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Key Message
We found 2 randomized controlled trials and 1 nonrandomized study about the clinical effectiveness of 
equine-assisted therapy as an adjunct to usual care for adults with mental health conditions.

Research Question
What is the clinical effectiveness of equine-assisted therapy as an adjunct to usual care for adults with 
mental health conditions?

Methods
Literature Search Methods
An information specialist conducted a literature search on key resources including MEDLINE, PsycINFO, the 
Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, the International HTA Database, the websites of Canadian and 
major international health technology agencies, as well as a focused internet search. The search approach 
was customized to retrieve a limited set of results, balancing comprehensiveness with relevancy. The search 
strategy comprised both controlled vocabulary, such as the National Library of Medicine’s MeSH (Medical 
Subject Headings), and keywords. Search concepts were developed based on the elements of the research 
questions and selection criteria. The main search concepts were equine-assisted therapy and mental health 
conditions. CADTH-developed search filters were applied to limit retrieval to health technology assessments, 
systematic reviews, meta-analyses, or indirect treatment comparisons, and any types of clinical trials 
or observational studies. The search was completed on May 12, 2023, and limited to English-language 
documents published since Jan 1, 2018. Internet links were provided, where available.

Selection Criteria and Summary Methods
One reviewer screened literature search results (titles and abstracts) and selected publications according 
to the inclusion criteria presented in Table 1. Full texts of study publications were not reviewed. The Overall 
Summary of Findings was based on information available in the abstracts of selected publications.

Table 1: Selection Criteria
Criteria Description

Population Adults with mental health conditions (e.g., depression, anxiety disorders, posttraumatic stress disorder, 
substance use disorders)

Intervention Equine-assisted therapy as an adjunct to usual care

Comparator Usual care alone (e.g., psychotherapy, pharmacotherapy)

Outcomes Clinical benefits (e.g., psychological symptoms, function, quality of life, patient satisfaction) and harms (e.g., 
adverse events)

Study designs Health technology assessments, systematic reviews, randomized controlled trials, nonrandomized studies

https://searchfilters.cadth.ca/
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Results
Two randomized controlled trials (RCTs)1,2 and 1 nonrandomized study3 were identified regarding the clinical 
effectiveness of equine-assisted therapy as an adjunct to usual care for adults with mental health conditions. 
No relevant health technology assessments or systematic reviews were identified.

Additional references of potential interest that did not meet the inclusion criteria are provided in Appendix 1.

Overall Summary of Findings
Two RCTs1,2 and 1 non-randomized study3 were identified regarding the clinical effectiveness of equine-
assisted therapy as an adjunct to usual care for adults with mental health conditions. Both RCTs1,2 compared 
equine-assisted therapy to a control group in veterans with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). One RCT1 
found significant changes in PTSD symptom scores and resilience scores, with no difference between the 
equine-assisted psychotherapy and standard therapy groups. Another RCT2 reported that military veterans 
in the therapeutic horseback riding group had significant decreases in PTSD symptom scores but no change 
in coping self-efficacy, emotional regulation, or social and emotional loneliness scores. The nonrandomized 
study3 investigated equine-assisted short-term psychodynamic psychotherapy in adults with intrapsychic 
and interpersonal problems. For both conditions, the authors found a significant decline in psychological 
dysfunction, with no difference between equine-assisted therapy and standard care.3
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