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The Circle of Respect – Self-management and  
Leadership with Horses

Framing

Training Area: 4- Self-Management through Sport

Competence focus: developing responsibility, emotional regulation, and leadership. The activity uses 
horses as mediators of learning, providing a unique context where participants must plan, act, and reflect 
while interacting with the animals.

Target group: vulnerable adults, adult educators, and sport professionals who wish to strengthen their  
self-management and leadership skills in experiential settings.

Participants: Adults from vulnerable groups (e.g., individuals in reintegration paths, people facing social or 
personal difficulties). Adult educators and sport professionals who want to experience and later replicate 
the methodology. 6 to 8 participants per session to ensure safety and meaningful interaction with the 
horses.

Facilitators:  A specialist in equestrian-assisted activities (with experience in managing horses safely in  
group contexts). An educator or trainer skilled in SEL and non-formal education methods.

Role of facilitator: The equestrian specialist ensures safety, technical guidance, and proper interaction 
with  the  horses.  The  educator/trainer  facilitates  group  dynamics,  reflection,  and  the  transfer  of  
experiences to SEL competences (self-management, responsibility, leadership).

Context: reflects real-life challenges of responsibility and teamwork. Just as in daily life and professional  
environments, participants are required to manage stress, communicate clearly, and respect both the 
boundaries of others and the needs of the group. The activity simulates situations where calm leadership 
and self-control are essential for inclusion, cooperation, and mutual trust.

Intended outcomes:
By the end of the activity, participants are expected to:

 Strengthen emotional self-regulation under stress.
 Develop a stronger sense of personal responsibility.
 Practice respectful and trust-based leadership.
 Improve communication and empathy (verbal and non-verbal).
 Transfer these skills to real-life personal and social contexts.
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Case Description

Instructions
The activity takes place in a safe equestrian space, where participants are invited to work in small groups 
under the supervision of an equestrian specialist and an SEL facilitator. Each group interacts with a horse  
through simple tasks that require calmness, clarity, and cooperation, such as guiding the animal through a 
path or forming a circle together. Participants rotate roles to experience both leadership and support,  
while  the facilitators  ensure safety  and encourage reflection.  The horse acts  as  a  mirror  of  human  
behaviour, reacting immediately to tension or calmness, and thus offering powerful feedback on the  
importance of respect, self-regulation, and responsibility.

Materials needed:
 Safe equestrian space (arena, paddock, or enclosed outdoor area).
 Horses trained and accustomed to educational/therapeutic activities.
 Basic horse-handling equipment (halters, ropes, lead lines).
 Cones, poles, or markers to create simple obstacle paths.
 Chairs or benches arranged in a circle for group debriefing.
 Flipchart or notepad for recording reflections during the final discussion.

Steps: Clear, step-by-step sequence (with timing if relevant).
0) Set-up (before participants arrive) – 10’
Facilitators  prepare  the  arena/paddock,  check  horses  and  equipment  (halters,  lead  lines),  set  
cones/markers, and designate a debrief circle.

1) Welcome & framing – 5’
Briefly present aims (self-management, responsibility, respectful leadership) and activity flow.

2) Safety & consent – 5’
Equestrian specialist  explains rules (approach distance, no sudden moves,  handler priority).  Confirm 
comfort levels; offer an observer/support role for anyone anxious.

3) Grounding warm-up (without horses) – 3’
Short breathing/posture routine to model calm presence.

4) Demonstration with horse – 5’
Specialist shows safe approach, leading position, turning, stopping, rewarding (voice/touch), and how to 
signal “pause”.

5) Form groups & roles – 3’
Pairs/triads (2–3 people/horse). Assign Leader / Co-leader / Observer-support; note that roles will rotate.

6) Task A: Guided path – 10’
Group leads the horse through a simple cone path (start–turn–stop). Aim: clear signals, shared pace, calm 
correction.

7) Micro-debrief A – 3–4’
Quick prompts: What signals worked? Where did tension show up? What will you adjust?

8) Rotate roles – 2’
New participant becomes Leader; others shift to Co-leader/Observer.



5

9) Task B: Pace & stops – 10’
Introduce  variability  (long/short  steps,  precise  halts  at  markers).  Aim:  consistency,  non-verbal 
coordination, respectful leadership.

10) Micro-debrief B – 3–4’
What changed with new leadership? How did you regulate emotions under difficulty?

11) Task C: “Circle of Respect” – 8–10’
Team arranges themselves and the horse into a calm, stable circle/positioning (distance, orientation). 
Aim: space awareness, mutual trust, shared responsibility.

12) Appreciation & cool-down with horse – 3’
Calm closure (voice/stroke if appropriate); specialist leads horse away.

13) Group debrief (without horses) – 10’
SEL facilitators lead to reflection on self-regulation, responsibility, and respectful leadership. Capture 2–3 
key takeaways on flipchart.

14) Wrap-up & next step – 3’
Summarize learning; propose a simple transfer task (e.g., apply one calming cue in a real-life situation this 
week).

Final Reflection:
Whole group debrief (10-15 minutes). At the end of the activity, the facilitator gathers participants in a  
circle for a guided discussion. Reflection should help participants connect their experiences with horses to 
real-life challenges of self-management and leadership. To encourage deeper sharing, the facilitator may 
ask open questions such as: How did you feel when leading the horse? What strategies helped you stay  
calm? How did the horse’s reactions mirror your emotions? What did you learn about taking responsibility  
for your actions? To close, participants are invited to identify one concrete takeaway they can apply in 
their daily life, such as a calming strategy, clearer communication, or a respectful approach to leadership.
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Assessment Methods

Facilitators can use a combination of direct observation, peer feedback, and self-reflection tools:

1. Observation Checklist (Facilitator tool)
o During the tasks, the facilitator notes behaviours such as:

 Emotional regulation (calmness, stress reactions).
 Clarity of communication (verbal and non-verbal).
 Responsiveness to feedback (from horse, peers, facilitator).
 Leadership style (respectful, directive, inclusive).

2. Peer Feedback
o After role rotations, peers briefly share one strength and one suggestion for the person in 

the leadership role.
o Example structure: “I noticed you stayed calm when the horse resisted” / “I suggest trying  

clearer hand signals next time.”

3. Self-Reflection Card
o Participants answer 3–4 quick prompts at the end:

 I felt in control of my emotions: 😊 😐 ☹️�
 I communicated clearly: ✔️� / partly / not really
 One thing I will take with me into daily life is…

4. Group Debrief Insights
o Facilitators record 2–3 collective takeaways on a flipchart, making learning visible and 

reinforcing shared responsibility.
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Adaptation & Continuation

Follow-up: To reinforce learning, the activity can be repeated or extended in subsequent sessions with  
progressive variations:

 New constraints: repeat the guiding tasks but add challenges, such as navigating a more complex 
path, introducing time limits, or working with minimal verbal cues.

 Role shifts: encourage participants who were more comfortable in  supportive roles to  take 
leadership, ensuring everyone experiences responsibility.

 Link to daily life: after each session, ask participants to identify one situation in their personal or  
professional  life  where  they  applied  (or  could  apply)  the  strategies  of  calmness,  clarity,  or 
respectful leadership. In the next session, open with a short sharing circle.

 Journaling or reflection tasks: between sessions, participants keep a brief record of moments 
when they had to regulate emotions or take responsibility, noting parallels with their experience 
with horses.

 Peer coaching: in repeated sessions, assign participants as “support coaches” for each other, 
reinforcing observation and constructive feedback skills.

Transferability in different contexts: This activity can be adapted to a variety of contexts and participant 
groups while maintaining its core focus on self-management, responsibility, and respectful leadership:

 Alternative animals: if horses are not available, similar activities can be developed with other 
animals used in assisted education (e.g., donkeys, dogs), maintaining the emphasis on calmness,  
non-verbal communication, and empathy.

 Indoor  simulation: in  contexts  where  animal-assisted  activities  are  not  possible,  the  same 
dynamics  can  be  recreated  through  role-play  or  group  exercises  simulating  guidance  and 
coordination (e.g., blindfold navigation tasks with partners).

 Different target groups: suitable for vulnerable adults (social reintegration, therapeutic groups), 
youth  groups  (schools,  sport  clubs),  and  professional  teams  (staff  training,  leadership 
development).

 Mixed-ability groups: tasks can be simplified (shorter paths, slower pace, smaller groups) to 
ensure accessibility. Observational roles can be emphasized for participants with limited mobility, 
with space for gradual involvement.

 Cultural adaptation: facilitators can link the activity to local metaphors of leadership, respect, and 
responsibility to make reflection more relevant to participants’ social context.
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