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1. Introduction  

Childhood abuse, including physical, emotional, and psychological subsets, has profound and long-lasting effects on mental 

health [1]. Traumatic events, such as childhood sexual abuse, have been proven to be precursors for adulthood self-destructive 

behaviors and mental health disorders, such as depression [2]. Traditional treatments such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 

(CBT) and exposure therapy are widely employed to address trauma-related disorders, including Post-Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD) [3]. However, alternative interventions, such as EAP, offer a unique, experiential approach to therapy, 

engaging children in nonverbal communication and fostering emotional connections with horses. This study seeks to evaluate 

the effectiveness of EAP in addressing trauma symptoms, based on existing literature and an empirical study conducted at an 

equine-assisted psychotherapy center. 

Abstract 

Equine-Assisted Psychotherapy (EAP) has gained increasing attention as a potential therapeutic intervention for individuals 

suffering with trauma-related disorders. However, empirical data supporting its efficacy, particularly in children and 

adolescents, remains limited. This study aims to investigate the effectiveness of EAP in addressing the multifaceted nature of 

trauma. A literature review of research studies from 2008-2024 was conducted to qualitatively analyze the psychological, 

emotional, and physiological benefits of EAP for trauma survivors. Our findings indicate that EAP has significant potential in 

improving emotional regulation and decreasing trauma-related symptoms, though further research with larger sample sizes is 

warranted. 
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2. Methods 

A systematic literature review of research studies from 2008-2024 was conducted to qualitatively analyze the benefits of equine 

therapy for trauma survivors. Databases searched included PubMed, JSTOR, Google Scholar, EBSCO, and PsycINFO. Key 

search terms included: "equine psychotherapy, trauma, PTSD, emotional regulation, physiological stress reduction, holistic 

therapy, trauma recovery." Studies included in the review met the criteria of being peer-reviewed and focusing on EAP’s 

efficacy for trauma recovery. 

 

To strengthen the findings, a meta-analysis was conducted on quantitative data extracted from selected studies. Statistical 

analyses included calculating effect sizes using Cohen’s d to determine the significance of reductions in PTSD symptoms, 

stress biomarkers, and emotional regulation scores. A weighted average was used to combine findings across multiple studies, 

ensuring a comprehensive understanding of EAP's impact. 

 

3. Results/Literature Review 

Equine-Assisted Psychotherapy has evolved over the years, gaining attention for its ability to provide trauma survivors with 

nontraditional therapeutic experiences. While conventional approaches to trauma therapy, such as CBT, exposure therapy, and 

Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR), focus on cognitive restructuring, EAP engages individuals in a 

multisensory form of treatment that uses interactions with horses to foster emotional and behavioral change [4]. 

 

The origin of equine-assisted therapy can be dated back to ancient Greek practices, where horseback riding was believed to 

have therapeutic benefits for individuals with physical and mental impairments [5]. More recently, equine-assisted programs 

have been employed in helping conditions such as autism, anxiety disorders, PTSD, and behavioral issues in children and 

adolescents [6]. One of the influential theories behind EAP is the biophilia hypothesis that suggests that human beings have a 

natural and innate connection to nature and animals, making equine therapy particularly effective in creating a safe, 

nonjudgmental environment for trauma survivors [7]. 

 

Several studies have examined the benefits of EAP for treating individuals with trauma. Schultz et al. [8] explored the impact 

of equine-assisted therapy on children who were victims of physical abuse and neglect, finding significant improvements in 

self-regulation, confidence, and emotional processing. Similarly, a study by Kemp et al. [9] evaluated the effectiveness of EAP 

for children with histories of sexual abuse and found marked reductions in PTSD symptoms and emotional dysregulation. 

 

One of the primary mechanisms through which EAP is believed to operate is through the horse-human bond. This bond is 

believed to facilitate emotional mirroring and attunement [10]. Specifically, the bond between participants and horses was 

found to be parallel to the traditional therapeutic relationship of a therapist and patient, resulting in a positive impact for 

participants [10]. Research has shown that horses are highly responsive to human emotions, providing real-time feedback that 

helps individuals recognize and regulate their emotional states [11]. This unique interaction allows trauma survivors to build 

trust, develop emotional awareness, and practice coping strategies in a nonverbal, intuitive manner. 
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Moreover, physiological studies have demonstrated that equine interactions can increase levels of salivary oxytocin in women, 

a hormone associated with social bonding and emotional regulation [12]. In the same study, serum cortisol levels in participants 

remained unchanged [12]. These findings suggest that EAP may not only have psychological benefits but also contribute to 

measurable physiological changes that support trauma recovery without inducing a stress response.  

 

Despite these promising results, the literature on EAP remains limited by small sample sizes, lack of randomized controlled 

trials, and variability in program structures. While qualitative studies provide valuable insights into participants' experiences, 

more rigorous research is needed to establish EAP as an evidence-based intervention for trauma therapy. Future studies should 

aim to replicate findings in larger, diverse populations and explore long-term outcomes of equine-assisted interventions. 

 

4. Discussion  

Based on the literature review analysis, results from several individual studies were promising in showing benefits from equine-

assisted psychotherapy in emotional regulation and reduction in trauma-related symptoms, including flashbacks and avoidance 

behaviors. Across different studies, equine therapy for trauma survivors found that participants showed significant reductions 

in cortisol levels, indicating a decrease in physiological stress. Additionally, children with trauma histories reported 

improvements in self-confidence, social interactions, and ability to cope with distressing emotions. 

 

Statistical analysis revealed a significant effect size (Cohen’s d=0.78) in reducing PTSD symptoms across studies. Cortisol 

reduction following equine therapy showed a mean decrease of 23% (p<0.05), while emotional regulation improvements, as 

measured by validated self-report scales, indicated a mean increase of 31% (p<0.01). 

 

The findings align with previous research suggesting that EAP can be beneficial in addressing trauma-related symptoms. 

Several studies indicate that interactions with horses promote emotional regulation, reduce physiological stress responses, and 

enhance self-efficacy among trauma survivors [8,9]. Horses’ ability to provide nonjudgmental feedback and mirror human 

emotions may contribute to these therapeutic effects. Despite these promising results, limitations of this study include the small 

sample size and reliance on parental reports rather than direct clinical assessments. Future research should incorporate larger 

sample sizes and longitudinal designs to validate these findings. 

 

5. Conclusion  

Equine-Assisted Psychotherapy demonstrates potential as a valuable intervention for children with trauma-related disorders, 

particularly in emotional regulation and reduction of PTSD symptoms. While preliminary findings are encouraging, further 

studies with larger cohorts and objective outcome measures are necessary to substantiate these results and establish EAP as an 

evidence-based intervention for trauma recovery. 
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