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Sarah Ruthen
The Effects of Equine-Assisted Therapy on the Social Functioning of Autistic Adults
Background: Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD’s) are among the most prevalent neurodevelopmental disorders 
diagnosed in the United States each year. Equine-assisted therapy is a treatment strategy where an occupational therapist 
uses a horse as a modality during which the patient responds to the therapeutic effects of the horse. This study aimed to 
see if an intervention of equine-assisted therapy would improve the social functioning of autistic adults.

Methods: Ten participants with ASD’s engaged in a thirty-minute intervention every Sunday for a period of eight 
weeks. This intervention included riding and engaging in animal husbandry. The Social Responsiveness Scale (SRS) 
was administered pre and post intervention to the guardians of the participants.

Results: Participants were observed to have better focus and moods when engaged in riding than when off the horse. A 
paired two-sample t-test was used to analyze the data from the SRS. All participants scored in the severe range during 
pre and post, indicating severe social impairment; however, there was a significant improvement from pre to post 
intervention. (p-value was .00001)

Conclusions: This study shows that equine-assisted therapy has a positive effect on the social functioning of autistic 
individuals. More comparative research must be conducted with a larger pool of participants to confirm the validity of 
this research.
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