Therapeutic horseback riding reduces hyperactivity in children with
autism

CU Anschutz Researchers Find
Horseback Riding May Help
Autistic Youth With Behavioral
and Emotional Challenges
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New research from the University of Colorado Anschutz in USA provides strong evidence to
suggest that horseback riding can help reduce hyperactivity and improve other behavioral
and emotional challenges in children with autism and other psychiatric disorders.

The study, supported by the National Institutes of Health and published today in Pediatrics,
builds on earlier research showing benefits from eight to 10 weeks of therapeutic horseback
riding for children with autism. Researchers wanted to determine whether those findings
could be replicated at two different riding centers and whether learning about horses -
without interacting with or riding them - could provide similar benefits.

The new study involved children with autism and a co-occurring psychiatric diagnoses who
participated in one of three groups: horse riding, horse-related but no horse contact barn
activities and a waitlist control group.

The researchers found that children in the riding group experienced significantly more
improvements in hyperactivity compared with children in the other groups. Improvements
were also seen in both equine activity interventions (riding and barn groups) compared to
the waitlist in areas including irritability, emotional regulation and social functioning.

There is something about riding a horse that is particularly helpful for kids with hyperactivity.
For kids with autism and hyperactivity, equine-assisted therapy might be a good way to
augment existing treatments.”


https://news.cuanschutz.edu/news-stories/horse-based-activities-may-help-autistic-youth-with-behavioral-and-emotional-challenges

Robin Gabriels, PsyD, MA, study’s senior author and principal investigator, professor of
psychiatry and licensed clinical psychologist at CU Anschutz and Children’s Hospital Colorado

Or even an alternative to traditional drug therapy, which can have unwelcome side effects.
Replicating the findings

The study was conducted at Riding to the Top, a therapeutic riding center near Windham,
Maine. The center is smaller than Hearts & Horses in Colorado, where the researchers
conducted their earlier study.

The researchers intentionally chose a different riding center to see whether the results could
be reproduced in another setting and with a different group of instructors, horses and
children.

“We wanted to see if we could replicate what we found in Colorado at another riding center
across the country,” Gabriels said. “The fact that we saw similar results at both centers is
encouraging.”

Do children have to ride?

The study also examined whether children could benefit simply by spending time at the
riding center learning about horses by engaging in horse-related activities with a life-sized
stuffed toy horse, but having no direct contact with horses or riding horses.

Those activities may offer an alternative for children who are not ready or able to ride.

“Horses are very accepting, and they respond to body language,” Gabriels said. “That
interaction can provide children with opportunities to practice communication, emotional
regulation and other skills in a very different environment.”

Focusing on children with multiple diagnoses

About 50% of the children in the earlier study had both autism and another psychiatric
diagnosis. The new study specifically focused on children with autism and psychiatric
diagnoses to determine whether therapeutic horseback riding could benefit this higher-
intervention risk group .

The researchers say the findings do not mean that every child with autism will benefit from
horseback riding. But they add to growing evidence that structured activities involving
horses may be useful as part of a broader approach to addressing behavioral and emotional
challenges.

The study also suggests that horse-based programs may provide benefits beyond traditional
clinical settings, particularly for children who respond well to animals and outdoor activities.



“Working with horses gives these kids a chance to do something active, social and
engaging,” Gabriels said. “For some children, that may be a particularly effective way to help
them develop skills that can be difficult to teach in a traditional clinical environment.”

The researchers plan to continue studying how horse-based activities affect children with
autism and psychiatric conditions and which aspects of the interaction may be responsible
for the benefits.

Source:

University of Colorado Anschutz
www.news-medical.net, October 9, 2026
Journal reference:

Gabriels, R. L., et al. (2026). Therapeutic horseback riding for youth with autism and
psychiatric comorbidities: A randomized trial. Pediatrics. DOI: 10.1542/peds.2026-
077263. https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-abstract/doi/10.1542/peds.2026-
077263/210741/Therapeutic-Horseback-Riding-for-Youth-With-Autism

Posted in: Child Health News | Medical Research News



https://news.cuanschutz.edu/news-stories/horse-based-activities-may-help-autistic-youth-with-behavioral-and-emotional-challenges
http://www.news-medical.net/
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-abstract/doi/10.1542/peds.2026-077263/210741/Therapeutic-Horseback-Riding-for-Youth-With-Autism
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-abstract/doi/10.1542/peds.2026-077263/210741/Therapeutic-Horseback-Riding-for-Youth-With-Autism
https://www.news-medical.net/category/Child-Health-News.aspx
https://www.news-medical.net/category/Medical-Research-News.aspx

