judgements of right or wrong in the way they characterise their experience. 
Their reports are their experience and their interpretation. Participants will 
best express their experience through being allowed to talk freely rather than 
expected to conform to a specific lexicon (Charmaz 2006).

Additionally, actively viewing horse ownership from various perspectives 
provides the opportunity for generating complementarity between the reasons 
for horse ownership, achievement experienced, and the objective and subjec-
tive dichotomies which people use to discuss other agents.

As the study deals with participants’ motivation, the actual welfare state of 
the horse is less relevant than how the horse is perceived by participants. That 
does not mean horse welfare is unimportant, just that objective measurement 
of the horse’s actual welfare state is not relevant to understanding why 
a participant owns them. Because anthropomorphism is inevitable, an implicit 
way in which empathy is operationalised and a key to prosocial interactions, 
anthropomorphic language is accepted as a genuine representation of how 
a participant interprets their horse’s state – and any impact that has on their 
motivation. Accepting participants’ anthropomorphic views of their horse is 
indicative of a critical posthumanism position. A humanist stance would 
constrain the interpretation of ownership experiences via exceptionalism 
and disregard, minimalise, or reinterpret anthropomorphic statements about 
their human–animal relationship. It is inappropriate in this study to impose 
terminology on participants, which is not theirs, to construct their experience.

Method

The study used single, in-depth semi-structured interviews designed with 
a responsive interview style to allow participants to speak about their horse 
ownership experience openly and mimic unstructured interviews. Two pilot 
interviews were conducted and are included in the overall results. Interviews 
took place in neutral locations, private homes, and livery yards. All interviews 
had associated field notes, were audio recorded and transcribed. Interviews 
averaged 45 minutes in length, ranging from 22 minutes to 1 hour 34 minutes, 
and transcripts were offered for member checking; no amendments were 
requested.

The information gleaned about horse ownership motivation from the 
literature is disparate and does not support one theme or construct as more 
explanatory or prominent over another. Although there are existing motiva-
tional theories, the volume of available theories, methods for investigating, and 
efforts to explain or predict behaviour, are further evidence for the need of an 
inclusive approach to find an explanation for horse ownership. Semi- 
structured interviews explored participants’ meanings and were designed to 
avoid pre-selection, so as many concepts and themes as possible were captured 
and a theoretical best fit applied post analysis.

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN PSYCHOLOGY 5



Responsive interviewing techniques were used to elicit ownership experi-
ences, including expression of feelings, which allow the experiences to be 
analysed for motivation, based on the basic conceptualisation of motivation 
principles that positive emotion (e.g. satisfaction) perpetuates behaviour and 
where negative emotions (e.g. frustration) decrease the likelihood of 
a behaviour (Figure 1). Questions are derived from the activities cited in 
equestrianism literature such as becoming an owner, ceasing ownership (e.g. 
ROA (Racehorse Owners Association) 2016), self-perception as a horse per-
son, social perceptions of horsemanship, and human–horse relationships (e.g. 
Dashper 2014; Birke and Hockenhull 2016; Birke and Thompson 2018).

Sampling

In total, 21 interviewees were recruited from across the commonly used equine 
industry segmentations differing in age, profession, competitive ambition, and 
gender. Participants were primarily recruited using a snowball sampling 
method starting with the researcher’s personal contacts. Contact with subse-
quent participants was via sharing contact (with consent) or in-person intro-
ductions. One respondent was recruited using purposive sampling (email 
sourced from public business page).

The sampling approach aimed to be inclusive rather than exclusive which 
allowed for commonalities in motivation across segments to emerge. No 

Participation

Satisfaction
(an outcome of the act of participation)

Initial Participation

Motivation to 
become involved

Negative emotion = leave cycle
Participant frustrated & stops participating

Constraints: resource, mental, physical, or social

Externally controlled = leave cycle
Participant prevented from participating

Constraints: resource, mental, physical, or 
social

Participants experiencing positive 
emotions through fulfilment of 

psychological needs stay in the cycle

Entering 
Motivation Cycle

Motivation Cycle

Figure 1. A cycle of motivation to participate in an activity. The conceptualisation of a positive 
emotions’ perpetuation of behaviours and suggestions on the consequences of negative emotions 
(authors own).
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participants dropped out. Equestrian populations are relatively hard-to-reach 
with their own hidden populations e.g. non-riding owners. In line with Henley 
Centre (2004) findings, there is great overlap between equestrian populations, 
but they are commonly segregated by competitive level or ambition, formal 
discipline affiliation, age, or duration of participation in the industry (owner 
or otherwise). Notably, the study self-segregates to dressage to make research 
practicable. Of the disciplines British Dressage has the largest membership 
population and its principles are applicable to other disciplines (British 
Dressage 2022).

Analysis

The analysis was inductive, using Charmaz’s (2006) grounded theory analysis 
techniques to construct an explanatory theory. Analysis occurred in three 
cycles by one researcher; initial coding was done by hand and subsequently 
transferred to NVIVO software for code management. The first cycle went line 
by line through each transcript, and used in vivo code names wherever 
possible. This was repeated twice – once for ownership experience and once 
for emotions. The second cycle was iterative and used basic discourse analysis 
techniques to establish word or phrase meaning. For example, participants 
used the word ‘pig’ to describe both a physical feature and a behavior trait. 
The second cycle also condensed the code book and grouped themes. The 
third cycle created hierarchical themes and compared the owner experience 
codebook to the emotion codebook for relationships linking experiences with 
their positive or negative emotions. Complete data saturation occurred with 
interview 15, and themes confirmed by subsequent data analysis.

When comparing themes with literature, self-determination theory 
appeared the best fit in explaining horse ownership motivation. Some indivi-
dual motivational themes were supplemented by explanations from biophilia, 
attachment theory, and achievement motivation theories. The resulting model 
demonstrates how motivational theories can work together similarly to the 
theological parable of the elephant and the blind men (i.e. each explains a part 
of the whole), in agreement with Dornyei and Ushioda (2011).

Results: the horse ownership model

A distinct hierarchy of themes emerged consisting of two distinct core 
themes (getting into horses and human–horse interactions), each composed 
of two motivational themes and their respective sub-themes (Figure 2). 
Collectively, the motivational themes work in synergy to create the ‘pro-
duct’ of the human–horse relationship which, reciprocally, influences the 
motivation themes alongside two other influencing themes (human–human 
interactions and participant circumstances). The themes are applied to the 
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basic motivation cycle, to create the horse ownership motivation (HOM) 
model (Figure 3) and subsequently underpinned by motivational theories to 
explain horse ownership motivation (Figure 4). The HOM model is 
anchored in self-determination theory and is supplemented by attachment 
theory, achievement goal theory, and biophilia hypothesis. Consequently, 
the model explains motivation to become a horse owner and the sources of 
satisfaction that maintain ownership over time.

Core theme: getting into horses

Getting into horses deals with both initial attraction to horses and the process 
of first horse ownership experiences. Biophilia is the theory used to 

Influencing Theme
Participant Circumstances 

Influencing Theme
Human-Human Interaction

Product of the Motivation Themes 
The Human-Horse Relationship

Theme

Getting into Horses

Motivation

'Always' Wanted

Sub-theme

(Not) Getting out of 
Horses

Motivation

Securing the Horse

Sub-theme

Keeping & Selling

Theme

Horse-Human 
Interaction

Motivation

Caregiving

Sub-theme

Instrumental Care

Sub-theme

Emotional Care

Motivation

Using the Horse

Sub-theme

Process 

(e.g. Training)

Sub-theme

Outcome 

(e.g. Winning)

Influencing Theme
Human-Horse Relationship 

Figure 2. A theoretical hierarchy of the motivations for dressage horse ownership. Themes 
subordinate themes, and influencing themes of the motivation to own dressage horses.
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& their Sub-themes

Sub-Theme 
Keeping & 

Selling

Participation

Satisfaction
(an outcome of the act of participation)

Initial Participation

Motivation to become 
involved

(Loaning and 
Riding Lessons)

Participant can be frustrated 
thus altering participation

Motivation
‘Always’
Wanted

Motivation
‘Securing’ the 

Horse

Motivation
Caregiving

Motivation
Using the Horse

Participant Leaves Cycle (NOT):
Constraints on participation: 
resource, mental, physical, or 
social, or horse dies.

Sub-Theme 
(Not) Getting 
Out of Horses

Influencing 
Theme 

Participant 

Influencing 
Theme 

Human – Human 

Sub-Theme 
Keeping & 

Selling

Influencing -
Theme 

Human – Horse 

Creates

Impacts

Product
Human - Horse 

Relationship

Impacts

Entering the 
Cycle

Figure 3. Cycle of horse ownership motivation for highly involved horse owners – incorporating 
the emergent motivation themes for horse ownership.

Autonomy – SDT - Competency

SDT Autonomy

Attachment, Achievement, and 
SDT Competency

SDT
Competency

SDT
Relatedness

SDT
Autonomy

Biophilia 
Hypothesis

& their Sub-themes

Sub-Theme 
Keeping & 

Selling

Participation

Satisfaction
(an outcome of the act of participation)

Initial Participation

Motivation to become 
involved

(Loaning and 
Riding Lessons)

Participant can be frustrated 
thus altering participation

Motivation
‘Always’
Wanted

Motivation
‘Securing’ the 

Horse

Motivation
Caregiving

Motivation
Using the Horse

Participant Leaves Cycle 
(NOT):
Constraints on participation: 
resource, mental, physical, or 
social, or horse dies.

Sub-Theme 
(Not) Getting 
Out of Horses

Influencing 
Theme 

Participant 

Influencing 
Theme 

Human – Human 

Sub-Theme 
Keeping & 

Selling

Influencing -
Theme 

Human – Horse 

Creates

Impacts

Product
Human - Horse 

Relationship

Impacts

Entering the 
Cycle

Figure 4. Cycle of horse ownership motivation for highly involved horse owners – incorporating 
explanatory theories self-determination theory (SDT), biophilia, achievement motivation, and 
attachment theory with the emergent motivational themes.
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understand motivation to become involved with horses while the need for 
autonomy via self-determination theory explains first horse ownership.

Always wanted
All participants discussed lifelong interest, described a deep attraction, and 
were unable to explain what instigated their interest in horses; it was just 
‘always’ there, and their desire persisted through life.

But I think it’s something that I always, I’d always wanted and it never wavered, it was 
something I just always wanted. – Bethany (31, female, horse industry professional)

It’s something I always wanted as a child. Um, I had parents that couldn’t afford lessons. 
Um, then I bought a shop and things moved on, children. And then my husband got MS 
and we couldn’t do boating anymore and I thought it was my time to, to have a go at 
something I’d always wanted to do. – Olivia (60, female, non-horse professional)

Securing the horse
The persistence of desire also means that once involved, participants do not 
give up horse ownership by choice despite acknowledging the challenges 
(subtheme: (not) getting out of horses).

There’ve been points over the years where the stress of everything just gets to be a lot and 
you wonder whether you’re missing out on the rest of life because horse ownership is so 
all consuming . . . like the cost-benefit where the cost just seems to weigh, you know, 
override any benefit you’re getting from it. – Wendy (40, female, professional horse 
trainer)

Horses, somehow, get ‘in your blood’ or are ‘a part of your DNA’. Once in, 
horses are described as ‘an addiction’ or ‘like a drug’. At times horses may 
pass away or be sold on, but this does not discourage participants from 
horse ownership. Participants seek ways to maintain involvement with 
horses, not only through breaks in ownership but also as they age and as 
their circumstances change; participants actively consider how to manage 
the responsibility, time commitment, and physicality of participation as 
a horse owner.

I wasn’t a horse owner for a very short period of time after I lost the last one. And I didn’t 
enjoy it at all. It really felt like there was something missing for me. It took me a long time 
to get over losing the last one and it took me a long time to find the right next one. And it 
was about two years where I didn’t actually own anything myself. I was still involved with 
horses, still riding, but I didn’t have one myself. Um, but no I don’t think I would want to 
be in that position out of choice again. – Julia (47, female, horse industry professional)

I will be dead before I not have a horse. Even if I’m 90 odd I will have a doddery old 
something in the back garden. I, I can’t imagine ever, way too much a part of my life. – 
Freya (45, female, non-horse professional)
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First horse ownership experience stems from a desire to have autonomy over 
the horse-human interaction, and decision-making and subsequent purchases 
tend to focus on purchasing or breeding the ‘right’ horse.

For me [ownership] was definitely the, I want more autonomy over, my, what I do with 
the horse and where I can take the horse and, um, what I buy for the horse. – Isabelle (28, 
female, student)

I always felt like I’d get to a certain point in my riding and then the horses would be sold 
for whatever reason, so I bought [horse 1] to secure a horse for me that would always be 
mine. – Graham (25, male, professional horse trainer)

Horses will always make up a part of participants’ lives through ownership or 
involvement in the equestrian community, demonstrating the persistence of 
the intrinsic attraction to horses.

Influences on getting into horses

Participant circumstances influence on getting into horses
Participant circumstances and other human–human interactions influence 
the desire to secure the horse, while the human–horse relationship and 
participant circumstances influence motivations to keep or sell a horse. 
The logistics of purchasing the horse requires the human to be in 
a position where they feel they can afford the horse and to take care of 
it. If from a non-horsey family, initial horse ownership occured at the 
time they first perceived it was possible through an injection of cash via 
inheritance, generosity of relatives, a well-paid job, or securing a loan. 
Second horse selection involved greater consideration of the human’s 
circumstances in being able to manage a second horse. As more horses 
are acquired the maximum number of horses a person secures appears to 
be limited by their perception of available time to devote to the horse, 
because the demands of ownership become too externally regulated and 
less enjoyable. 

. . . when I had six that’s when I got really stressed. Cause I just couldn’t be putting the 
time and energy that each of them needed at the right amount. – Freya

There does not appear to be a fixed number of maximum horses. The max-
imum number of owned horses ranged from 1 to 11 in this participant group; 
one horse is a consistent minimum required to meet autonomy needs.

Human–human influence on getting into horses
Human influence on securing the horse relates to lack of autonomy on 
participants in their horse interactions. For example, in riding school situa-
tions, participants learn to ride but perceive limitations on when they can ride, 
for how long they can ride, and general interactions with horses.
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[P]revious to [ownership], I had only ridden at riding schools, so I could only ride when 
I paid for a lesson, whereas when I had my own horse I could ride whenever I liked. – 
Bethany

In a loan situation, participants find more autonomy because the owner is less 
likely to be involved with the day-to-day care. However, the owner retains 
ultimate decision-making responsibility and can take the horse back or make 
changes at any time, limiting participants’ autonomy. For participants, their 
feelings of responsibility towards loan horses and relationship development 
were the same as for any horse they owned. 

. . . like completely from day one I feel like he’s mine. I don’t think it, it’s just paperwork. 
I think you still treat them the same, I feel the same about them. I honestly don’t feel like 
the name on the bottom of a piece of paper determines that. – Bethany

Consequently, participant interactions with the loan horse owners resulted in 
feelings of sadness, fear, and frustration underpinning the desire for autonomy 
in decision-making.

I was like if this is my horse . . . I’d look at all the aspects of her care to see what was 
causing her [the horse] to act in such a constantly stressed and, and defensive manner. 
But I couldn’t do any of that because it’s not my horse . . . I didn’t have the, the control 
there to look into that, so that frustrated me. – Isabelle

In professional horse trainer scenarios, where the trainer is being paid to be 
responsible for another person’s horse, participants express being ‘gutted’ 
when owners sell horses ‘out from under’ them.

Influence of human–horse relationship on getting into horses – keeping & selling
While ownership provides the opportunity for control, the decision of what to 
do with the horse once it has been obtained is influenced by other factors like 
the horse’s traits, the subsequent relationship with the horse, and social 
pressure to learn from or overcome difficulties.

Ownership is a progression from participants’ first encounters with horses; the 
experience of or desire for a relationship fosters a desire for participants to have 
more control over the decision-making of the horse and manage the relationship. 
Although frustrating, loaning is beneficial for those with less horse experience 
because they can cease ownership responsibilities relatively easily by returning an 
unsuitable horse to the owner (e.g. a dysfunctional relationship).

The relationship with the horse impacted keeping and selling in two 
ways, which related to whether participants had a positive or negative 
relationship with a horse they were selling. Where negative relationships 
existed their actions to keep their horses are motivated through fear of 
an outcome for the horse, which is outside their control, once ownership 
is relinquished. Social judgement by other humans was of particular 
concern if the horse was poorly behaved.
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Where positive relationships or strong bonds existed, these horses would be 
more likely to be kept when participants' time or finances impacted the 
decision on which horses to sell.

There are horses that have a home for life with me and those I am gonna do my best by 
and then sell them on. – Bethany

The relationship, whether desirable or undesirable, actively influences deci-
sions for keeping and selling a horse. However, this does not always result in 
dysfunctional relationships ending. The impact of the human–horse relation-
ship of autonomy of ownership demonstrates that maintaining the relation-
ship can be internally motivated through enjoyment of the individual horse 
relationship, but externally motivated by fear of social judgement or loss of 
control over the decision-making. Additionally, the strength of a positive 
relationship meant ownership for some horses was prioritised over others.

Core theme: horse-human interaction

I think there’s two type of bond. There’s the one on the ground where he’s happy to see 
you and he knows that perhaps you’re his owner. And then there’s the riding one where 
you’re trying to become one unit, not ride a horse but together, and that gives you 
a different feeling altogether. – Olivia

There were two separate sources of motivation, ‘caregiving’ and ‘using the 
horse’, and both resulted in development of the human–horse relationship. 
Both required decision-making, and participants experienced competency in 
different ways.

Caregiving
Caregiving consisted of two ways of caregiving (instrumental and emotional). 
Importantly, the decision-making integral to providing instrumental care such 
as feeding, grooming, and veterinary attention resulted in emotional care for 
how the animal is perceived to feel. Where participants perceived they were 
keeping animals ‘happy and healthy’ it resulted in participants’ sense of 
competency. Knowing the horses were okay resulted in participants’ feelings 
of ‘well-being’, ‘pleasure’, and ‘a sense of inner peace’. Participants practiced 
mind-mindedness which allowed them to perceive their horses as in or out of 
a state of well-being. Participants talked about reading the expression in their 
horse’s face of being ‘soft’ and others about their horse’s behaviour being 
‘relaxed’ and ‘calm’.

Using the horse
Competency was also perceived in riding horses where the animals responded 
to training as desired and captured in the theme using the horse. Participants 
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perceived a competency through the ‘journey’ or ‘process’ of training, but also 
in competition outcomes. Achievement motivation theory offers the explana-
tion for how both mastery and performance goals are motivating.

Competency and relatedness from human horse interaction

Importantly, and fundamentally, a sense of competency, whether caregiving 
for the horse or using the horse, was the foundation for participants' sense of 
relationship with the horse (good or bad). Where animals responded as 
expected or desired owners perceived positive relationships, and where horses 
were ‘difficult’ or ‘aloof’, participants reported feeling like a ‘failure’, implied 
these horses were more likely to be sold (less of a bond), and reported 
mismatched human–horse relationships are ‘not a nice experience’.

A bond (a specific type of positive relationship) was perceived when the 
animal initiated interactions with the participant and this elicited their stron-
gest descriptions of positive emotions when the horse’s interaction was per-
ceived as volitional and unconditional. Attachment theory explains the 
perception of these experiences and subsequent fulfilment of relatedness 
needs of self-determination theory. Horses engaged in what their human 
owners perceived as attachment-like behaviours, regardless of whether an 
outsider or an academic would label them as such. For example.

And he always chats to me and he doesn’t chat to anybody else. So, that’s, that’s, you 
know, that brings you great joy when you walk down the barn and that one horse neighs 
at you and he doesn’t neigh at anybody else . . . because you feel you get some love back 
from the thing you’re paying a fortune for. – Abigail (44, female, professional horse 
trainer)

Anyway, so he saw me come through the gate and he was like [imitates horse] 
‘neeeigggghhh’. And like screamed at me . . . And half of me was like really touched 
that he was grateful to see me. You know he did look grateful to see me, he properly 
yelled in my direction . . . – Carly (49, female, professional horse trainer) (the other half 
was annoyed due to what turned out to be an unnecessary veterinary call out fee)

When I go up to the field to, to get her more often than not, her head will go up she’ll be 
the one out of them responds and she’ll neigh and then she’ll come down to find me and 
I don’t need to have a bucket of feed for that to happen. It’s just mum’s here sort of thing 
and you know what, that is the most heart-warming thing. – Evlynne (50, female, non- 
horse professional)

Attachment-like behaviours without the sense of special treatment by the 
horse toward the owner do not seem to result in the same positive emotions 
or sense of a bond.

And sometimes I don’t feel like I have any connection with him because he just ignores 
me. But he hears my crutch and his ears go forward in the field and he’ll come and say 
‘hi’. So, he knows who I am and that means he does kind of get who I am and that I am 
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his person. But he probably does that with everybody. – Kelly (35, female, non-horse 
professional)

Guilt was the overriding emotion for participants when horses were injured, 
ill, or perceived as emotionally distressed. This highlights the responsibility 
highly involved participants felt for ‘making every decision’ to keep the horse 
‘happy and healthy’. When the horse was injured it raised questions about the 
decisions participants made that might have led to injury or exposure to illness 
or distressful situations.

There were certain decisions that I had to make in consultation with the vet about the 
extent of the surgery. I just kept thinking, ‘What if I’ve done the wrong thing?’ You 
know, ‘What if I’ve chosen the wrong procedure, what if should have never put him 
through the risk of the anaesthetic?’ – Bethany

The frustration of not being able to respond appropriately and, when acting, 
questioning if those decisions are right, illustrate a feeling of incompetence in 
the moment. This leads to emotional extremes for participants. As Linda (53, 
female, professional horse trainer) stated, horses either ‘put you in a wonderful 
mood or they can make you feel really low’. Participants described this emo-
tional experience of horse ownership as ‘quite up and down’ or ‘a roller coaster. 
The highs are very high and the lows are very low’.

Managing the highs and the lows requires participants to emotionally 
regulate themselves. Participants recognised this within themselves and the 
community. They talked about horses as ‘great levellers’ and described how 
‘calm’ is needed to ‘delegate’ and ‘manage crises’. Participants talked about how 
horses make a person self-aware, and about the necessity of emotional regula-
tion. They implied that one must already be in a calm place before encounter-
ing horses.

Actually, it makes me quite self-aware as well I think. Particularly with, yeah, you can’t 
just come home stressed and take it out on the horse, you have to learn to moderate and 
manage emotions. – Bethany

I think having horses, they’re great teachers. Because they teach you about yourself and 
what you, and how you react in situations and how you are, how you’re going. You have 
to be calm. You can’t, you cannot be a crazy stressed person around horses. It just doesn’t 
work. – Isabelle

If I’ve come home and I’m tired and I might a bit short tempered I won’t ride them 
because I know if they breathe wrong they might get told off. And I’ve, I’ve learned to 
recognise that in myself. – Freya

Horses are both a source of emotional extremes and catalysts for managing the 
emotional extremes. Participants’ positive emotions are countered by negative 
emotions in the event they are unable to appropriately respond to and resolve 
their horse’s stress or ailment. In the event of negative emotions, there is an 
acute emotional regulation to manage the horse’s situation. However, a more 
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systemic emotional regulation process is evidenced through participants 
developing an emotional self-awareness, learned through experience. 
Participants appear to manage their emotional state and make specific beha-
vioural choices before encountering their horses, in order to foster positive 
emotional experiences (for both human and horse), which in turn contributes 
to the development of their human–horse relationship, fulfilling relatedness 
needs.

Human–human influence on human–horse interaction

Human–human interactions impacted on participants’ sense of competency, and 
consequently their sense of relatedness. Interaction with other humans resulted 
in two different experiences. One experience was their interaction in the human– 
human social space and building relationships with like-minded individuals with 
an interest in horses regardless of background or social status. The other 
experience was negative interference in decision-making; there was a consensus 
that the worst thing about horse ownership was not the horses but other people.

Where I find I have problems is negativity that comes with being around people and 
horses. And everyone thinking that they can give you advice. They know better than 
you. – Evlynne

Unlike in social norms in human society, where it is taboo to comment on 
another’s parenting to their face, horse owners directly comment on other 
horse owners’ behaviour and this leads to participants' sense of incompetence 
and subsequent disruption to their human-horse relationship.

I’d never owned a horse before and I was on a really busy yard and the, the big issues 
I had were there were 20 people telling me 20 different ways to manage my horse. – Freya

The worst thing for participants would be if someone thought they were a poor 
caregiver, and the best thing would be comments on how well a horse looked.

I’d be heartbroken if anybody thought that my horses were being neglected or anything 
like that. – Freya

I just love seeing them perform well I think and seeing them look well and that’s 
a reflection of me . . . When someone comes up to you and goes ‘God, your horse 
looks amazing’. For me that’s like I’ve done my job well, I’m pleased about that. – Harry 
(30, male, professional horse trainer)

Although unsolicited advice and comments influenced participants’ feelings as 
caregivers, the human–human interaction is not able to undermine the initial 
attraction to horses that motivated people to get into horses in the first place. 
Instead of getting out of horses, participants sourced different people to be around 
by moving yards or developed coping strategies to receive comments and advice 
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on their own terms. As participants gained experience they were able to counter, 
as opposed to just coping with, the unsolicited advice.

Discussion

The HOM model demonstrates how the experience of ownership can 
fulfil the human psychological wellbeing through autonomy of ownership, 
competency through decision-making, and relatedness through the ability 
to care for another and perceive a positive response for the care activity. 
The satisfaction gained from care decisions perpetuates horse ownership 
over time. Consequently, horse ownership and management choices are 
more complex than mere ‘traditionalism’ and are akin to parenting. The 
HOM model offers foundations for further research on motivations of 
owners and, importantly, is anchored in exiting theories which can help 
support positive human–human and human–horse interactions.

Through consumption literature we also understand how the consumption 
of the horse-human relationship is symbolic of owners’ sense of self-concept, 
and the actions people take to protect and perpetuate their sense of self, and 
thus their sense of wellbeing (Sirgy 1982). Social judgment received as advice 
or perceived as negative evaluation makes people feel incompetent, and where 
owners already feel a sense of guilt it can act to confirm this and thus create 
conflict with an owner’s sense of self-concept as, or desire to be, a competent 
caregiver (that they perceived from their daily interactions). Because compe-
tent caregiving is the mechanism for developing a human–horse relationship, 
negative emotions also put owners’ sense of relationship or bond with their 
horse in peril.

Guilt as an emotion can trigger a range of blame management strategies 
(Frommer and Arluke 1999; Watson and Spence 2007). As practitioners (e.g. 
veterinarians, academics, or behaviourists) supporting caregiving activities 
(i.e. welfare) or being concerned with the perpetuation of the equestrian 
industry it is imperative to consider how we approach our human–human 
interactions. There is a high risk practitioners could confirm or create guilt 
through advice and evaluative statements; it is critical to understand how 
language and behavioural choices impact, defuse, or perpetuate animal owners 
blame management strategies when their competency is threatened.

In situations where professionals and animal owners meet, both parties 
have the animal’s best interest at heart. Just as owners in this study struggled to 
assess if they are doing the ‘right thing’, practitioners also worry (Williamson, 
Murphy, and Greenberg, 2021). However, the education practitioners receive 
and limited interaction with an individual animal may result in perspectives 
on an animal’s behaviour or response different to the owner. These differences 
are part of the struggle of understanding the animals’ perspective, combining 
the owners day-to-day nuanced assessment and practitioner’s professional 
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assessment, along-side potential differences in language choices, interpreta-
tion, and education (Jenke et al. 2021).

One of the solutions for practitioners and academics who may have a more 
fixed language through studying animal behaviour is developing curiosity 
about how horse owners speak about their horses and trying to decode their 
language and behavioural choices rather than strictly applying a personal or 
academic meaning in all cases. The response to communication could be the 
difference between inviting cooperation or defence mechanisms in blame 
management strategies (e.g. Lowe 2008; Dickman 2010; McClaughlin, 
Clancy, and Cooke 2022). This requires practitioners’ use of their own innate 
anthropomorphic mechanisms (i.e. empathy for another human, empathy for 
the animals, and acceptance of anthropomorphic language); this is emotion-
ally and cognitively laborious (Williamson, Murphy, and Greenberg, 2021).

In animal welfare circles anthropomorphism is often cited as rational, 
a conscious choice, and undesirable (McGreevy 2007; Bradshaw and Casey  
2007; Mota-Rojas et al. 2021). When observed as an innate passive human trait 
and engaging in curiosity for why anthropomorphism occurs, the results of 
this study explain and confirm anthropomorphism is a requirement for the 
development of human–animal bonds; in agreement with Serpell (2002), 
Butterfield, Hill, and Lord (2012), Macauley and Chur-Hansen (2023). 
Because anthropomorphism is the mechanism required for empathy and 
thus care-giving behaviour, owners cannot care for animals without it.

This study provides evidence that humans gain wellbeing through provid-
ing animal wellbeing; the care decisions people make and responses they 
interpret are similar to that of a parent to child (i.e. relatedness through 
caregiving). This raises interesting points about the role of the owner in 
assessing animal wellbeing: the owner acts as voice to the animal as a parent 
does to a child in human medicine (Gray and Fordyce 2020; Pun 2020). 
Assessment of child wellbeing is typically a holistic assessment with the child 
having a voice where possible, but this is difficult with animals whose ‘minds 
are private’ (Bradsaw and Casey, 2007, 149). The HOM’s exposure of the 
connection between human wellbeing and, at least perceived, animal wellbeing 
in response to care decisions provides further evidence that the assessment of 
animal wellbeing should also be holistic and include explorations across time, 
context, environment, and history as told through owners’ stories, regardless 
of the pitfalls. Pun (2020) speaks about the importance practitioner commu-
nication plays in mitigating owner distress when making critical care decisions 
for animals.

When listening to owners’ perspectives about their experiences and 
decisions in relation to their horses, there is opportunity to consider the 
animals' well-being through decoding how owners perceive their horses’ 
responses to their caregiving activity and tailor communication accord-
ingly via human-behaviour change models (Michie et al. 2014), middle 
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of the road approach (Gray, Fox, and Hobson-West 2018) or client 
centred interviewing (Daniels et al. 2023). In animal training the con-
cept of consent (animal choice) and learning response are established 
parts of existing animal welfare (Thomas 2016; Woods, Lane, and Miller  
2019), which could relate to ideas of autonomy and competency of self- 
determination theory.

In conclusion, the HOM explains how owners receive satisfaction 
from their horses’ responses to their care decisions which contributes 
to their psychological wellbeing; challenges to care choices have negative 
impacts on the owner and can impede open human–human commu-
nication which is needed for holistic wellbeing assessment. Furthermore, 
the principles from self-determination theory, present in owners’ stories 
about their horses, offer a valuable understanding of an animal’s experi-
ence. Wellbeing is an experience, and evaluation of that experience as 
positive or negative is a judgement of the agent rather than an external 
individual; in this case the agent is the horse. It is not possible to have 
a horse speak, but if owners are their animals’ voices, the key assess-
ment of animal wellbeing seems best done through the voice of their 
closest human relationship – in this case the highly involved horse 
owner.

The author recommends that effective use of owners' stories to assess 
animal wellbeing (not just welfare) is predicated upon practitioners and 
academics 1) being curious about the owner and their experience, 2) 
decoding meaning based on content and checking understanding with 
the owner, and 3) having self-awareness through reflective practice of 
their social impact (e.g. the risk of blame management or causing 
human distress as a result of social judgement when engaging in 
human–human interactions with animal owners).
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