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Abstract This systematic mapping review mapped current knowledge of equine-assisted interventions for people with autism to help guide future practice and research.
Thirty-three studies including children and adolescents
with autism, 3 of which confirmed diagnoses, were
reviewed. Five types of equine-assisted activities were
identified across 25 studies, with reported improvements
in behavior, social interaction, and communication. Four
types of equine-assisted therapies were identified across 8
studies, with reported improvements in motor control and
self-care. Diﬀerent approaches to therapeutic riding and
hippotherapy, the most studied interventions, were evident.
While this literature reflected early scientific development,
it oﬀered broad proof of concept that equine-assisted interventions can benefit children and adolescents with autism.
Promising outcomes support continued investigation
focused on standardization, appropriateness, and eﬃcacy.
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This paper reports on a systematic mapping review of peerreviewed literature on equine-assisted interventions for
individuals characterized as having ASD published over
35 years, from 1980 to 2015. Because only 9% of included
studies confirmed that their respective research participants
had diagnoses of autism spectrum disorder (ASD), findings
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reported herein may or may not generalize to individuals
with true ASD. This limitation noted, the comprehensive
map of equine-assisted interventions portrayed as relevant
and beneficial to individuals with ASD generated through
this systematic mapping review appears both needed and
timely.
Preliminary evidence suggests that equine-assisted interventions for people with ASD are promising. A systematic
review found preliminary proof of concept for animalassisted interventions, or interventions that incorporate
animals in therapeutic activities (Animal Assisted Intervention International 2013), for individuals with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) (O’Haire 2017). While most of the
28 studies in the review had methodological weaknesses,
they collectively oﬀered evidence that people with ASD
who participate in animal-assisted interventions may experience improvements in social interaction, positive emotions, stress, communication, and motor skills. Horses were
incorporated in 12 of the 28 studies on animal-assisted
interventions, suggesting that opportunities for beneficial
experiences with horses may appeal to people with ASD,
their families and caregivers.
Other indicators likewise suggest that equine-assisted
interventions for individuals with ASD are growing in
popular appeal. Indeed, popular culture has promoted the
idea that horses have a healing power for people with ASD.
For instance, a popular film portrayed the transformative
impact of horses on Temple Grandin (Bellows et al. 2010),
presumably the world’s most famous person with ASD. In
like fashion, a 2015 story in a national newspaper on therapeutic riding (TR) and ASD reported that “parents and
caretakers are almost unanimous: There’s something about
horses. The relationships and bonds that the children form
with the animals can be transformative” (Mellen 2015).
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