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How you too can benefit from offering your horse 
a more natural lifesyle - part 1 

 
So what is a 'more natural lifestyle' and why is it so important? 
 
For any animal to enjoy optimal wellbeing their physical and emotional needs must be met.  Dr Sid 
Gustafson of the University of Guelph in Ontario, Canada believes that there are 3 things that a 
horse needs in order to maintain or achieve wellbeing.  These are: 

1. forage 
2. friendship 
3. movement 

 
Horses evolved from small, dog-sized creatures living in forested areas with ample vegetation.  
These animals had toes, to spread their body weight and avoid sinking into the soft ground, and 
small teeth to chew their food.  Over time, however their environment changed and the animals 
adapted to their new challenges.  The ground became drier and harder and the vegetation became 
sparse and fibrous.  Horses, as we know them today, live in arid open spaces.  Their survival 
strategy is to detect possible danger using their keen senses of sight, smell and hearing, and to run 
away.  They live in herds giving them the safety of being part of a group.  Their food is now 
tougher and harder to find so they have developed larger, grinding teeth and a very specialised 
digestive system in order to extract the nutrients they require. 
 

 
 
This evolution took place over thousands of years and we only began domesticating horses a 
relatively short time ago.  This means that, genetically speaking, the horses that live with us are no 
different from their wild cousins.  The lifestyle that we often provide for them, however, is very 
different.  Often our horses are stabled for hours at a time with little or no physical contact with 
others of their kind.  Research done by Nottingham Trent University has shown that this is 
stressful for them.  A small enclosed space might look warm, safe and cosy to us but for the horse 
it resembles a place where a predator would hide out, and also offers no way in which to escape. 
 
Our horses are often fed 'meals', as we would for a dog or cat, when actually this is contrary to 
what their bodies need.  In the wild they must constantly forage to find enough food in order to 
survive.  This means that they walk many miles a day nibbling on a wild range of plants.  As a 
consequence their stomachs are relatively small for their body size and they do not have a gall 
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bladder as there was no need for them to store bile.  Instead it is continuously trickle-fed into their 
stomachs to deal with the almost constant intake of small amounts of food.   
 

 
 
Horses do, however, have a very sensitive 'gut-fill level', meaning that if they are left without food 
for more than a couple of hours their body will respond by going into stress.  This results in 
hormones, such as cortisol, being released causing changes in the horse's metabolism.   
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The horse basically goes into a kind of 'starvation' mode, just as our bodies do on a crash diet, and 
this actually sets them up for a chain of health issues including weight gain, inflammation, 
overeating, ulcers and insulin resistance. 
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So what can you do to create a more natural lifestyle for your horse and how will this benefit you? 
 
The changes you are able to make will obviously depend on the accommodation in which your 
horse is living.  If he is kept at livery you might be quite restricted on things that you can change, 
however even small adjustments have an impact on your horse, and so on the relationship that 
you share. 
 
If your horse must spend time in a stable every day, see if there are any ways that you can 
improve this environment:   

 Can he be in a stable that has access to the open air?   
 Can he be in a stable where he is able to have physical contact with another horse - 

preferably a buddy? 
 Can he be given ad lib hay so that he never feels hungry and stressed? 
 Can you ensure that any feed he receives is free from sugars and chemicals?  

(I recommend looking at Thunderbrooks, Agrobs and Forageplus for further information) 
 Can he have things to keep him occupied, eg food puzzles and toys? (always of course 

making sure that these are safe for him to use when he is alone) 
 Can you spend time with him just enjoying his company with no expectations?  You could 

use this time for a variety of things: 
o grooming 
o reading a book 
o observing him and getting to know his moods, likes and dislikes 
o just being still and enjoying his company 
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Being able to do all, or even just some, of these things will deepen your bond with your horse and 
help him to see you as a friend and someone who listens to, and provides for, his needs.  This will 
help him to be more calm, comfortable and happy which in turn will help him to enjoy better 
health.  You will also benefit from the quiet moments that you spend with him, leaving you feeling 
more grounded, centred and relaxed, with the added benefit of having a greater connection with 
your equine friend. 
 
Another thing that you can do, where possible, is increase the time that he spends outdoors, 
preferably with other horses.  This will help him to feel less stressed while also benefitting from 
the fresh air and sunlight, which he needs in order to synthesise Vitamin D.  Also, if he can have 
access to a variety of beneficial plants such as weeds, herbs and hedgerows this will allow him to 
forage for whatever nutrients he needs in a more natural way.  If you'd like to know more about 
this you might like to read my blog post on Herbs and Other Plants for Horses. 
 
A word of caution here.  There can be a downside to turnout, particularly on the pastureland that 
is generally offered to our domestic horses.  The grass here is often extremely rich and overly 
treated with chemical fertilisers and pesticides.  It is generally aimed at cattle and sheep that 
farmers want to fatten for market, or to produce a high milk yield.  It is not suitable for horses who 
have evolved to live on a much sparser, and more varied, diet.  This rich, monoculture food can 
lead to a wide range of health issues including laminitis, abscesses, seedy toe, digestive and 
metabolic disorders. 
 
An alternative to grass turnout is the Paddock Paradise System, also known as a Track System.  You 
can read more about this in Jaime Jackson's book Paddock Paradise: A Guide to Natural Horse 
Boarding.  He advocates creating a track around the edge of your field and including a variety of 
surface materials and other natural features.  This encourages movement, helps to strengthen the 
feet and provides mental stimulation.  This movement is the third requirement mentioned by Dr 
Gustafson and, in fact, the one that he believes to be the most important.  (A Veterinarian's Take: 
16/4/14) 
 
In the June 2016 issue of Horsemanship magazine I wrote: 
 

Horses ... need to keep on the move.  This is so important as it helps to support healthy 
circulation.  When barefoot, the hoof acts almost like another heart, helping to pump 
blood back up the leg.  Horses don't have any muscles in the lower part of their legs 
(movement here being effected by tendons and ligaments) however the action of the frog 
coming into contact with the ground and the hoof wall naturally flexing with the impact of 
each step, forces the blood round the extensive capillary system and back up the leg.   

 

https://equenergy.wordpress.com/2016/07/25/herbs-and-other-plants-for-horses/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Paddock-Paradise-Guide-Natural-Boarding/dp/0965800784/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1472307464&sr=1-1&keywords=paddock+paradise
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Paddock-Paradise-Guide-Natural-Boarding/dp/0965800784/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1472307464&sr=1-1&keywords=paddock+paradise
http://sidgustafson.blogspot.co.uk/2014/04/how-horses-heal.html#.VeP2hvZVikp
http://sidgustafson.blogspot.co.uk/2014/04/how-horses-heal.html#.VeP2hvZVikp
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If you would like to know more about going Barefoot with your horse please see my other articles: 
Barefoot vs Shod and Healthy vs Unhealthy Hooves. 
 
Allowing your horse to live in this more natural way, greatly decreases his stress levels and 
enhances his health.  This means that he is less likely to get sick and will recover from any illness or 
injury more quickly, resulting in fewer / lower veterinary bills.  In addition he should be much 
calmer and happier to spend time with you.  As he sees that you are listening to him and 
responding to his needs and requests, he in turn will be more able to listen to you.  Horses are 
much less complicated than us.  Their behaviour is generally driven by the need to feel safe.  Just 
like for us, they have a hierarchy of needs and feeling safe is their most basic requirement.  This 
comes even before eating and drinking.  If we can try to see the world from his point of view and 
understand why he behaves in the way that he does, it will make for a much more fulfilling 
relationship. 
 

https://listeninghandzblog.wordpress.com/2015/05/24/barefoot-vs-shod/
https://equenergy.wordpress.com/2016/06/22/healthy-vs-unhealthy-hooves/
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How you too can benefit from offering your horse 
a more natural lifestyle - part 2 

 
In Part 1 I looked at how some simple changes to your horse's lifestyle could result in considerable 
changes in his health and behaviour.  Living in a domestic environment often brings expectations 
for our equine friends, some of which can be difficult for him to understand or comply with. 
 
For example 'herd-bound' or 'napping' behaviours make sense from the horse's perspective.  For 
him he needs to be with his group in order to feel safe.  To help him with this we need to do some 
research to see if there is any particular reason that he feels unsafe away from his friends:   

 Was he weaned to early or abruptly?   
 Has he lost a particular friend / friends / familiar environment through recent moves or 

other changes? 
 Is he feeling particularly unsettled at the moment for some reason? 

 
When a horse is reluctant to load onto a trailer it could be because he sees it as a small enclosed 
space from which he cannot escape.  Alternatively he might have had a bad experience in the past 
which has left him wary of the ramp / partitions / floor / other part of the trailer.  It could even 
just be as simple as the contrast of the light exterior with the dark interior making it difficult for 
him to see.  You could try allowing time for his eyes to adjust and for his curiosity to take over and 
perhaps he will then walk up the ramp much more happily. 
 

 
 
Whatever the reason for our horse's behaviour, once we know it we can respond in the best way 
to help him feel safe while, where necessary, gently and slowly encouraging other more 
appropriate behaviours.  Often it might simply be a case of us altering what or how we expect 
things to be done.   
 
You could start by asking the following questions:   

 Why is he behaving in this unwanted way: 
o is he in pain? (eg injury or uncomfortable tack) 
o is he bored? (eg has he been doing the same thing for several days in a row / is he a 

young horse with a short attention span) 
o is he distracted? 

 Is the behaviour you've been asking for natural for your horse?   
 Does it make him feel unsafe in some way?   
 Is it possible to achieve the same / similar results in a different, more 'horse-friendly' way? 
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Some further questions you might like to explore are: 

 Am I asking as clearly and consistently as possible? 
 Am I focused, calm and grounded? 
 How am I feeling today?  What energy am I bringing to the situation? 

 
Horses are highly sensitive beings and will immediately pick up on how we are feeling.  If they 
sense that you are distracted, rushed or upset they will react, as to them you are giving off signals 
that something is wrong and they need to be wary.  Depending on the severity of your feelings 
and the sensitivity of your horse this could result in behaviours such as restlessness, nipping, biting 
or even kicking.  It is well worth doing an emotional check before approaching your horse.  Be 
honest about how you're feeling.  If something has upset you, and you're not able to put it aside 
for the time that you're with your horse, just be open with him.  It's when we try to cover up or 
hide our feelings that our horses become nervous.  They don't understand the concept of hiding 
things - to them it's what a predator does when trying to sneak up on them to attack. 
 
Horses are often used in Equine Assisted Therapy because they are very effective mirrors to our 
emotions.  They are like a barometer showing us what our energy is doing.  If something is 
affecting your relationship with your horse, their behaviour will show this.  It can often be a very 
challenging lesson as they can highlight the parts of our character that we might prefer to keep 
hidden.  However this is the real gift of the horse.  When a horse is generally content, secure and 
healthy they can be very gentle and honest teachers, showing us where our approaches are not 
serving us and how we can modify them in order to be a more authentic version of ourselves. 
 

 
 
This is the ultimate benefit of giving our horses a more natural lifestyle.  When they are allowed to 
be themselves they can show us how to be who we really are and how to be comfortable with 
that.  With horses there is no judgement and in their acceptance of us we learn to accept 
ourselves, 'warts and all'.  The journey can be uncomfortable at times as we shed the masks that 
we have created to exist in our busy, noisy world, but the stillness and peace that is available on 
the other side is worth any painful moments.   
 
Some people are now beginning to take this further, looking at how we have conditioned our 
horses to accept many things which are not natural for them, and many which even cause them 
physical and emotional pain.  This is a particular challenge for us as we too are the subject of much 
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conditioning by the society in which we live.  It causes us to question many beliefs and practices 
which we have held dear for years, if not generations.  Change is rarely easy - or comfortable - but 
when it leads us to greater peace, love and acceptance, surely it is change for the better? 
 
 

_______________________________________ 
 
 

Robyn Harris is a Wellbeing Therapist with Equenergy: Horse & Human in 
Harmony.   
 
Having worked as a British Sign Language Interpreter for over 20 years she is 
adept at reading visual signals and understanding the meaning behind them.  
  
Her journey into working in the field of wellbeing began when she trained in 
Reiki to Level II then went on to study healing with The Healing Trust.  Being 

a real animal lover, and realising that she wanted to focus her work in this area, she completed the 
Diploma in Small Animal Healing with Elizabeth Whiter and, having a passion for horses, she then 
added the Equine Specialism.  Several of her case studies for the Diploma were carried out at 
HorseWorld in Bristol and she still volunteers there once a month, offering healing to the rescued 
and retired horses.   
 
She has also studied Emotional Freedom Techniques (EFT) to Practitioner level and has just 
completed a course in Nutrition as she believes strongly in supporting health through 'clean' 
eating.   
 
Her other interests include herbs, essential oils and kinesiology.  She also loves spending time in 
her garden which is a miniature wildlife haven and makes a wonderful setting for her cosy healing 
cabin.  

 
 
 website: http://www.equenergy.com/ 
 
 email: mailto:robyn@equenergy.com 
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