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Abstract

Children with autism spectrum disordér often exhibitweaker balance performance compared to
their typically developing peers,4Since maintaining balance is crucial for engaging in various
motor activities, it necessitates‘speeial attention and enhancement. This study aimed to explore
the impact of horse therapy on the'statie’and dynamic balance of children with autism spectrum
disorder. The research involved 24 childten aged 9-12 with autism spectrum disorder, divided
into experimental and control groups foria pre-test-post-test analysis. The experimental group
underwent 16 sessions of horse therapy, and the Leaf test was utilized to assess the dependent
variable. Data analysi§'Was conducted using SPSS version 27, employing ANOVA analysis of
variance and Bonferroni’spost hoc test. The findings revealed a significant enhancement in both
static (P<0.001)"and dynamie balance (P<0.001) in the experimental group following equine
thepapy cempared to the contfol group. This study underscores the efficacy of equine therapy in
amelioratingythe balance deficits of children with autism spectrum disorder, advocating for its
utilization as a beneficial intervention method in this population.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by
impairments in social communication, restricted and repetitive behaviors, and difficulties in
adaptive functioning. In addition to social, behavioral, and communication challenges, many
children with ASD experience motor impairments, including deficits in postural control, balance,
coordination, and motor planning. Balance ability plays a critical role in performing daily
activities such as walking, stair climbing, and maintaining upright posture. Therefore, balance
impairments may negatively affect the acquisition of more complex motor skill§,“participation
in social activities, and overall functional independence in children with ASI). Variousiphysical
activity-based interventions have been investigated to improve motor performance and balance
deficits in children with ASD. Among these interventions, equine-assiStedstherapy hass€merged
as a complementary rehabilitation approach that combines physi€al, semSory; cognitive, and
psychosocial stimulation through interaction between the child, “herse, and therapist. The
rhythmic and three-dimensional movements of the horsegprovide continuous sensory-motor
stimulation and challenge the rider’s postural contrgl, balance, coordination, and body
awareness. These mechanisms may facilitate impreyemefits in métor function and adaptive
abilities. Although previous studies have reported beneficial effects of equine-assisted
interventions on motor skills and functienal abilities in children with ASD, limited evidence
exists regarding its effects on statig’and dynamic balance, particularly in Iranian children with
ASD. Therefore, the present study.aimed to investigate the effect of equine therapy on static and
dynamic balance in children4vithiautism spectrum disorder.

Materials and Methods

This semi-experimental study was conducted using a pre-test—post-test design with a control
group. The participants included 24 children with ASD aged 9-12 years who were randomly
assigned to experimental andycontrol groups. The study was conducted in Mashhad, Iran, after
receiviig approval from the‘university research council and ethical approval (Ethics Code:
IR FABRIZU.REC:1402.073). Participants were selected from autism associations and
specialized autism schoels in Mashhad.

The inclusion eritefia consisted of a confirmed diagnosis of ASD, membership in the autism
association, parental consent, age range of 9-12 years, and the absence of medical
contraindications for participation in the intervention. Children with additional neurological or
medical conditions, previous equine therapy experience, severe behavioral problems, fear of
animals, participation in other sports activities, or conditions affecting neuromuscular function
were excluded.

To ensure sample homogeneity, children with high-functioning ASD were selected based on
evaluation by a psychiatrist approved by the autism association. The experimental group
participated in 16 individual equine therapy sessions, each lasting approximately 25-30 minutes.
The intervention was based on a standardized equine-assisted growth and learning model and

=l Copyright ©The authors Publisher: University of



Mind, Movement and Behavior Volume - , Number -, - 2026

was supervised by a specialist psychiatrist and trained personnel. The sessions included
progressive activities related to interaction with the horse, grooming, familiarization with riding
equipment, mounting, maintaining posture on the horse, controlling movement, confidence-
building activities, relaxation exercises, and tasks designed to improve attention, coordination,
and balance.

The control group continued receiving routine rehabilitation services, including occupational
therapy. Static and dynamic balance were assessed before and after the intervention using the
Berg Balance Scale (BBS), a standardized clinical tool consisting of 14 balance-related tasks
with scores ranging from 0 to 56. Data analysis was performed using SPSS version27. Normality
of data distribution was assessed using the Shapiro—Wilk test. Analysisfof variance and
Bonferroni post hoc tests were used to examine differences between groupsyats@ significance
level of 0.05.

Results

The findings demonstrated that the experimental group showed significangimprovements in both
static and dynamic balance following equine therapy. The results of répeated-measures analysis
of variance indicated significant effects of the assessmient time, the interaction between
assessment time and group, and the balance variable (P<0.001). The interaction effect between
group and assessment time was significant, confirming the effectiveness of equine therapy on
balance performance.

Post hoc comparisons showed that there were n0 significant differences between the
experimental and control groups at baseline in static balance (P=0.68) or dynamic balance
(P=0.40). However, after the intervention, significant differences were observed between groups
in static balance (P=0.02) and dynamic balance (P=0.03), with greater improvements in the
experimental group. Within-group comparisons also demonstrated significant improvements in
static balance (P<04001) and dynamic balance (P<0.001) in children who received equine
therapy, whereasmo significant, changes were observed in the control group.

Conclusion

The results'of this study indicate that equine therapy can effectively improve static and dynamic
balance in childreiwwith autism spectrum disorder. The positive effects of this intervention may
be related to the continuous postural adjustments, sensory-motor stimulation, and coordination
challenges provided through interaction with the horse. Equine therapy may therefore be
considered a beneficial complementary rehabilitation approach for improving balance-related
difficulties in children with ASD. Further studies with larger samples, different age groups, and
longer follow-up periods are recommended to examine the long-term effects of equine therapy.
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