The Healing Hoofbeat -

Part One: When Touch Heals

— and When It Doesn’t

In the horse world, we often assume that affection
looks the same across species.A hug, a pat,a
reassuring rub on the neck, these are human
expressions of care. But horses do not experience
touch the way we do,and understanding that
difference is essential to their wellbeing, especially in
therapeutic, lessons and learning environments.

At FaithfulHearts, one of the most important lessons
we teach is this: horses are not here to meet human
emotional needs.They are here as partners, teachers,
and mirrors.To honor that role, we must learn to listen
before we touch.

The Misconception:
“Calm Means Comfortable”

Many people believe that if a horse is standing quietly,
lowering their head, or appearing relaxed, they must

be enjoying being petted. Research in equine behavior
tells a different story.

Horses are prey animals.Their survival depends on
stillness, tolerance, and subtle communication.A horse
can appear calm on the outside while experiencing
internal stress. Studies measuring heart rate variability
and cortisol show that unsolicited or inconsistent
touch, especially from unfamiliar people, can increase
arousal (stress) even when the horse does not move
away.

Standing still does not equal consent.
Horses Don’t Bond Through Affection

Unlike dogs, horses do not naturally seek physical
affection from humans.When horses approach people,
it is usually for:

e Food orlearned reinforcement
e Curiosity
e Habit and training

Touch from humans is something horses /earn to
tolerate, not something they instinctively crave. Many
lesson and therapy horses are exceptionally kind and
patient, which can make tolerance look like enjoyment.
But tolerance is not preference.

Scratching Is Not the Same as Petting

Research does show that some horses enjoy
scratching at specific mutual-grooming areas, such
as the withers or base of the neck.This mirrors how
horses groom one anotherin a herd.
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What research does not support is the idea that horses
enjoy:

¢ Face touching
* Repetitive patting
e Random rubbing

e Emotional soothing through touch

Enjoyment of touch is individual,location-specific,
and moment-dependent.

Reflection

Just because a horse allows touch doesn’t
mean it benefits from it.

When we slow down and observe before
interacting, we begin to understand the quiet
language horses have been speaking all along.

The more we are willing to learn,along with
the horse, the more clearly we see that true
connection grows when we allow the horse to
teach, one hoofbeat at a time.
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