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BENEFITS OF THERAPEUTIC RIDING AND EQUINE-ASSISTED ACTIVITIES 

The College of William & Mary study validates that therapeutic riding benefits children with autism. The 
study was conducted in 2011. Researchers at the School of Education followed 21 autistic children who 
participated in 30 weeks of therapeutic riding, in collaboration with their classroom teachers, to rate 
their behavior over that time period. The study was concluded in winter 2011 and the findings were just 
published in March 2012. 

They found that symptoms diminished whenever children participated in the therapeutic riding program. 
The children were calmer, improved their relationships with others, and they were more engaged in 
learning. They saw less fear, more confidence, less repetitive behaviors, more appropriate social responses 
and less discomfort with physical contact.  
 

Washington University’s Program in Occupational Therapy completed a breakthrough study on the  
therapeutic impact of equine therapy for children with cerebral palsy. The 2008 study found that therapeutic  
riding improves both head and trunk stability and upper extremity function in children with cerebral 
palsy. The study proved that this type of therapeutic activity makes a measurable and visible difference 
in basic skills that form the foundation of most functional activities of everyday life. 

The year‐long study primarily involved measuring stability changes in children with cerebral palsy 
after 12 weeks of therapeutic riding. The researchers were most impressed that children actually sus-
tained the benefits of their therapeutic riding for several months after their riding sessions stopped. 
“The subjects were incorporating improvements from riding into their daily life," says one researcher. 
"They actually maintained a continuum of measurable improvement—better head and trunk stability 
and improved control of their arms as they reach—even months after their riding sessions ended.” 

 

Horses & Humans Research Foundation published research from Margaret Bass, PhD., on the effect of  
therapeutic horseback riding on social functioning in children with autism. The 2009 study evaluated the effects 
of therapeutic horseback riding on social functioning in children with autism. Their team hypothesized 
that participants in the experimental condition compared to those on the wait-list would demonstrate sig-
nificant improvement in social functioning following a 12-weeks horseback riding intervention.  

Autistic children exposed to therapeutic horseback riding exhibited greater sensory seeking, sensory sen-
sitivity, social motivation, and less inattention, distractibility, and sedentary behaviors. The results pro-
vide evidence that therapeutic horseback riding may be a viable therapeutic option in treating children 
with autism. 



Tufts University and at Washburn University recently completed a 2015 study to investigate the  
effectiveness of equine facilitated psychotherapy (EFP) in the treatment of posttraumatic stress symptoms in  
children and teens. The team was led by principal investigator and Cummings School Research Assistant Pro-
fessor Megan Mueller, Ph.D., and co-investigator Leslie McCullough, Ph.D. of Washburn University, to ex-
plore the effects of the human-animal bond on the effectiveness of the EFP program. Participants ages eight 
to 18 were selected from a therapeutic treatment facility and placed either in a group of students  
receiving EFP or in a group of students who continued to receive the usual treatment from the therapeutic 
facility. Youth in the EFP program attended EFP sessions once a week for 10 sessions and all youth were 
asked to complete a brief survey at the beginning of the program, at week 5, and at week 10.  

 

The data suggests that both the treatment and control groups experienced a significant reduction in post-
traumatic stress symptoms, and the human animal bond was correlated with reduction in symptoms for the 
treatment group. These findings suggest additional evidence regarding the role of the human-animal bond 
in clinically based treatment, and could be useful in advancing awareness of EFP as a viable  
psychotherapeutic intervention. 

 

Occupational Therapy and Health Care Journal published a study in 2002 on the effects of therapeutic  
riding on sitting posture in individuals with disabilities.  Three participants (ages 10–40) with various  
disabilities were recruited from a therapeutic riding center in the Midwest. The researchers took measures 
of the sitting posture of these participants before and after an eight week therapeutic riding program.  
Posture measures were taken using a super VHS video-camera and motion analysis equipment. The video 
data was analyzed using motion analysis software. Angles were calculated from the sitting posture of  
participants, and analyzed for any change from pre-test to post-test periods.  

Findings showed significant changes in four of the eight measures of sitting posture, which suggests a 
positive effect of therapeutic riding on sitting posture in people with physical disabilities.  

 
 
 

 

 

Washington State University published a study in 2010 to examine Equine Assisted Psychotherapy (EAP) as 
a treatment for post-war post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in combat veterans.  EAP is a form of  
psychotherapy focused on helping people overcome emotional trauma by working with horses. PTSD is a 
psychobiological reaction that can emerge due to unresolved somatic and psychological responses in the 
aftermath of life-threatening and other traumatic experiences. veterans. Sufferers often display behaviors 
which are dangerous for their own safety and the safety of others. The lack of effective treatment for  
veterans with PTSD leads to an increased risk for anxiety, drug and alcohol dependency, depression,  
suicide, and violence towards others.  

 

The study revealed that there is a high rate of satisfaction reported by veterans, practitioners, and  
veterans' families through EAP treatment. It is believed that EAP will help veterans safely re-integrate into 
society and live higher quality lives. 
 

 


