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ABSTRACT

Research on the adoption and relinquishment of horses, both domestic and
wild, remains limited. As a result, little is known about adopters, their adopted
horses, and their adoption experience. This study surveyed and interviewed
17 adopters of Colonial Spanish mustangs through the Corolla Wild Horse
Fund (CWHF). Together, they adopted 22 horses of varying ages and genders
from 2002 to 2012. The participants, who had a range of previous experience
with and knowledge of horses, were generally very satisﬁed with their horses
and their adoption experience. Being able to adopt a gentled/trained
mustang and receiving support from the CWHF during the adoption process
played key roles in adoption success. Additionally, participants’ strong desire
to preserve a perceived endangered species or national treasure appeared to
be a major reason for adopting a Colonial Spanish mustang and served as
motivation for making the adoption successful. The results of the study
provide insights into ways to improve the number and success of adoptions
through other equine programs, especially the Bureau of Land Management’s
wild horse and burro program.

KEYWORDS
Equine welfare; wild horses;
equine adoption and relinquishment; Corolla Wild
Horse Fund; Bureau of Land
Management

Although there are numerous studies on the relinquishment and adoption of companion animals, such
as dogs and cats, the relinquishment and adoption of horses have gone largely unexplored. As concern
about the number of unwanted or homeless horses continues to grow in the United States, the need for
equine-focused research on this topic becomes more pressing, especially because space in horse rescues
and shelters is limited (Holcomb, Stull, & Kass, 2010), and calls for alternative strategies, such as horse
slaughter, are inconsistent with perceived public opinion. This study on the Corolla Wild Horse Fund’s
(CWHF) adoption program was intended to help ﬁll this gap.
In 2009, the Unwanted Horse Coalition (UHC) estimated there were about 170,000 unwanted or
homeless horses in the United States, with Bureau of Land Management (BLM) wild horses accounting
for about 30,000 of them. The UHC survey uncovered a multitude of reasons for why horses became
unwanted, but among those reasons most commonly cited were that caregivers could no longer afford
their horses, that the horses were too old or injured to be of use, or that the horses had become
unmanageable (UHC, 2009).
In one of the few studies on the relinquishment and adoption of domestic horses, Holcomb, Stull,
and Kass (2012) examined the characteristics of both relinquishing and adopting caregivers from data
collected from 144 nonproﬁt equine rescues/shelters in 37 states. They found that the majority of
relinquishers were women, had their horses for 1 year to 5 years, had previous horse experience, and
had one other horse. On the other hand, families and couples tended to adopt. For the most part, they
used the horses for riding or driving and kept them on their own properties. One of their ﬁnal
recommendations was the need for additional research on the characteristics of those caregivers who
both relinquish and adopt horses as well as the characteristics of successful adoption.
CONTACT Mary A. Koncel
mary.koncel@tufts.edu
Center for Animals and Public Policy, Cummings School of Veterinary
Medicine at Tufts University, 200 Westboro Road, North Grafton, MA 01536.
q 2015 Taylor & Francis
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Speciﬁc to BLM wild horse adoption is Godfrey and Lawson’s study (1986), which revealed that the
wild horse and burro adoption program is an expensive management tool and that adopters were
generally not satisﬁed with their horses. According to their ﬁndings, adopters preferred mares and horses
younger than 2 years old and used their horses primarily for riding. Additionally, disposal of adopted
horses was common, with 42% of the adopters subsequently either selling or giving away their horses.
Koncel and Rutberg’s (2012) more recent study of BLM wild horse adoption in New England did not
support Godfrey and Lawson’s (1986) conclusions about dissatisﬁed adopters. Their sample consisted
of 38 adopters who adopted wild horses directly from the BLM during 2004 to 2009. Based on their
qualitative and quantitative ﬁndings, they argued that participants generally had positive adoption
experiences and desired a range of horses in terms of age, color, and gender. Additionally, only 3 of
the 68 wild horses adopted were rehomed. The researchers found that several factors contributed to
successful adoptions, including adopters having ﬂexible expectations regarding the use of their horses;
educating and preparing themselves for adoption; and receiving different types of assistance, such as
professional training and advice, with their horses. To increase successful adoption, Koncel and
Rutberg (2012) recommended that the BLM provide more gentled and trained horses for adoption as
well as more support for the adopters.
This study on the CWHF is an extension of Koncel and Rutberg’s (2012) research on wild horse
adoption. The goal was to gather data on a private nongovernmental program that offers wild horses for
adoption to the public to not only better understand this program and its adopters, but also to expand
the much-needed research on equine adoption and identify alternative strategies for effectively dealing
with the unwanted horse population.
Located in Corolla, NC, the CWHF was formed in 1989 and was formally incorporated as a
nonproﬁt organization in 2001; its mission is to “protect, conserve, and responsibly manage” the herd
of approximately 100 to 115 wild, registered Colonial Spanish mustangs, or Banker horses, who live on
757,544 acres of diverse public and private beach habitat on the northernmost Currituck Outer Banks
(CWHF, 2013c). In 2000, the American Livestock Breed Conservancy deﬁned the Colonial Spanish
mustangs, who are descendants of the horses brought to the New World by Spanish Explorers, as a
critically threatened, priority equine breed (CWHF, 2013b).
In 2006, the CWHF had 2 full-time employees and 1 part-time employee. Currently, there are 5 fulltime and 3 part-time employees, including an executive director, a director of operations, a director of
education, and a herd manager, as well as 15 seasonal staff. The CWHF budget for Fiscal Year (FY)
2013 –2014 was approximately $630,000. In addition to operating two wild horse museums and gift
shops, the CWHF recently began leasing a 30-acre equine center for its rescue and adoption facility
(K. McCalpin, personal communication, July 28, 2014).
Unlike the BLM, which uses removal and adoption of wild horses as its primary tool to manage
populations on federal lands, the CWHF removes wild horses and places them in its adoption program,
but only under limited and prescribed circumstances: when a horse becomes too habituated to humans
or is seriously ill or injured, or when a foal is orphaned. Of these horses, a few are available to approved
off-site breeding programs to ensure the continuity of the Corolla bloodlines. As such, unlike the BLM
program, the primary goal of the CWHF’s adoption program is protection of individual horses and
preservation of herd genetics rather than population control.
Potential adopters of CWHF horses are required to complete a detailed application, be approved by
CWHF staff, provide references, pay a $615 adoption fee, and provide an appropriate facility.
The facility must be a 20-foot £ 20-foot (6-meter £ 6-meter) corral that is at least 5 feet (1.5 meters)
high and made of sturdy material, such as wood boards or round pipes, and an attached shed or box
stall that is at least 12 feet £ 12 feet (3.7 meters £ 3.7 meters). Available horses range in age and gender.
After 2006, in the current adoption program, all horses are haltered, handled, and trained to get on and
off a trailer before being placed into their new homes. Horses older than 3 years old are also saddletrained by the CWHF herd manager, a private trainer associated with the CWHF, or students in an
equine studies program at a nearby community college—unless the adopter prefers to assume that task
for him/herself (CWHF, 2013a).
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From November 2006 to January 2014, the CWHF placed 56 horses through its adoption program.
Two horses were later returned because adopters were either getting a divorce or no longer wanted to
care for the horse; both were subsequently rehomed through the CWHF. The number of horses
adopted from the CWHF during 2001 to November 2006 is estimated to be about 20; the number of
horses returned or rehomed is not known (K. McCalpin, personal communication, January 22, 2014;
records during this earlier time period are incomplete, according to Karen McCalpin, who became
executive director of the CWHF in November 2006).

Materials and methods
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Sample recruitment
This study focused on participants aged 18 years and older who had adopted one or more Corolla wild
horses directly from the CWHF during 2002 to 2012.
To recruit participants from the CWHF, Karen McCalpin, executive director, mailed a letter
explaining the study to 30 adopters for whom she had current contact information. She followed up this
letter with a posting about the study on the CWHF’s Facebook page. Both the letters and Facebook post
included a phone number and email address for the researcher as well as an invitation to contact her.
To protect the identity and conﬁdentiality of the participants, the researcher assigned pseudonyms to
each of the participants as well as their horses during the analysis. The identities of the participants were
not shared with the CWHF.
Data collection
During May 2012 to November 2012, the researcher conducted telephone interviews with 15 of the
participants. Two additional participants completed the questionnaire through mail or email. The
remaining adopters did not respond to the invitation to participate. Collectively, the 17 participants
adopted 22 horses.
The survey instrument was modeled after one used by Koncel and Rutberg in their 2012 study of
BLM wild horse adopters in New England, and it consisted of two parts. Part 1 included multiple-choice
and short-answer questions and was divided into four sections: Information on Adopted Horse, Owner
Information, Previous Knowledge, and the Horse – Human Bond. As one way to measure the success of
the adoption, participants responded to ﬁve statements about their relationships with their respective
horses and their knowledge about wild horses on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree to
strongly disagree.
Part 2 of the instrument was composed of open-ended questions, which served as the guide for a
detailed interview/discussion about each participant’s experience with adopting and caring for a Corolla
wild horse.
Data analysis
While the questions in Part 1 were summarized into frequencies and cross-tabulations, the qualitative,
open-ended responses in Part 2 were clustered and organized into themes and conceptual categories to
generate narratives about each participant’s experience with adopting and caring for a wild horse.

Results
The horses and their adopters
Horses. It is important to emphasize that the characteristics of the horses adopted represented the
horses who became available for adoption. Of course, individual adopters did choose individual horses.
Of the 22 wild horses adopted from the CWHF, 3 were stallions, 11 were geldings, and 8 were mares.
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Two adopters had their colts gelded after adoption. About a third of the horses were adopted in 2008.
Ages of the horses at the time of adoption ranged from 6 months (n ¼ 1) to 7 years old (n ¼ 1).
Thirteen horses were 2.5 years old or younger, and 9 were aged 3 years or older. In terms of color, most
horses were some variety of black and/or brown (n ¼ 21), with one participant describing her mare as a
sorrel roan. The height of mature horses (3 years of age and older) ranged from 12 hands (n ¼ 2) to 15
hands (n ¼ 1), with the majority being 13 to 13.3 hands (n ¼ 13). See Table 1 for details about
the horses.
At the time of adoption, the majority of the horses had had some gentling or training (n ¼ 14).
All but 2 horses made signiﬁcant progress in terms of gentling or training while in their new homes.
Of these 2, 1 represented a recent adoption in 2012; for the other, the adopter reported she had limited
time to work with her gelding and wanted to keep him “wild and free.” Many had been saddled
and knew basic commands (n ¼ 3) or were comfortable under saddle and at all three gaits (n ¼ 9).
See Table 2 for training and handling details.
Adopters. Of the 17 participants, 15 were women and 2 were men. The majority of the sample
(n ¼ 12) fell within the 41- to 60-year-old age range. The annual household income of almost half of
the participants was more than $100,000; 4 other participants reported their household income as
$75,000 to $99,999, and the remainder reported their income as being less than $74,999. Many
participants also had a professional or graduate degree (n ¼ 7), with 59% of the sample having some
graduate or professional education (n ¼ 1), a college degree (n ¼ 4), or some college (n ¼ 5). Slightly
less than half of the participants (n ¼ 8) lived in North Carolina, with 2 participants living as far away
as Texas. Table 3 provides the demographics of the adopters.
While most of the adopters were private individuals, a few adopters represented organizations that
adopted horses. One participant was a board member for a historic farm on the Outer Banks, and
another was a staff member with a federal agency that maintains a herd of Banker horses in North
Carolina. Two participants were a mother and daughter who run a camp and lesson program and an
approved off-site breeding program.
Five participants had other types of wild horses, including BLM mustangs and Chincoteague ponies.
Four participants only had Corolla horses in their care. However, the remaining participants also had
other domestic equids, including horses, ponies, and burros, with most caring for one to three horses in
total.
Table 1. Demographics of the horses.
Measure
Gender
Colts/Stallion
Mares
Geldings
Year of Adoption
Before 2008
2008
After 2008
Age
, 1 year
1 –2 years
. 2– 3 years
. 3– 5 years
. 5 years
Color
Bay
Black
Chestnut
Sorrel
Sorrel/roan

N

%

3
8
11

13.6%
36.4%
50.0%

7
7
8

31.8%
31.8%
36.4%

3
9
3
5
2

13.6%
40.9%
13.6%
22.7%
9.1%

6
4
5
6
1

27.3%
18.2%
22.7%
27.3%
4.5%

Note. Percentages may not total to 100% due to rounding.
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Table 2. Training and handling.
Measure

N

%

8
9
4
1
0

36.4%
40.9%
18.2%
4.5%
0.0%

0
4
6
3
9

0.0%
18.2%
27.3%
13.6%
40.9%

At the Time of Adoption
Not gentled/could not be handled
Halter broke/could be groomed
Could be handled/had ground training
Had been saddled/knew basics
Comfortable under saddle/three gaits
At the Time of Study
Not gentled/could not be handled
Halter broke/could be groomed
Could be handled/had ground training
Had been saddled/knew basics
Comfortable under saddle/three gaits

Note. Percentages may not total to 100% due to rounding.
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Table 3. Demographics of the adopters.
Measure
Gender
Female
Male
Age
Younger than 20 years
21 –40 years
41 –60 years
61 years and older
Household Income
Less than $25,000
$25,000– $49,999
$50,000– $74,999
$75,000– $99,999
$100,000 þ
Educational Level
Some college
College degree
Some graduate/professional school
Graduate/professional degree

N

%

15
2

88.2%
11.8%

1
3
12
1

5.9%
17.6%
70.6%
5.9%

1
2
3
4
7

5.9%
11.8%
17.6%
23.5%
41.2%

5
4
1
7

29.4%
23.5%
5.9%
41.2%

Note. Percentages may not total to 100% due to rounding.

The Horse – adopter relationship
Relinquishment. Of the 22 Corolla horses adopted, only one mare has been sold subsequently, but she
remains on the original adopter’s premises under different guardianship and is still part of the farm’s
off-site breeding program.
Horse –human bond. For the most part, participants were positive about their relationships with their
Corolla wild horses. The majority of them strongly agreed (n ¼ 13) or somewhat agreed (n ¼ 6) with
the statement, “My horse could be handled safely by me and other people familiar with horses.” Most
also strongly agreed (n ¼ 11) or somewhat agreed (n ¼ 8) with the statement, “My horse and I have a
strong, trusting bond with each other.” The overwhelming majority of participants either strongly
agreed (n ¼ 15) or somewhat agreed (n ¼ 5) with the statement, “My horse has fulﬁlled my
expectations of him or her.” The survey results are presented in Table 4.
Previous knowledge. Most of the participants reported having either a lot (n ¼ 5) or some knowledge
(n ¼ 7) about wild horses in general before adopting. Their knowledge about the speciﬁc Corolla horses
they adopted varied. Half of the participants reported that they had a lot (n ¼ 8) or some knowledge
(n ¼ 3), with the rest reporting a little to no knowledge. Table 5 provides the survey results.
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Table 4. Horse– human bond.
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Measure

N

Horse Can Be Handled Safely
Strongly agree
13
Somewhat agree
6
Somewhat disagree
2
Strongly disagree
1
No opinion
0
Horse and Owner Have Strong, Trusting Bond
Strongly agree
11
Somewhat agree
8
Somewhat disagree
1
Strongly disagree
1
No opinion
1
Horse Has Fulﬁlled Owner’s Expectations
Strongly agree
15
Somewhat agree
5
Somewhat disagree
1
Strongly disagree
0
No opinion
1

%
59.1%
27.3%
9.1%
4.5%
0.0%
50.0%
36.4%
4.5%
4.5%
4.5%
68.2%
22.7%
4.5%
0.0%
4.5%

Note. Percentages may not total to 100% due to rounding.

Qualitative ﬁndings
Reasons for adopting a Corolla wild horse. The participants adopted Corolla wild horses for a variety
of reasons. One third of the participants cited their afﬁnity for the Corolla horses and the culture and
history they represented, and they often used strong emotional language to explain their connections to
the Corolla horses in general.
Another third of the participants adopted because they were attracted to the sturdiness of a Corolla
horse and/or because they wanted the experience of working with a horse who was “untouched” or who
had a “fresh start.” Some noted that the horses, although small, are rugged and easy keepers.
Other participants said they pursued adoption out of concern for the welfare of the Corolla herd, and
they noted the diminishing space available to the horses as more residents fence them off of their
properties. A handful of participants decided to adopt because they thought having a Corolla horse
would be a good family project.
Two participants who represented organizations that adopted Corolla horses speciﬁcally cited their
historical and cultural signiﬁcance. One organization, a working farm in the area, wanted two Corolla
horses to accurately represent the original farm’s history. The other, a federal park program that
maintained Banker horses, needed Corolla bloodlines to breed with its herd. Still another pair of
participants was invited to be part of an off-site breeding program designed to protect the Corolla horse
lineage and therefore acquired six horses, including two stallions, from the CWHF.
Corolla participants were further encouraged to adopt from the CWHF because of what they
described as its many strengths. They noted that the organization was well run and offered excellent
Table 5. Knowledge of horses.
Measure

N

Knowledge About Wild Horses Before Adoption
A lot
5
Some
7
A little
4
None at all
1
Knowledge About Speciﬁc Horse Adopted
A lot
8
Some
3
A little
6
None at all
5

%
29.4%
41.2%
23.5%
5.9%
47.1%
17.6%
35.3%
29.4%

Note. Percentages may not total to 100% due to rounding.
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education about the horses and their history and that the staff cared about and had a lot of knowledge
about the horses. For some, ﬁrst contact with the horses came through the CWHF museum and the
historic farm rather than an adoption visit.
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Reasons for wanting a gentled/trained Corolla wild horse. While a quarter of participants acquired
Corolla wild horses who were not gentled or trained, the others adopted horses who had varying
degrees of handling (from being haltered and groomed to being saddled) by the CWHF herd manager,
a trainer associated with the CWHF, or students in a local community college’s equestrian program.
Safety was the primary reason for wanting a gentled or trained horse, because adopters were
inexperienced horse people, had never trained a young horse, or were concerned about professionals
handling a wild horse.
Selection of a Corolla wild horse. Because the number of horses pulled from the herd is limited and
based on factors not related to population control, availability and timing played a large role in why an
adopter selected a particular horse. Some adopters simply had an afﬁnity for a horse they saw on the
CWHF website or at the private training facility associated with the CWHF, while others were looking
for a special characteristic, such as color or age. Adopters who needed horses for their breeding
programs tended to select horses based on their color, gender, or genetics.
Slightly more than half of the Corolla adopters reported getting various levels and types of help from
CWHF staff when selecting their horses. Some adopters received photos or emails about horses the staff
thought would be good matches for them or horses about whom they inquired. The two participants
who were approved for off-site breeding programs received extensive help in identifying horses who
were suited to their programs.
Uses of the Corolla wild horses. Most of the CWHF adopters were using their horses for trail riding or
as companions for their other horses. Originally, about half of the adopters whose horses are now
companions had intended to ride them, but they opted not to because they thought the horses were
too small. Other adopters retrained their horses for use by new riders or children because of their
unimposing size and quiet dispositions.
While a few Corolla horses were being driven, a handful were also ﬁnding success as competitive or
endurance trail horses. Other participants reported that they were using, or planned to use, their
Corolla horses in therapy and lesson programs, at educational and interpretive facilities, and in off-site
breeding programs. One horse was also being trained for reining.
Preparation for and care of a Corolla wild horse. Most participants prepared for the adoption of their
horses. Before the adoption, many did research by reading about Corolla wild horses on the CWHF
website or in books and worked with and/or visited CWHF staff. They also talked with other adopters, a
trainer associated with the CWHF, and natural horsemanship trainers. Of speciﬁc interest to some
adopters was learning more about the CWHF’s mission as well as Corolla horses’ personalities and
genetics. Others focused on getting their facilities ready and learning about care. A few participants said
they did little to no preparation either because they believed that there was nothing different about
Corolla horses except for their diet or because they were already familiar with Corolla horses.
As for care, most of the Corolla adopters initially housed their horses in smaller enclosures or stalls
for safety reasons. Later, however, each adopter tried to provide an environment that was as “natural as
possible.” Horses were turned out in large pastures or paddocks for at least 8 hr to 24 hr, depending on
weather, with most having other equine companionship and “come-and-go” access to shelter. Almost
all of the participants kept their horses on their own properties.
Training the Corolla wild horse. Half of the Corolla adopters worked with trainers. While some of
them sought assistance immediately after the adoption, others did the initial gentling of their horses by
themselves but then brought in trainers to help with groundwork or to start the horse under saddle. The

8

KONCEL

other half of the Corolla adopters gentled or trained their horses either by themselves or with family
members.
As for gentling and training strategies, most adopters emphasized the need to ﬁrst build trust in and
spend time with their horses, even though several acknowledged that they wished they would have had
more time and/or been more consistent with handling. Doing a lot of ground work was also important,
from learning to stand and pick up their feet to lunging and working in a round pen. Several adopters
used natural horsemanship techniques or took their horses to trainers who practiced these techniques.
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Progress with the Corolla wild horse. All of the CWHF adopters reported that their horses made
progress in their training since adoption, with most classifying the progress as signiﬁcant. For the
horses who were adopted with little to no handling, all but two were halter broke and were comfortable
being groomed and handled for routine care; the rest were either doing well with their ground training
or had been backed and ridden.
Challenges and rewards of caring for a Corolla wild horse. For the most part, the CWHF adopters
reported that their horses presented little to no challenges for them. However, a few said their horses’
initial behavior was problematic and included kicking, nipping, or not wanting to be handled for
routine farrier or veterinarian care. For some adopters, challenges included the long trip to pick up their
horses, the ﬁnancial responsibility, and the work needed to prepare their properties for the horses.
The majority of the Corolla adopters cited their bonds with their horses or their horses’ personalities
as being the most rewarding part of having a Banker horse. For many adopters, preserving a special
piece of history, protecting a potentially endangered nonhuman animal, or caring for an unusual breed
of horse were equally important.
Willingness to adopt a Corolla wild horse again. Almost all of the participants would adopt another
Corolla horse. One participant reported that she was already in the process of adopting again. Those
hesitant to adopt another Corolla horse were primarily concerned about the small size of the horse or
matters unrelated to the horse itself (e.g., number of equids they already had).
Advice to potential adopters of Corolla wild horses. The participants offered an array of advice to
potential adopters of wild horses. For a quarter of them, education and preparation were foremost for
keeping both their horses and themselves safe, especially because some of the horses were untouched.
Participants emphasized “knowing your limits,” “gathering as much knowledge as possible from talking
with others,” “doing a lot of research about the right professionals and barns,” and “following different
trainers and using what applies to your horse.”
When gentling or training the horses, a quarter of the participants believed that patience and time
were essential, with a few emphasizing taking “steps very slowly” and “being quiet when you’re being
patient.” One participant stated, “The biggest thing is making sure you can spend time with them,
especially if you’ve never had a horse before.”
Some adopters emphasized the responsibilities that come with adopting a Corolla horse, including
advising future adopters that “It’s not something you take lightly.” A few of the adopters spoke about
the ﬁnancial commitment, and others talked about the “specialness” of Corolla horses either in terms of
being wild or small. One participant worried that if the horse was not gentled or trained properly, “it
could end up in a bad situation.”
Experience with the CWHF. Overall, CWHF adopters were positive about their experiences with the
CWHF staff and the adoption process. Their comments included: “They’re doing it right,” “Absolutely
incredible,” and “My experience had been very good.”
What seemed particularly important to adopters was the CWHF’s care and commitment to the
individual horses, including requiring that an adopter be approved before acquiring a horse and taking
back a horse if an adopter could no longer care for him/her. Several adopters also appreciated the work
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and assistance of individual staff members, both past and present. For example, more recent adopters
mentioned that they valued not only the information that CWHF staff gave them about their horses,
but also the support they received before and after the adoptions.
Additionally, many adopters found it important to maintain contact with the CWHF after the
adoption through phone calls, Facebook, personal letters, or newsletters. One participant speciﬁcally
noted that the CWHF contacted her annually to see how the horse was progressing.
Although about a quarter of the adopters had no recommendations for the CWHF because
they thought the program was doing so well already, about half of them wished that they
had even more contact with the staff. For some, this additional contact meant additional follow-up
on the adoptions, including visits by CWHF staff. Others wanted more communication with
the CWHF in general because they felt distant from the organization and its work after the
adoption.
Individual recommendations included promoting the preservation of Corolla wild horses through
different media venues, haltering the horses before sending them off, keeping breeding records, being
more informed about interstate transportation regulations for horses, and removing only mature horses
and putting them in training with equine study students at the local community college to make them
more marketable to inexperienced horse people.

Discussion
The researcher had hoped to interview a larger number of CWHF adopters. However, although the
sample was small, the qualitative and quantitative data collected from the study provide the CWHF
with a fuller understanding of the adopters of Colonial Spanish mustangs and their experiences with
the adoptions. Equally important, the data indicate that the adoption program is successful in
placing Corolla horses into good, permanent homes and suggest factors that contribute to the
successful adoption of these horses. Such information is not only useful for evaluating the current
practices and policies of the adoption program, but it is also useful for planning for future
programs.
Mirroring the demographics of horse caregivers nationwide (American Horse Publications, 2012)
and the participants in Koncel and Rutberg’s (2012) study but contradicting research by Holcomb et al.
(2012), the majority of the Corolla adopters were women. However, similar to the participants in the
Holcomb et al. (2012) study as well as those in Koncel and Ruberg’s study, most Corolla adopters were
aged 41 to 60 years old and had household incomes of more than $50,000, suggesting that adopters of
both domestic and wild horses tend to be mature and ﬁnancially secure. Participants in this study were
also well educated; most had attended college, with many having earned an undergraduate or graduate/
professional degree.
Both the qualitative and quantitative data support the conclusion that the adoptions were
successful. The majority of the adopters would adopt another Corolla wild horse again, and all but
one of the horses remain in their original homes. The average length of guardianship in this study
was 4 years. Adopters were also immensely proud of and devoted to their individual horses as well
as to their horses’ heritage as Colonial Spanish mustangs. Several were eager to promote the
potential of Corolla horses, whom they described as “sweet” and “sensible,” to potential adopters as
well as the general equine community. Furthermore, the participants’ responses to the three
statements intended to measure the human –horse relationship are another indicator of the success
of the adoptions.
Major factors contributing to a successful adoption
Adopting a wild horse from the CWHF is not a simple process, especially compared with the process of
the BLM. As noted, potential Corolla adopters must be preapproved by staff, provide references, pay a
substantial adoption fee, and provide shelter and fencing that meet strict speciﬁcations. The adoption
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fee for a BLM horse averages $125; although the BLM has similar requirements for shelter and fencing,
it requires no references and applications can be approved at the time of adoption. To a large degree,
then, the CWHF’s rigorous process discourages impulsive or irresponsible adoptions with unprepared
and irresponsible caregivers. Yet, from the data, other factors also appear to contribute to Corolla wild
horses ﬁnding their ways into good, permanent homes.
Preadoption gentling and training of horses. The gentling and training of Corolla wild horses played a
role in not only making the horses attractive to adopters, but also in contributing to the success of the
adoptions. Although a few participants wanted the experience of working with an “untouched horse,”
most wanted horses with some degree of handling for safety reasons. This ﬁnding suggests that
participants, no matter their previous knowledge of or experience with horses, understood that adopting
a wild horse was different than buying or adopting a domestic horse, and they believed that acquiring a
wild horse who was gentled or trained would be a good ﬁt for them. In a sense then, they set themselves
up for successful adoptions.
Additionally, although participants were ﬂexible in their expectations of their horses, making more
gentled or trained horses available gave them a better sense of what type of horse they were adopting,
especially in terms of temperament and ability. Furthermore, the handling of horses before adoption
also might have contributed to the progress that the horses made in their training, no matter the horses’
ages, lengths of time they had been adopted, or the adopters’ previous knowledge or experience.
Studies have suggested that frequent and consistent handling of young horses promotes a good
relationship with humans and a solid basis for future learning (Sondergaard & Halekoh, 2003) and that
providing some training to relinquished domestic horses may help them transition successfully into
new homes (Holcomb et al., 2012). In short, gentling and training before adoption helps ensure that
adopters’ experiences match their expectations and encourage the development of a bond between
caregiver and horse, particularly for those adopters with limited experiences with horses.
Role of the CWHF. Almost all of the adopters believed that the CWHF was well run and that its staff
was knowledgeable about and invested in the welfare of the horses. In particular, they commented on
getting support around adoption from and maintaining a relationship with the CWHF, both of which
might have contributed to the success of their adoptions.
Support from CWHF staff came in many forms before, during, and after the adoptions and ranged
from advice on which horse to adopt to recommendations on care and training. The importance of
such support cannot be underestimated. As horse caregivers know, buying any horse involves a certain
degree of risk, but adopting a horse, and especially a wild horse, could often mean a greater risk in terms
of temperament and suitability for rider and discipline. Having a network of support provides a certain
amount of security and comfort and ultimately makes adoption more attractive and less of “a leap of
faith.” Other research supports the idea that adopters of both wild horses (Koncel & Rutberg, 2012) and
domestic horses (Holcomb et al., 2012) would beneﬁt from such ongoing support.
Additionally, wanting to be part of communities that share common interests—in this case, Colonial
Spanish mustangs—is part of our social fabric and is evidenced in the domestic horse world by the
numerous regional and national breed and discipline organizations (e.g., American Quarter Horse
Association, National Reining Horse Association, New England Dressage Association, and Rocky
Mountain Paint Horse Association). By maintaining communication through newsletters, Facebook
postings, phone calls, and personal emails as well as offering opportunities to volunteer, the CWHF has
essentially created a community and invited adopters to be part of it, all of which combine to deepen
their commitment to the care and welfare of their horses.
Heritage of the Corolla wild horses. Preserving an important part of the Outer Banks history or
culture and protecting a treasured and endangered population was a frequently cited reason for
adopting a Corolla wild horse. Although a few participants in this study represented organizations that
were dedicated to preserving Corolla wild horses, many other adopters assumed dual roles as guardians
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of wild horses and caretakers of a unique breed of horse, with many of them speaking about the
privilege of having a Corolla wild horse. Perhaps, then, an underlying and unconscious motivation for
making the placement work was feeling a strong sense of responsibility not only to the horse, but also to
what he/she symbolizes. In that respect, participants took the necessary steps to make the adoptions
successful. To the extent that the importance of heritage and preservation is extendable to other
adoption programs, such as the BLM adoptions, this concept is important to explore with regard to
generating adoption interest for other mustang populations.
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Conclusion
The mission of the CWHF is to “protect, conserve, and responsibly manage” the Colonial Spanish
mustangs native to the Currituck Outer Banks (CWHF, 2013c). Clearly, keeping these horses in the wild,
in their herds and their natural habitat, is ideal, but having a successful adoption program is another way
that the CWHF has fulﬁlled its mission. Placing horses who need to be removed into good adoptive
homes—whether with individuals as riding, lesson, or companion horses or with organizations as
breeding or educational horses—not only provides for their current individual welfare but also ensures
their future as a genetically unique breed as well as a cultural and historical treasure.
Although the CWHF adoption program is different than the more widely known BLM Adopt a Wild
Horse or Burro Program in terms of size, orientation, cost, and purpose, the results from this study and
those from Koncel and Rutberg’s (2012) study suggest that successful adopters of Corolla wild horses
and BLM wild horses share many similarities: They adopted because they wanted to preserve a piece of
culture or history; they prepared for the adoption of a wild horse; they had ﬂexible expectations for their
horses; and they cited the deep bond they developed with their horses as one of the primary rewards of
adopting a wild horse. Yet, there are also some signiﬁcant differences. Much of what BLM adopters in
Koncel and Rutberg’s study wanted or recommended to facilitate better adoption experiences was,
in fact, available to Corolla adopters, especially support around the adoption, information about the
horses, and the availability of gentled and trained horses.
Given the disparity in the policy, practices, and goals of the two very different programs, these
coincidences offer a potentially fruitful line of inquiry for improving policy around all wild horse
populations. Speciﬁcally, the ﬁndings from this study could have important implications for the BLM’s
Adopt a Wild Horse or Burro Program, especially given that the number of horses placed through
adoption continues to decrease while the number of horses gathered off the range continues to increase.
For example, in FY 2013, 2,671 horses were placed in private homes, but 4,064 were removed. As a
result of this disparity, in FY 2013, the number of horses living in long-term holding facilities had
swelled to almost 50,000 (BLM, 2013). Although BLM adoptions were certainly affected by the
recession and its lingering consequences, the adoption model employed by the CWHF, although more
personnel-intensive and perhaps cost-intensive, offers potential for reducing the holding facility
population and its support costs while improving the number of successful adoptions.
Based on the CWHF adoption program, recommendations to help increase the adoption rate,
adoption success, and marketing of BLM wild horses, the “symbols of our Western heritage,” include
the following:
(1) Provide support. Having staff who know the horses and can make recommendations to potential
adopters is essential for successful adoption. Furthermore, adopters want and need to have staff or
other professionals associated with the adoption program available to answer questions or provide
information at all stages of the adoption process and beyond.
(2) Encourage the creation of interest communities or afﬁnity groups. As shown by the proliferation of
equine organizations, websites, and chat groups, horse caregivers are devoted to “all things horse,”
with many of them focused on different breeds and disciplines. Giving wild horse adopters an
opportunity to be part of an exclusive club, of which the members care for a treasured animal rather
than an inexpensive surplus animal, would promote the value of wild horses and also their

12

KONCEL

successful adoptions. Recruiting adopters to assist with special projects and organizing events for
them and their horses are just a few ways to facilitate this sense of community.
(3) Offer more gentled and trained wild horses. Although some adopters want the experience of
working with an “untouched” wild horse, many would prefer horses with varying degrees of
handling. Currently, the BLM inmate training programs and its partnership with the Mustang
Heritage Foundation are helping to ﬁll this need. But the BLM could increase the availability of
these horses by collaborating with college equine studies programs to gentle and train horses or by
hiring its own trainers to work with horses before, during, and after adoption events.
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Given the many essential roles that horses, both domestic and wild, have played and continue to play in
our lives and society, the need to provide for their well being is a national welfare concern. Conducting
future research that continues to explore the horse –human relationship, including factors that
contribute to the relinquishment of horses as well as to their successful adoptions, is one important step
toward ensuring the long-term placement of horses and preventing any horse from being an
“unwanted” or a “homeless” horse.
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