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W
e all know horses 
are wonderful 
creatures, but 
they can also 
teach us so much, 
according to 
Emma Hutchison 

of  HorseBack UK. She shared six lessons 
which are an integral part of  their 
programmes with both veterans and 
disadvantaged youth.   

1. Practice new mental habits

Working well with a horse is not a mat-
ter of  going through a check-list and 
then patting yourself  on the back. It’s a 
daily dedication. Horses love steadiness 
and consistency, so they really value the 
stuff  you do every single day. 

It’s exactly the same with your men-
tal health. If  you get stuck in negative 
stories, as the gremlins in your head 
tell you that you are not good enough, 
that everything is going to end in disas-
ter, that you will never come out of  the 
darkness into the light, then a beautiful 
daily practice is to learn to turn those 
stories around. 

Find your one good thing and write 
that down. Seek for the silver lining in 
the clouds. Simply tell yourself  that you 
are good enough. Do it again and again. 
Slow and steady every day, until your 

brain believes it. Small shifts in per-
spective, done over and over, can have 
huge results.

2. Move

When horses get stuck in the sympa-
thetic nervous system (fi ght, fl ight and 
freeze), sometimes the best thing you 
can do for them is invite them to move. 

Liberty work is great for this – you 
can offer your horse a chance to dance 
all those jangled emotions out on the 
ground, until they come back to a place 
of  stillness and peace.

It’s not so different with humans. We 
can think our way out of  some emo-
tions, but some get stuck in the body, 
and the rational part of  the brain can 
only do so much. So, if  you feel trapped 
in negative thought loops, particularly 
those of  resentment, shame or rage, try 
dancing them out. Shake them out of  
your arms; stomp them out of  your feet. 

You are literally resetting your body 
when you do this. The nervous system 
can then move from its threat state to its 
rest and relax state.

3. Be honest

Horses adore honesty, and so does your 
brain. Denying feelings of  anxiety, 
shame, grief  and despair only makes 
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them worse. They paralyse you.
A lovely thing to do with yourself  is to step into 

diffi cult emotions. Honestly say yes, I do feel vul-
nerable, overwhelmed or hopeless. Sit with those 
feelings instead of  fi ghting them. Then see what 
you can do with them. You can write them down, 
share them with a trusted friend or take them to a 
mental health professional. 

The more these feelings are felt and released, the 
less power they have over you. 

4. Be present

There is a lot of  research and data which shows the 
extraordinary power that meditation can have on 
mental health. Meditation is hard and doing it well 
may be a life’s work. You can start simply by prac-
ticing being present in the moment. Horses do this 
naturally, and they also adore it in their humans. 

You don’t need a special room, time or equip-
ment. At moments throughout the day, catch your 
racing mind, and bring it gently back to the pre-
sent. Feel all your senses: the air on your face, the 
smell of  the green grass, the sound of  your own 
breathing. All that matters in the world is in this 
moment.

At HorseBack UK we often start courses with 
a meditation for horses and veterans. It is based 
on the profound but simple idea of  being present. 
If  you can make that a habit, you will start to see 
changes more quickly than you might imagine.

5. Managing expectations

False or unrealistic expectations are one of  the en-
emies of  good mental health. If  you’re constantly 
lashing yourself  for failing to meet goals, for not 
being the person you expect yourself  to be, for not 
being able to change your life through a sheer act 
of  will, you will live with constant disappointment. 

We’ve learned from horses to monitor our expec-
tations. We don’t march in expecting the horses to 
be brilliant just because we want them to be. We 
understand that everyone has an off-day. So, we ask 
enough but never too much, and if  there’s a prob-
lem we just take a breath and start again.

You can do the same with yourself. Give yourself  
small, achievable missions. Understand that mis-
takes and setbacks will come. Be forgiving. Always 
be prepared to start again. 

6. Work with the person you are that day

One of  the greatest principles in good horseman-

ship is working with the horse you have that day. 
Just because your dazzling steed could do perfect 
transitions last week, it does not mean that it ap-
plies this week. Horses have moods, emotions and 
needs, just as humans do. We ask our horses, ‘What 
do you need from us today?’ 

You can do the same with your own self. Your 
anxiety, low mood or diffi culty in connecting with 
others might have improved, and you are getting 
that lovely sense of  the light at the end of  the tun-
nel. Then, wham, - the very next day you feel that 
all that progress has disappeared. It’s easy then 
to feel like you want to give up, just as one might 
want to give up when a horse regresses.

However, if  you say ‘Well, I’m working with the 
person I am today,’ then you can take a gentler, 
more hopeful approach. Use small steps to move 
forward again. It is still worth making the effort, 
building the helpful mental habits, doing your 
daily practices. You would do that for your horse, 
so you can do it for yourself.

By using horses as our inspiration, and taking 
the lessons that they can teach us, we can help shift 
our mental position and create a better, happier life 
for ourselves and those around us. 
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W
ITH people as young as in the early 
thirties, and from all walks of  life, being 
diagnosed with dementia, the fourth 
annual conference titled ‘Living with 
Dementia in Rural Ireland, was held in 
Boyle, Co Roscommon. 

In Ireland, 55,000 people are presently 
diagnosed with the condition, but it is estimated that the real 
fi gure is probably closer to 100,000. This is because of  a failure 
to diagnose, late diagnosis or no acknowledgement by fami-
lies due to stigma, embarrassment, denial and several others 
reasons. 

Early diagnosis can be a life-changer, giving the individual 
time to put their affairs in orders, make choices, and work at 
keeping the diagnosis under observation and control for as 
long as possible.

*

DEMENTIA. This is a word that sends shivers down the spine 
of  everyone, but it is something about which we need as a na-
tion to become more aware of, and to feel comfortable talking 
openly about it. 
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Helpful contacts
Aware 1890 303 302
Samaritans Freephone 116 123
Sosadireland 041 984 8754
Pieta House 01 601 0000
Samaritans Belfast 028 90664422  
Samaritans Newry 028 030266366
Lifeline (NI) 0808808800
PIPS Suicide Support 028 
30266195 
Public Health Agency (NI) 
publichealth@hscni.net

The Industry Assistance Pro-
gramme (IAP) provides informa-
tion, resources and counselling 
on all of the challenges that life 
may bring. This includes depres-
sion, suicidal thoughts, debt 
and money worries, health and 
wellness, emotional wellbeing, 
bereavement or loss, work/life 
balance, managing stress and 
relationships. 
The service is free, 24-hour and 
confi dential and can be accessed 
by phone on Freephone 1800 303 
588, or by email to 
eap@workplaceoptions.com

Last Monday saw an enriching, emo-
tional and hopefully worthwhile gath-
ering of  people with a huge interest in 
the area of  dementia, and key among the 
gathering were a number of  people with a 
diagnosis. Indeed, the day was fi lled with the 
voices of  those at the core of  life with dementia, the peo-
ple living with the condition. 

Those at the conference heard from Dr Helen Rochford 
Brennan from Tubbercurry, Co Sligo. Almost seven years ago, 
at the age of  62, Helen was diagnosed after a fi ve-year strug-
gle with early onset Alzheimer’s. She has since written very 
personally about living with an Alzheimer-type of  dementia. 
She hopes her participation in research will one day help fi nd 
a cure.

She is bringing her experience to the widest possible audi-
ence, and she is a board member of  Alzheimer Europe. 

Another speaker was John Quinn who lives in Brisbane, 
Australia. In 2010, at the age of  59, he was given a diagnosis 
of  dementia. John became a student again and began to read 
everything he could about dementia. John’s mantra is practi-
cal inspirational. “A diagnosis of  dementia is not a lifestyle 
choice. However, now that I have dementia, I can choose my 
lifestyle, and I choose to live well with dementia.”

Rights and opportunities
The main theme of  the day was the right of  people with 
dementia to live in their communities, to be treated like 
everyone else, having the same rights and opportunities as 
everyone else. They also demand access to a range of  live-in, 
residential and other community supports.

Professor Eamon O’Shea of  NUI Galway and Helen Roch-
ford Brennan spoke about the need in Ireland for a continuum 
of  care. Currently there is nothing available between home 
care and nursing home care. Helen spoke about her own 
need to have her social care maintained as she is physically 
healthy. 

Person-centered care was highlighted by Professor Mary 
McCarron of  Trinity College Dublin. She stressed the fact 
that ‘dementia care is slow care’, in other words it takes time 
and it is not acceptable to limit care time. She said that 
we need to look at other models of  care, such as in-
dependent living and assisted living units, where 
people can decide to downsize and move to a more 
manageable-sized home. 

Delegates to the conference were told that 
in Scotland there is a key worker to follow the 
person with a diagnosis for the fi rst year. They 
showcase the supports and services available, 
anything from the local bingo group, occupational 
therapist, to speech and language. This sup-
port is not available here in Ireland and it 
would make a world of  difference to the 

person with the diagnosis and to their families. 
Remaining part of  their community is key to their 

social, mental and physical health. They must be sup-
ported to remain living as they did before their diagno-

sis for as long as possible.
In a case study, Jane O’Sullivan from rural Co Kerry 
shared with delegates the story of  her husband Donie. He 
was waiting over six months for cognitive therapy but 

Jane feels it is too late, and those months were crucial for 
Donie to have been stimulated. Jane’s daughter Maeve spoke 
about her dad slipping from them, not being able to do the 
things they did as a family such as a mountain trek. Services 
are not available for Jane or Donie.

The symptoms
London-based neurologist and author Dr Jules Montague 
spoke about the importance of  early diagnosis and the need 
to recognise that dementia is a syndrome (a group of  related 
symptoms) associated with an ongoing decline of  brain func-
tioning. This may include problems with:

Memory loss 
Thinking speed 
  Language 
  Understanding 
  Judgement 
Diffi culties carrying out daily activities

Seán Canney, Minister of  State at the Department of  Rural 
and Community Development and the Department of  Com-
munications, Climate Action and Environment with special 
responsibility for natural resources, community affairs and 
digital development, attended the conference. Afterwards he 
commented: “I was delighted to attend the Living with De-
mentia in Rural Ireland conference. This year’s theme was 
Disability and Human Rights with Dementia.

“Dementia Ireland was set up by Carmel Geoghegan, who 
was a primary carer for her late mother. She is an advocate 
and supporter of  campaigns that keep the spotlight on demen-
tia and end of  life care as a national health priority. She fo-
cuses on the development of  practice and policies that respect 
people living with a dementia diagnosis.

“During the time Carmel cared for her mother, the lack of  
basic information, supports and understanding were the 

most frustrating obstacles that they faced on a daily basis. 
Dementia Ireland hopes to help break down the stigma at-
tached to a dementia diagnosis, to build better supports - 
both on a medical level and at a community level.

“Events like the conference offer a forum for stake-
holders and all those interested in dementia 
to come together and share their knowledge 
and experience. It was an extremely inform-
ative afternoon.”

 www.dementiaireland.com 
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HELPFULCONTACTS
Aware 1800 804 848
Samaritans Freephone 116 123
Sosadireland 041 984 8754
Pieta House 1800 247 247
Samaritans Belfast 028 90664422
Samaritans Newry 028 030266366
Lifeline (NI) 0808808800
PIPS Suicide Support 028 30266195
Public Health Agency (NI) 
publichealth@hscni.net

The Industry Assistance Programme
(IAP) provides information, re-
sources and counselling on all 
of the challenges that life may 
bring. This includes depres-
sion, suicidal thoughts, debt 
and money worries, health and 
wellness, emotional wellbeing, 
bereavement or loss, work/life 
balance, managing stress and 
relationships. The service is 
free, 24-hour and confi dential 
and can be accessed on Free-
phone 0800 028 0199 or visit 
www.equuip.ie

About Emma and the charity

Emma Hutchison is co-founder of HorseBack 
UK, a multi award-winning Scottish charity 
based near Aboyne, in the Scottish Highlands. 

HorseBack UK works to improve health and 
wellbeing by inspiring recovery, positive change 
and renewed purpose amongst those who need 
it most, and improving education and employ-
ment prospects for those who are disadvan-
taged or marginalised. 

Using horsemanship, equine assisted learn-
ing, rural skills and the outdoors, the charity 
delivers award-winning projects and personal 
development programmes that encourage 
participants to acquire new coping strategies, 
life skills and lasting resilience, while gaining 
nationally recognised awards and qualifi cations. 

www.horseback.org.uk
Twitter: @HorseBackUK 
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Horse-
BackUK/
Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/horse-
back_uk 


