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Presentation 

My presentation is based on the research project: Use the Body and Forget the Body: Treating 

Anorexia Nervosa with Adapted Physical Activity, employed and published by Duesund and 

Skårderud 2003. I was responsible for the riding activity in the project, and I will now present my 

experiences from it.  

 

Introduction 

Anorexia nervosa represents an over concern with body shape and weight.  The patient's  

thoughts evolve around the body day and night and inhibits her ability to function. Anorectics  

have low self esteem and a strong feeling of lacking control in life. They focus on counting and  

burning calories to get a feeling of controlling at least one part of their life. 
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Earlier, treating severe anorectics meant putting them to bed to save energy, but then  

they were exercising when nobody could see them.  This lead to the question; Would it be 

possible to give them positive experiences with their bodies, by controlling the exercising they do 

anyway ?   

 

The purpose of the study was to find out in which way and in which settings adapted physical  

activity can move negative attention from the anorectic body to a more profound, positive  

experience of the body. This was an explorative study, based on a qualitative method of research,  

which includes interviews and observations. 

 

Seven girls between 14 and 19 participated in the project. They were given a two-week program 

with adapted physical activities at BHSS. Most of the training was performed in groups with 

other patients.  

 

The study showed that many of the girls had the ability to forget negative thoughts about their 

own body through positive experiences in physical activity. This was especially true in riding, 

and particularly when they were hacking out in the mountains. 

The activities that reduced the negative attention towards the body were: 

 in relations to others 

 not competitive 

 not predictable 

 not associated with exercise  
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One of the girls illustrates how riding can make her forget the body: 

I forget my eating problems when I am sitting on a horse. Then I only concentrate on that. I noticed this 

already on the first trip. Oh, I forgot everything. It was lovely! (p 64) 

 

Another quote from the girls shows how predictability can serve as a body-reminder: 

When I am riding, I can feel that I am totally in the situation. But as soon as we enter the riding arena, it 

becomes boring, and then painful thoughts come streaming in. (p 67) 

 

 

 

I. What can make riding a suitable activity for girls with anorexia? 

What I say is based on my experience with girls, as only girls participated in this study. Girls tend 

to be over represented in the sport of riding. Perhaps will other activities be more suitable for 

boys with anorexia? 

 

I have selected some elements that in my opinion make riding a suitable activity for anorectics, 

and I will also discuss how riding should be adapted to help the patient shift her focus from 

negative attention on her body. 

 

 

1) Communication through the body. 

Riding aims to achieve harmony between horse and rider. Horse and rider communicates through 

the body. Two living creatures influence each other’s movements mutually. The rider moves, and 

is being moved.  
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Two quotes from one of the girls illustrate how she regards the physical interaction with the 

horse: 

 

When I am riding, I don't need to use so much of myself. One does use oneself, but in a different way. In 

some way, it is not you who is using you. It is the horse which makes you move. (p 64) 

  

It is so unbelievably good to sit there and feel it. You are using your body, even though it is not your own 

decision. It is the rhythm of the horse which decides that you are there, sort of.  I feel that I am on the inside 

of myself, because as a rule I feel myself to be on the outside. (p 65) 

 

Duesund and Skårderud says:  

Through the rhythmic movement of the horse, she feels as if she is in contact with herself and her body. 

(2003:65) 

 

2) Riding – not associated with exercise 

The riding lessons were organized in such a way that they did not become a calorie-burning 

activity. A quote from Hilde illustrates how riding wasn’t associated with exercise: 

“When I am riding and sitting on the horse.... then I can't run about so much because I'm actually sitting 

there. I think that is all right. It is peaceful, and so I can avoid doing so many other things.” (p 64) 

 

3) Stimulation of the senses 

In this study the idea was to direct the attention towards something outside the patient, and to be 

in a social setting with others. In my opinion riding provides many opportunities for diverting the 

attention of the rider. 

 

Stimulation of the senses can remove negative attention on the body. The horse activates our 

senses. It moves us with its powerful appearance, its beautiful movements, its smell, its variety of 

sounds.  We touch it and feel the warmth and the softness of the skin. 
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The horse brings us out in the nature and provides us with the experience of the wind, the view of 

the scenery etc. Sometimes the feeling of being in the nature is being enhanced by the simple fact 

that you don't need to watch where you put your feet. The constant stimulation of the senses that 

riding provides can reduce negative attention towards the body. 

                                    

4) Social aspects 

According to Skårderud, many anorectics find it difficult to have confidence in others. This is 

caused by low self-esteem, heightened sensitivity to other people’s opinion, and difficulty in 

setting their own limits. 

 

The horse 

For someone who has difficulties with social relations, it can be easier to build a relationship a 

horse with than with a human being.  

 

- The horse does not care about what you look like, whether you are fat or skinny, or 

whether you are a successful person or not.  

- The horse does not force itself upon you. It does not try to enter into your private sphere. 

It leaves you in peace if that is what you want.  

- The horse needs you. In spite of its powerful appearance, the horse is vulnerable and 

dependent on human beings. Daily care is therefore a natural part of riding, and can serve 

to increase the social focus of the rider.  
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The stable 

The stable provides opportunities for positive social relations to other people. The shared interest 

in horses can provide a basis for social relations.  

 

5) Mastering and increased confidence 

The choice of horse is decisive for the challenges and the experience of mastering the activity. 

The rider must feel comfortable with the horse, and she must be able to develop confidence in it.  

 

Mastering a horse is not so much a question of mastering the skill of riding, but in this context it 

is the positive feeling of managing something difficult.  

 

You can never be quite sure of what the horse is going to do, but you develop confidence and 

take the risk anyway. You push your limits, and while you do that, you practice being more 

courageous.  

  

A rider can build confidence through contact with the horse, as opposed to aiming for 

predictability through control. Nobody can ever be completely safe with horses, but you can build 

confidence through a positive contact with the horse. To succeed in this task, the rider has to be 

mentally and emotionally present in the communication with the horse. (Bjørkman 2001:13) 

 

 

 

II How to adapt the riding activity for anorectics 
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It was essential that the context of the riding was made to fit the special needs and problems of  

the patients. To do this, we had to adjust some of the traditional ways of riding-instruction. 

 

 

1) Focus on the horse in the instruction 

As an instructor, I focused on helping the rider keep her attention on the horse, both when she  

was handling the horse in the stable and when she was riding it. The staff was instructed to avoid  

comments about looks and weight. I tried to convey information about the horses’ instincts and  

body language to direct the riders' attention to these elements. I did not pay any attention to  

how the rider looked on the horse. I asked the riders to focus their attention on the responses  

they were getting from the horse, while I guided them in how to make the horse softer to sit on,  

easier to turn etc. 

 

In the beginning I could observe how the girls were checking their looks in the mirror and how  

they also checked the appearance of the other girls. Gradually, they were increasingly focused on  

communicating with their own horse. I made a point out of not interrupting them when horse and  

rider expressed harmony.  

 

One of the girls expressed the change in her focus like this:  

In the beginning, I was mostly concerned with what I looked like up there on the horse. Gradually I got 

more concerned with how the horse was doing. (p. 64) 

 

 

2) Building good relations and individual adaptation in cooperation with the girls 
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The girls’ needs and wishes varied. One thought it was great to spend time in the stable, 

grooming the horse, while another wanted as much speed as possible. Their previous experience 

with horses also varied a lot.  

 

Individual adaptation and the possibility of each patient to influence on the contents of the 

activity, was crucial for success.  

 

According to Skårderud, it is important that the patient is able to set her own limits to create 

positive experiences in the activities. Therefore the instructor must be able to discern between 

general refusal and well-argued reasoning. 

 

It is important to establish a good relation between the instructor and the rider. It is important to 

see the person behind the diagnosis, and to focus on the resources in each patient. An open and 

trustful relationship is also essential if the instructor is to sense where the rider’s thoughts are 

straying, to help her change focus when necessary.  

 

The riding instructor should preferably have a good communication with medical personnel, so 

that she can get regular feedback on what causes negative body focus.  

 

The milieu in riding centers can sometimes be competitive and have a tendency to focus on 

equipment and looks. These are negative aspects for a patient with anorexia. An excluding social 

environment and too much riding in the arena can also be counter-productive. 

 

3) Focus on excitement 
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I wanted the girls to experience excitement. As mentioned before, some of the girls found riding 

in the arena boring. To give the girls speed and excitement, I had to balance between the need of 

riding skills and safety. 

 

One of the girls expressed her excitement like this: 

..It was a terrific experience to gallop, it was really fun to do it... I got a bit of  a kick out of it. Saw 

the other horses running in front of me at quite a speed...Well, a kind of  feeling of freedom (p 64) 

 

Perhaps I should have done more of the riding instruction in the woods, or maybe I should have 

tried to put more variety into the lessons, to avoid negative focus on the body?  

 

 

III Experiences for the future 

This study lasted only two weeks, and included only 7 patients. The question of whether adapted 

physical activity is beneficial in treatment of patients with anorexia nervosa remains to be 

answered in further research. It is also necessary to identify indications and contra indications for 

the use of physical activity. A medical evaluation must provide a basis for the choice of physical 

activity in rehabilitation of patients with anorexia, especially regarding which phase of the illness 

they are in. In the later stages of the illness, the patients are more aware of the destructive aspects, 

and therefore more likely to profit from physical activity. 

 

It is essential that the riding instructor can provide the right context for the activity. She must be 

knowledgeable in horsemanship as well as adaptation of riding for anorectic patients.  
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The intention in our project was to find out how social interplay and cohesion in physical activity 

could shift negative attention towards the body to a more profound and subjective experience of 

the body. The study showed how the patients were able to forget their body through using the 

body, when the activity meant relating to others, when it was not associated with training, and not 

predictable.  

 

The project also showed how riding has physical, psychological, and social aspects that can make 

it suitable for anorectic patients when it is adapted to their needs.  

 

As an instructor, I found this project inspiring. I was encouraged to think about riding as 

something more than mechanically mastering the horse. Experiences from this study can be 

transferred to other groups of patients that are also over-focused on their physical problems, for 

example patients with chronic pain-syndroms. 
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