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Abstract

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) affects 2—6% of the global population. Although equine interactions are
known to provide psychosocial benefits for neurodivergent groups, there is limited research exploring experiences of
individuals with ADHD participating in recreational horse-riding outside therapeutic contexts. This study investigated
benefits and challenges of equestrian participation among female horse-riders with ADHD. Online semi-structured inter-
views were conducted with 11 female horse-riders (18-52 years, mean: 25.5 + 9.4 years). Eight participants were formally
diagnosed and three self-identified (Combined n = 5; Inattentive n = 3; Hyperactive n = 1; Unsure n = 2). Interviews explored
participants' involvement in riding, their ADHD experiences, and how these influenced equestrian participation. Thematic
analysis identified four themes: (1) Structure and Organization; (2) Feel-Good Factors; (3) Social Aspects; and (4) Barriers to
Participation. Riders reported difficulties with time management and routines; however, riding helped develop these skills,
offering structure through horse-care responsibilities. Participants described benefits linked to emotional regulation, phys-
ical activity, a sense of achievement, and a quiet mind. The horse-human relationship was identified as a central influence
on participation, supporting routine, accountability, purpose, identity, and social connection, although judgment affected
self-perception and engagement. Participation barriers included memory and processing verbal instructions, impact-
ing training, competition, and employment. These findings suggest that benefits of equestrian participation may extend
beyond physical activity alone, with the horse-human relationship acting as a facilitator of engagement despite challenges
associated with ADHD. These findings provide novel perspectives on the experiences of horse-riders with ADHD and have
implications for inclusive practice within equestrian coaching, workplaces, and competition.
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1. Introduction can affect executive functioning, including an individual's

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), a neu- ability to organize and execute tasks, maintain attention,
rodevelopmental disorder and one form of neurodiver- regulate emotions, and manage interpersonal relationships
gences, affects approximately 2-6% of the global population [3]. Inattentive symptoms may include difficulty sustain-
and is characterized by persistent patterns of inattention ing attention, task completion difficulties, distractibility,
and/or hyperactivity and impulsivity [1]. The Diagnostic and forgetfulness, while hyperactive-impulsive symptoms
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fifth edition can include restlessness, fidgeting, excessive talking, and
(DSM-5), identifies three ADHD subtypes: predominantly difficulty remaining seated [2]. Difficulties initiating and
inattentive (ADHD-I), predominantly hyperactive-impul- sustaining effort toward routine or effortful tasks are also
sive (ADHD-H), and combined type (ADHD-C) [2]. ADHD frequently reported by individuals with ADHD [4]. In adults,
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hyperactivity is more commonly internalized, often present-
ing as anxiety symptoms [1].

ADHD frequently co-occurs with conditions such as anx-
iety, depression, and mood disorders, and overlapping
symptomatology can increase diagnostic complexity, par-
ticularly in adulthood [5]. Women with ADHD demonstrate
higher rates of internalizing symptoms (such as low mood,
emotional distress, or feeling anxious), contributing to in-
creased comorbidity with anxiety and depression compared
to men [5]. Consequently, ADHD remains under-diagnosed
in women and girls due to differences in symptom presen-
tation and comorbidity profiles, with males diagnosed at
higher rates and earlier than girls [6]. Female representation
within ADHD research remains limited, with most studies
focusing on adolescent boys and adult men [7]. While boys
with ADHD typically present with higher levels of hyperac-
tivity and impulsivity, girls more commonly exhibit inatten-
tive symptoms [5-7]. As such, lived experiences of ADHD are
likely to differ by gender, and research recommends specifi-
cally exploring ADHD experiences in women [6].

Some literature suggests the prevalence of ADHD may be
higher within sporting populations than the general popu-
lation [8]. Individuals with ADHD are often drawn to sport
as an environment in which they may excel, with impulsivity
and high energylevels providing both motivation and a phys-
ical outlet for symptom management [8,9]. Participation in
sport has been associated with improvements in socio-emo-
tional and cognitive skills, self-esteem, confidence, and
attentional control [10,11]. As these domains often present
challenges for individuals with ADHD, engagement in sport
may support functioning across other areas of life, includ-
ing education and employment [12,13]. Sport participation
can also facilitate social connection through shared inter-
ests and community engagement [11]. However, much of
this research has been conducted within male-dominated,
team-based sports, with comparatively limited focus on fe-
male participants.

Equestrian sport represents a unique context, as one of the
few global sports categorized as sex-integrated, with all
genders competing on equal terms across competitive lev-
els [14]. Despite this structure, gender distribution differs
markedly by participation level. While elite competition re-
mains male-dominated, with more male riders ranked in the
Top 100 of Olympic disciplines [14], recreational participa-
tion in Britain is predominantly female, with approximately
75% of participants identifying as women [15]. Recreational
equestrian sport therefore provides a distinctive opportu-
nity to examine participation within a female-dominated
physical activity. The social value of equestrianism has been
highlighted [16], identifying five key areas of contribution:
physical and mental health, subjective wellbeing, individual
development, and social and community value, concluding
that equestrianism offers benefits not commonly found in
other physical activities. Interaction with horses through
Equine-Assisted Activities (EAA) has been shown to improve
physical [17], cognitive, emotional, and social outcomes [18]
across a range of populations. Targeted equine-based inter-
ventions have also demonstrated benefits for the mental and
physical wellbeing of neurodivergent individuals [19,20].
Research has identified improvements in socialization and

communication for individuals with autism [21], although
language outcomes remain unclear. For young people with
ADHD, equine therapeutic interventions have shown lim-
ited behavioral change but improvements in interpersonal
relationships [22]. Despite growing evidence for therapeutic
equine interventions, little is known about how non-thera-
peutic equestrian participation shapes the lived experiences
of ADHD, including symptom management, identity, and
wellbeing. This study therefore aimed to explore the per-
ceived benefits and challenges of participation among fe-
male recreational horse-riders with ADHD.

2. Methods

2.1. Participants

Eleven female horse-riders (18-52 years; mean 25.5 + 9.4
years) participated in the study. Participants were over 18,
identified as female, were currently engaged in recreational
horse-riding, and had either a formal diagnosis of ADHD or
self-identified as having ADHD. Recreational horse-riding
was defined as non-competitive or low-level competitive rid-
ing undertaken primarily for pleasure rather than income
or performance outcomes [23]. Formal diagnosis included
medical diagnosis or educational diagnosis issued by a suit-
ably qualified professional. Participants who self-identified
as having ADHD completed the Adult ADHD Self-Report
Scale (ASRS) symptom checklist [24,25]. All self-reported
participants met threshold criteria for inclusion.

Purposive sampling was employed using researcher net-
works, social media recruitment, and snowball sampling.
Sampling aimed to capture a diverse range of recreation-
al riding experiences. Given the exploratory nature of the
study and its aim to develop an in-depth understanding of
participants' lived experiences, sample size was guided by
thematic saturation rather than a predetermined numerical
target. Data saturation was defined as the point at which no
new information emerged during analysis [26]. The +3 mod-
el was applied, whereby three consecutive interviews yield-
ed no new insights [27], providing additional confidence
that thematic saturation had been achieved. This approach
is consistent with recommendations that sample size in
qualitative research should be determined according to the
methodological approach and study context, rather than a
predetermined numerical threshold [28].

2.2. Study Design and Interview Guide

A qualitative approach, underpinned by an interpretivist
paradigm, was adopted to explore participants' subjective
experiences of equestrian participation and ADHD, recog-
nizing that reality is socially constructed and meaning is
shaped through lived experiences. Semi-structured inter-
views (SSIs) were used to allow flexibility, facilitate open
dialogue, and enable exploration of emerging topics [29].
Three topic areas were explored: involvement in equestrian
sport, experiences of ADHD, and the perceived relationship
between ADHD and horse-riding (Supplementary File 1).
Initial questions focused on riding experiences to support
rapport building and participant comfort. Questions were
phrased neutrally to reduce interviewer influence [30].
Questions could be repeated or reworded as required, with
alternative phrasings included in the pre-interview guide
to support participants who may experience attentional,
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memory, or information-processing difficulties. A single pi-
lot interview was conducted with a participant who met all
study inclusion criteria. The purpose of the pilot was to as-
sess the interview protocol, refine question wording, iden-
tify potential bias, and allow the interviewer to practice the
interview procedure. Two question areas relating to barriers
to participation and social interactions and relationships
were identified as requiring minor clarification and were
subsequently reworded to more clearly distinguish between
general experiences and those perceived as specifically re-
lated to ADHD (Supplementary File 1). No new topic areas
were introduced, and the intended areas of exploration re-
mained unchanged. As the participant met the study eligi-
bility criteria and only minor amendments were made to the
interview guide, the pilot interview was retained and includ-
ed as Participant 1 (P1) within the final analysis.

2.3. Protocol

Ethical approval was granted by the University Ethics
Committee (ETHICS2023-24). Participants received infor-
mation sheets, consent forms, and a pre-interview question
guide outlining interview topics (Supplementary File 2).
Providing this guide was considered beneficial given com-
mon ADHD-related challenges associated with attention,
working memory, and information processing [31], and
allowed participants time to reflect prior to the interview.
Interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams,
offering a cost-effective and time-efficient approach with
reliable recording and transcription capabilities. Online
interviews are considered comparable to face-to-face for-
mats, with some participants reporting increased comfort
when discussing sensitive topics from their own environ-
ment. Interviews were conducted by the second author and
lasted an average of 46.5 minutes (range: 37-58 minutes).
Interviews were audio- and/or video-recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and returned to participants for member check-
ing to enhance credibility and trustworthiness before being
anonymized. Participants were allocated numerical identifi-
ers (e.g., P1, P2), and identifying details were removed prior
to analysis.

2.4. Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis as it is a flex-
ible method of analysis that allows for a rich and detailed
account of data [32]. It facilitated the analysis of multi-
ple participants, highlighting similarities and generating
potentially unanticipated insights. A six-step analytical
procedure [33] was implemented to prepare and analyze
the data: (1) digital audio recordings of the interview were
transcribed verbatim; (2) transcripts were read and re-
read for familiarization; (3) direct quotations were initially

organized according to the interview framework to facil-
itate data management; (4) an inductive thematic analysis
was undertaken independently by both researchers, who
separately coded all transcripts and developed preliminary
codes and themes from the data; (5) both researchers met to
compare their coding and preliminary theme development,
discussing areas of agreement and divergence. Where dif-
ferences in interpretation occurred, the original transcripts
were revisited and discussed until consensus was reached,
resulting in the refinement, organization and naming of
the final themes; and (6) ongoing reflexive discussions were
undertaken between the two researchers throughout data
collection and analysis to critically reflect on emerging in-
terpretations, consider alternative explanations, and ensure
that interpretations remained grounded in participants'
accounts [34]. A 15-point checklist was used to evaluate the
analysis process and enhance the rigour and trustworthi-
ness of the findings [35].

Both researchers identify as female horse-riders and are
diagnosed with ADHD (ADHD-H; ADHD-I). Both have ex-
tensive equestrian experience, including horse ownership,
recreational, and competitive riding, alongside professional
involvement in the equestrian sector. Their interest in the
research was informed by their lived experiences of ADHD
and equestrian participation. Shared lived experience sup-
ported empathy and rapport during interviews, facilitating
disclosure [36]. These experiences also informed inclusive
study design, including question phrasing and the use of
a pre-interview guide. Recognizing that shared lived expe-
rience also had the potential to influence data interpreta-
tion, both researchers engaged in ongoing reflexive practice
throughout data collection and analysis, critically reflecting
on their assumptions and returning to the original tran-
scripts during consensus discussions to ensure that inter-
pretations remained grounded in participants' accounts
rather than the researchers' own lived experiences [37].

3. Results

Eleven female horse-riders aged 18-52 years (25.5 + 9.4 years),
who were either diagnosed or self-reported as having ADHD,
were interviewed (Table 1). The majority owned or had ac-
cess to a regular horse (n = 9). Five riders were medically
diagnosed, three were diagnosed through educational pro-
cesses, and three riders self-reported experiencing ADHD.
Five participants were diagnosed with ADHD-C, three were
ADHD-I, one was ADHD-H, and two participants were un-
sure of their diagnosis type. Four higher-order themes were
identified: Structure and Organization; Feel-good Factors;
Social Aspects; and Barriers to Participation (Figure 1).

Table 1: Participant Information.

Participant (ylzgfs) D;i%ré::;ic d;iiegarfc?sfis ADHD type Yeggeﬁ;ﬁieng Equine industry experience

1 52, Self-report™ 2003 Combined 40 Recreational rider & horse owner
2 23 Educational 2022 Inattentive 19 Recreational rider & horse owner
3 23 Medical 2023 Inattentive 23 Recreational rider & horse owner
4 18 Medical 2023 Unsure 10 Recreational rider & horse sharer**
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Participant (ylzgfs) D;ar%rclgsgic dite;rfgst;s ADHD type Ye:;;ec;fi'erildcieng Equine industry experience

5 23 Medical 2023 Inattentive 12 Recreational rider & horse sharer**
6 20 Medical 2021 Combined 6 Recreational rider

7 24 Educational 2018 Combined 20 Recreational rider & horse owner

8 21 Self-report* 2016 Hyperactive 10 Recreational rider & horse owner

9 32 Medical 2014 Combined 25+ Recreational rider & horse sharer™*
10 23 Self-report™ 2023 Unsure 12 Recreational rider & equestrian coach
11 22 Educational 2023 Combined 15 Recreational rider & horse owner

*Self-Report participants completed the Adult ADHD Self-Report Scale (ASRS) symptom checklist [24,25] prior to the interview. All participants met the
threshold of symptom criteria to be included in the interviews.

**Horse Sharer is defined as an individual who has regular access to a horse without legal ownership, with shared riding and/or horse-care responsibili-
ties, who may or may not contribute financially to its care.
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Figure 1: Thematic tree illustrating the higher-order themes (left), lower-order themes (middle), and associated recurring
concepts (right) identified through inductive thematic analysis. Lower-order themes represent recurring patternsidentified
from participants' accounts and are organized within broader higher-order themes. Associated concepts illustrate the
experiences contributing to each lower-order theme.
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4. Discussion

This study explored the perceived benefits and challeng-
es associated with equestrian participation among female
horse-riders with ADHD. Findings identified a range of
organizational, psychological, social, and cognitive experi-
ences that shaped participation. The findings broadly align
with the domains of wellbeing, individual development and
social value previously identified within British Equestrian's
social value framework [16]. Across themes, however, one
consistent feature emerged: the central role of interactions
with, and perceived connection to, horses. This relationship
is developed further in the conceptual model presented in
Figure 2. Participants frequently described horses as sourc-
es of structure, motivation, emotional support, purpose,
and social connection, suggesting that the horse itself may
play an important role in facilitating sustained participation
among women with ADHD.

4.1. Structure and Organization

All participants reported difficulties structuring their time
and maintaining routines associated with ADHD; however,
involvement with horses supported improved organization
across both areas.

4.1.1. Time Management
Participants described experiencing time blindness, difficul-
ty perceiving the passage of time, and challenges completing

tasks as efficiently as others. However, engagement within
the equine sector also promoted positive time-management
strategies, including the use of alarms or timers, and several
participants described feeling they had more time in the day
after completing equine responsibilities:

"If I'm with the horses, then literally the day would evaporate;
wouldn't be able to tell you because I'm all consumed... When I've
been with the horses, I find I've got much more time in the day be-
cause I can organize my time better because I haven't got all that
interference in my head." Participant 1

Poor time management is a common feature of ADHD,
particularly among females [38]. Participants frequently de-
scribed becoming fully absorbed in horse-related activities,
reflecting characteristics of hyperfocus commonly reported
in adults with ADHD, including distorted time perception
and difficulty disengaging from highly motivating tasks
[39]. However, participants also reported that horse own-
ership encouraged the use of practical organizational strat-
egies and provided an external structure through routine
care responsibilities. Similar demands have been described
within equestrian populations, where horse care requires
consistent completion of daily tasks regardless of compet-
ing commitments [33]. Collectively, these findings suggest
that equestrian participation may provide an environment
in which individuals with ADHD develop and maintain com-
pensatory strategies for managing time and organization.

Conceptual Model of Sustained Equestrian
Participation Among Women with ADHD
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Figure 2: Conceptual model of sustained equestrian participation among women with ADHD. The model illustrates the
proposed psychological, social, behavioral, and relational pathways identified within the findings that may contribute to
sustained participation, alongside barriers that may hinder engagement.
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4.1.2. Routine

Establishing daily and weekly routines was commonly re-
ported by participants as essential for ensuring horses were
cared for alongside work or educational commitments.
Participants described horses as providing an external
structure that supported routine adherence:

"T've always struggled with a 9-5 job, getting up, getting out of
bed, going to work straight away, getting my brain going, and
it's completely effortless to do that for horses. I get up at 6 in the
morning to go to the horses and do it for hours and wake myself up."
Participant 9

Maintaining routine is often challenging for individuals
with ADHD, particularly in relation to work, education, and
daily self-management [38,39]. Participants in the present
study similarly described difficulties establishing and main-
taining routines independently. However, horse ownership
appeared to provide an external structure that encouraged
routine adherence. Unlike self-directed organizational
strategies, horse-care responsibilities were perceived as
non-negotiable, creating a strong sense of accountability
and motivation to complete daily tasks. This finding aligns
with wider ADHD literature suggesting that executive func-
tioning difficulties are often context-dependent, with task
engagement influenced by external structure, intrinsic in-
terest, perceived importance, and immediate consequences
rather than reflecting a global inability to establish routines
[12,13,22]. This finding may be particularly important within
equestrian contexts, where consistent management prac-
tices are fundamental to maintaining equine health and
welfare [40]. Consequently, horses may act as an external
source of structure that supports routine development and
maintenance for individuals with ADHD. While daily care
may become embedded within consistent routines, less fre-
quent responsibilities, such as arranging veterinary, farrier,
or saddler appointments, may present different executive
functioning demands that remain unexplored. Identifying
strategies to support these aspects of horse ownership may
further enhance both rider experiences and equine welfare.

4.2. Feel-Good Factors

Positive feelings were identified by all participants, prompt-
ing four lower-order themes: emotional regulation, physical
movement, sense of achievement, and a quiet mind.

4.2.1. Emotional Regulation

Participants described feelings of enjoyment, happiness,
calmness, relaxation, and therapeutic benefit when inter-
acting with horses. Several riders suggested horses "take" or
"melt away" stress, and some identified the need to regulate
their own emotions in order to achieve positive outcomes
while riding:

" find it emotionally regulating because if you're running around
being all stressed, they're running around being all stressed and
then everyone is upset."” Participant 7

Horses are increasingly used within therapeutic interven-
tions to support emotional regulation, wellbeing, and self-ef-
ficacy across neurodivergent populations [22]. Participants
in the present study similarly described feelings of calm-
ness, relaxation, enjoyment, and stress reduction when
interacting with horses. Positive emotional outcomes have
also been reported among recreational horse-riders, who
frequently identify psychological and emotional benefits as
among the most valuable aspects of participation [41]. These
findings may reflect the combined influence of physical ac-
tivity and interaction with horses. Participation in sport is
associated with improvements in mental health, wellbeing,
attentional control, and socio-emotional functioning [10,11].
Collectively, these findings suggest that equestrian partici-
pation may provide a context that supports emotional reg-
ulation and psychological wellbeing in women with ADHD.

Although the present study explored riders' experiences
rather than equine welfare, participants recognized that
their own emotional state could influence their interactions
with their horses. This highlights the importance of consid-
ering horse welfare alongside rider wellbeing when inter-
preting these findings. As these aspects were beyond the
scope of the present study, further research is needed to bet-
ter understand the implications of these interactions across
different equestrian contexts, particularly where emotional
dysregulation may be more pronounced.

4.2.2. Physical Movement

All participants described the physical demands of rid-
ing and horse care as beneficial, highlighting enjoyment
of movement and the opportunity to expend energy.
Participants reported feeling more able to sit still and con-
centrate following riding sessions:

"A lot of people with ADHD struggle to stimulate themselves, and I
think horse-riding helps with that a lot. Not only does it get a lot of
energy out, but it's also a movement, and you're constantly moving."
Participant 4

Physical activity is associated with a range of benefits for
individuals with ADHD, including improvements in at-
tention, emotional wellbeing, and symptom management
[11]. Participants in the present study similarly described
horse-riding and horse care as valuable opportunities for
movement, energy expenditure, and concentration. Riding
is a physically demanding activity requiring coordination,
balance, postural control, and continuous interaction with
the horse [23]. Several participants also described benefiting
from the combination of rhythmic movement and sustained
attentional engagement. Horses move in predictable locomo-
tor patterns, yet their behavior remains responsive to environ-
mental and rider-related influences [42,43], requiring riders
to remain attentive throughout participation. Together, these
characteristics may provide a unique combination of physical
movement and cognitive engagement that participants per-
ceived as beneficial for managing ADHD-related challenges.
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4.2.3. Sense of Achievement

Participants described feelings of reward and satisfaction
through personal and equine progress. Riders valued learn-
ing new skills, developing confidence, and gaining empow-
erment through improvement over time:

"It was just the achievement of getting somewhere, especially when

you've been working on with one horse for a long period of time, and
you finally hit that kind of point when you're like, Oh I've got it! I
love seeing the progress throughout things like that and progress
within myself as well.” Participant 6

"Like, I feel like horses is the only thing that I know that I'm good at
and that I generally love doing." Participant 10

Individuals with ADHD commonly report difficulties across
education, employment, and interpersonal relationships,
which may negatively affect confidence and self-perception
over time [3,44]. In contrast, participants in the present study
frequently described horses as a domain in which they expe-
rienced competence, progress, and achievement. Riders val-
ued the development of new skills, improvement over time,
and the satisfaction associated with working toward long-
term goals. These findings align with previous research,
suggesting that individuals with ADHD often demonstrate
high levels of motivation and engagement when participat-
ing in activities that align with their interests and strengths
[11,45]. Equestrian participation requires sustained commit-
ment, skill development, and ongoing problem-solving, cre-
ating repeated opportunities for achievement and positive
reinforcement. For some participants, horse-riding repre-
sented a unique context in which they felt capable, success-
ful, and confident, potentially counterbalancing challenges
experienced in other areas of life.

4.2.4. Quiet Mind

Participants reported that involvement in the equine indus-
try had a positive effect on cognitive "noise," describing an
ability to "switch off," "float," or "calm" their minds when
around horses. These experiences occurred during both rid-
ing and routine horse care, suggesting benefits extended
beyond performance contexts:

"And 1 quite like mucking out because you can just switch your
brain off and do it...I find that really, really good for occupying my
brain enough that I can think about other things...it feels to me like
it uses a different part of my brain..." Participant 7

"I think I do just leave everything behind...just float out of my mind
whilst I'm just like on the horse." Participant 10

Participants frequently described experiencing a quieter
mind when engaging in horse-related activities, including
both riding and routine horse care. Feelings of reduced cog-
nitive interference, improved concentration, and mental
calmness were commonly reported. Similar benefits have
been observed following physical activity among individuals
with ADHD, including improvements in attention, reduced
distractibility, and enhanced cognitive functioning [11,46].
Equine-assisted interventions have also demonstrated im-
provements in executive functioning among individuals
with ADHD [22]. However, participants in the present study
described these experiences not only during riding, but also
during activities such as mucking out and horse care. This

suggests that the perceived reduction in cognitive "noise"
may reflect broader aspects of equestrian participation, in-
cluding sustained attentional engagement, immersion in
meaningful activity, and interaction with horses, rather than
physical activity alone. The experience of a quieter mind
may therefore represent an important mechanism support-
ing ongoing participation among women with ADHD.

4.3. Social Aspects

Participants described both inclusive and judgmental ex-
periences within the equestrian community, depending on
context and individual social factors. While social interac-
tions varied, all participants emphasized a strong bond with
their horse as the primary motivator for continued involve-
ment within the industry.

4.3.1. Understanding

Most participants perceived the equestrian environment as
inclusive and welcoming, with shared involvement in horses
fostering feelings of belonging and acceptance:

"I feel like I fit in there, you know. I don't feel like the odd one out."
Participant 3

"It's a passion, and it's something you can just bond over with other
people...it's where I've met probably most of my friends ...we've all
just had the same common interests.” Participant 10

Sporting environments can provide individuals with
ADHD opportunities for identity development, social con-
nection, and participation within communities centered
around shared interests [9,47]. Within equestrian contexts,
strong social networks and a sense of community frequent-
ly develop through shared involvement with horses [48].
Neurodivergent individuals may also place particular value
on relationships characterized by common interests, mutual
understanding, and acceptance [49]. Consistent with these
findings, participants described equestrianism as facilitat-
ing friendship formation while also providing a sense of
belonging. Rather than feeling different or isolated, riders
reported feeling understood and accepted within equestri-
an environments, suggesting that shared passion for horses
may create opportunities for meaningful social connection
and community participation.

4.3.2. Judgment

Despite generally positive experiences of inclusion, sever-
al participants described concerns regarding observation,
evaluation, and perceived judgment within equestrian en-
vironments. For some individuals, competitive contexts
were actively avoided due to fears of criticism or rejection,
while others reported anxiety when simply being watched
by others.

"Self-esteem around judgment because I'm very emotionally sensi-
tive and so if I feel like I'm being judged, I sort of go into my shell
and don't want to be watched...I don't want anyone to watch me...
If someone comes over to the gate whilst I'm having a lesson...I sud-
denly just freak out because I just feel like there's this massive pres-
sure.” Participant 9

Such experiences may be particularly salient for individ-
uals with ADHD, who often report heightened rejection
sensitivity, emotional dysregulation, and strong emotional
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responses to perceived criticism [50]. Fear of evaluation has
also been identified as a barrier to participation in physical
activity [46], which may influence decisions regarding com-
petition, training, or continued engagement. Participants
in the present study similarly described withdrawing from
competitive or highly visible riding situations to minimize
feelings of judgment.

Beyond competition environments, social experiences
within equestrian yards were also perceived as influential.
While many participants described supportive commu-
nities, others reported concerns regarding cliques, exclu-
sion, and negative social dynamics. Similar experiences
have been documented within equestrian settings, where
bullying, judgment, and social exclusion can negatively in-
fluence participation and wellbeing [51]. For some riders
with ADHD, these experiences may represent an additional
barrier to engagement, shaping both where and how they
choose to participate.

4.3.3. The Role of the Horse

Participants consistently described horses as far more than
a context for physical activity. Horses were viewed as com-
panions, partners, sources of support, and central com-
ponents of personal identity. Many participants reported
strong emotional bonds, feelings of obsession, and deep
partnerships with their horses, describing this relationship
as central to both their choice of physical activity and their
wider lives:

"It just makes me feel a bit like like a team. Like it's kind of like a
friendship that you've [inaudible] and never get with anyone else.”
Participant 4

"...horses are my go-to always. So, everyone has their thing, and
that's mine...so I would say that horses are my therapy. I will hap-
pily talk to horses. Hug them..." Participant 9

Previous research has similarly characterized horse-human
relationships as reciprocal, emotionally meaningful, and
influential in shaping wellbeing and participation [52,53].
Participants frequently described strong emotional attach-
ments to their horses, suggesting that the relationship it-
self may represent an important mechanism underpinning
sustained engagement. This finding may be particularly
relevant for individuals with ADHD, who often experience
difficulties initiating and maintaining effort toward rou-
tine or effortful activities [4]. While motivation is frequently
enhanced when activities align with personal interests, the
present findings suggest that continued participation may
be sustained not only by enjoyment of riding, but by the
emotional connection formed with the horse. Similar mo-
tivations have been reported within equestrian populations,
where riders frequently identify the horse-human partner-
ship as central to their participation experience [33,48].

Beyond enjoyment, participants described feelings of re-
sponsibility, commitment, and care toward their horses.
Riders often prioritized horse-related tasks regardless of
their own mood, motivation, or competing demands, sug-
gesting that the horse may function as a powerful source
of external accountability. In this way, the horse appears
to operate not merely as the setting in which participa-
tion occurs, but as a central relational agent that supports

routine, purpose, identity, and sustained engagement. For
participants in this study, continued involvement in eques-
trian sport was therefore driven not solely by the benefits of
riding itself, but by an ongoing relationship that provided
meaning, responsibility, and motivation to participate.

4.4. Barriers to Participation

Participants identified two primary barriers associated with
ADHD within the equine industry: memory-related difficul-
ties affecting competition participation, and challenges pro-
cessing verbal instructions during training or employment.

4.4.1. Memory

Participants who engaged in competitive equestrian sport
frequently described working memory difficulties as a bar-
rier to progression and participation. Challenges remem-
bering dressage tests, competition routines, and course
information were commonly reported, often resulting in
frustration, stress, and reduced confidence.

"I could ride the movements of a novice test, but am I going to re-
member it? No, never in a million years. So, it's kind of frustrating
knowing that I have the ability to potentially move up the ladder,
but there's one thing holding me back.” Participant 2

Working memory impairment is a well-established char-
acteristic of ADHD and can negatively affect the ability to
learn, retain, and recall information efficiently [31]. Within
equestrian sport, these difficulties may be particularly rele-
vant given the requirement to memorize and accurately ex-
ecute predetermined tests, routines, or courses under com-
petitive conditions. For some participants, memory-related
challenges limited their willingness to compete despite feel-
ing capable of performing the required skills. These findings
suggest that barriers to participation may arise not from
riding ability itself, but from the cognitive demands asso-
ciated with competition formats. While para-equestrian
dressage incorporates classification-based adaptations to
support riders with physical impairments [54], comparable
accommodations are not routinely available for neurodiver-
gent riders. Future consideration of strategies that reduce
unnecessary working memory demands may therefore rep-
resent one avenue through which governing bodies could
further enhance accessibility and inclusivity within compet-
itive equestrian sport.

4.4.2. Verbal Instructions

Several participants described difficulties processing, re-
taining, and recalling verbal instructions during both coach-
ing and employment-related activities.

"When it comes to working, when my boss tells me a list of things to
do, I have to say, ‘can you write that on the board for me?' Or else
won't remember." Participant 10

"Tust when [ was learning, my coach would tell me to do something,
and I would do it, but it would take me quite a few tries to do it be-
cause, for whatever reason, like my brain, it would like, I could hear
what she was saying, but it wasn't going in" Participant 5

Similar challenges are commonly reported by adults with
ADHD, particularly in relation to attention, organization,
and working memory [3,4]. Working memory difficul-
ties can make retaining multi-step instructions especially
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challenging [31], which may affect performance in coach-
ing, educational, and workplace settings. Participants in
the present study frequently identified written information,
visual reminders, and task lists as helpful strategies for re-
ducing these difficulties. These findings highlight the im-
portance of coaches, employers, and educators recognizing
individual communication needs and providing accessible
methods of instruction where appropriate [31,55]. Written
instructions or checklists may be beneficial within educa-
tion, training, and workplace environments, where individ-
uals are expected to remember multiple tasks or procedures.
In riding contexts, however, alternative approaches such as
breaking instructions into shorter sequential steps, visual
or practical demonstrations, and allowing opportunities for
repetition may be more appropriate. Adapting communica-
tion to the specific demands of the setting may help reduce
working memory demands while supporting safe and effec-
tive participation.

While individual themes are discussed separately, the find-
ings suggest these experiences are closely interconnected.
The horse appeared to function not only as the context in
which participation occurred, but also as a source of rou-
tine, accountability, emotional regulation, achievement,
and social connection. Collectively, these factors may help
explain why participants described equestrian involvement
as particularly meaningful and sustainable despite expe-
riencing challenges associated with ADHD. Rather than
acting through a single mechanism, horse-human inter-
actions appear to influence participation through multiple
psychological, social, and behavioral pathways simultane-
ously. A conceptual model illustrating the proposed path-
ways through which equestrian participation may facilitate
sustained participation among women with ADHD is pre-
sented in Figure 2.

The conceptual model extends existing research by sug-
gesting that participation benefits may arise through two
interconnected pathways. The first reflects the physical and
cognitive demands of riding itself, while the second reflects
the relational and motivational influence of horse-human
interactions. Together, these pathways may help explain
why equestrian participation was perceived as particularly
meaningful and sustainable by participants, despite chal-
lenges associated with ADHD.

4.5. Limitations

A potential limitation relates to participant diagnosis status.
While eight participants reported a formal ADHD diagno-
sis, three participants self-identified as having ADHD and
were included following completion of the Adult ADHD
Self-Report Scale (ASRS), with all meeting the threshold
criteria for symptom endorsement. Although the ASRS is
a validated screening instrument, it does not constitute a
clinical diagnosis [24,25]. Consequently, it is possible that
some experiences reported within this study may not fully
reflect those of clinically diagnosed populations. However,
difficulties accessing formal assessment and diagnosis are
well documented, particularly among women with ADHD
[7], and excluding self-identified individuals may have over-
looked relevant lived experiences. No differences in expe-
riences were identified between diagnosed and self-identi-
fied participants during analysis; however, the small sample

size precluded meaningful comparison between groups.
Furthermore, as the study focused exclusively on equestri-
ans with ADHD, it cannot be established whether the experi-
ences identified by these participants are specific or unique
to those with ADHD or are also shared by the wider eques-
trian population.

4.6. Future Research

Future qualitative research exploring the lived experiences
of male horse-riders with ADHD is warranted, as symptom
presentation and lived experience may differ between men
and women [5-7]. Longitudinal studies examining the ef-
fectiveness of strategies designed to support organization,
routine, and participation within equestrian settings may
also be beneficial, particularly given the importance of these
themes within the present findings [35]. Further investiga-
tion into neurodivergent athletes' support needs, alongside
coaches' knowledge and understanding of neurodivergence,
would help inform the development of evidence-based edu-
cational resources and inclusive coaching practices [47,56].

The recommendations arising from this study are:

1. The development of educational resources to improve
awareness and understanding of neurodivergence within
the equine industry.

2. Increased promotion of the potential benefits of equestri-
an participation for neurodivergent individuals.

3. Consideration of appropriate competition accommodations
for neurodivergent riders by National Governing Bodies.

4. Further research exploring the lived experiences of neuro-
divergent individuals participating in equestrian activities.

5. Conclusion

This study explored the benefits and challenges of equestri-
an participation for female horse-riders with ADHD. Time
management and routine were identified as difficulties for
all participants, yet riding helped them manage these skills
more effectively through the structure of horse care and
equestrian responsibilities. Riders reported biopsychologi-
cal benefits including emotional regulation, physical move-
ment, a sense of achievement, and a quiet mind. Social ac-
ceptance within the equine community and the role of the
horse in supporting relationships and communication were
also described. However, judgment within the industry,
concerns over rejection and critique, and challenges with
memory and processing verbal instructions affected partici-
pation in training, competition, and employment.

As female horse-riders with ADHD have not previously been
researched, this study provides an initial understanding of
a group that may be overlooked or misunderstood within
both equestrian and neurodiversity research. The proposed
conceptual model suggests that participation may be sup-
ported through both the physical and cognitive demands
of riding and the relational influence of the horse-human
relationship, offering a novel perspective on how equestrian
involvement is experienced by women with ADHD. These
findings have implications for equestrian coaches, employ-
ers, and industry professionals by highlighting the impor-
tance of recognizing neurodiversity, reducing participation
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barriers, and developing more inclusive environments
within equestrian sport. Future research should investigate
the experiences of male riders, the effectiveness of tailored
interventions for organization and time management, and
equestrian coaches' knowledge of neurodivergence to in-
form educational provision, inclusive practice, and wider
participation opportunities.

Supplementary Materials

Supplementary File 1 contains the Participant Pre-Interview
Guidance Document and Interview Guide, including the
interview structure, interview questions, pilot interview
amendments, and information provided to participants
before and during the interview. Supplementary File 2
contains the Participant Information and Consent Form,
including study information, consent documentation, and
the Adult ADHD Self-Report Scale Questionnaire used for
participants who self-reported ADHD.
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