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Abstract:

Equine-assisted Services (EAS) have gained popularity in therapeutic settings, especially for addressing
the needs of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Despite anecdotal support, the existing
literature lacks consistency in methodology. This study aims to empirically clarify concepts related to
the efficacy of EAS in ASD interventions.

Objective: The objective of this study is to assess the reinforcing function of therapy horses through
preference and reinforcement assessments, specifically focusing on their impact on the response rate
of children with ASD within equine-assisted therapy.

Design: Five children diagnosed with ASD, aged between 5 and 10 years, with limited verbal
development, prior experience with horses, and independent riding skills, participated in this study.
The study employed a multi-session design, including parent interviews, preference assessments,
reinforcement training, and reinforcement testing.



Results: The results revealed a hierarchy of preferences for each participant, determined by combining
structured interviews with parents and preference assessments. Preliminary results indicated
promising outcomes regarding the reinforcing efficacy of therapy horses for children with ASD, with
further analyses underway to evaluate response rates and the hierarchy of preferences obtained.

Conclusion: This study presents an approach to exploring the potential role of horses as reinforcers in
animal-assisted interventions. Initial findings suggest that horses may serve as effective reinforcers for
maintaining or shaping desired behaviors in children with ASD. Additionally, parental reports of
positive changes in children's behavior during the study raise questions regarding the contingent
versus non-contingent participation of horses, warranting further investigation.



