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ABSTRACT

According to the social motivation theory, children with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) have reduced social motivation. This study aims to compare the effect of nature-based play therapy
and therapeutic horseback riding (THR) on the Stanford social dimensions in adolescents with ASD.
[VETELE This is a quasi-experimental study with a pre-test/post-test design. The participants were 36
adolescents aged 10-16 years with high-functioning ASD in Bojnourd, Iran, who were selected using a
convenience sampling method. They were randomly put in three groups: THR, play therapy, and control.
The experimental groups underwent intervention for 8 weeks. Before and after the intervention, The
Stanford social dimensions scale (SSDS) was completed by the parents of children. Paired t-test and analysis
of covariance (ANCOVA) were used for within-group and between-group comparisons, respectively.
[T The results of the paired t-test showed that a significant improvement in all SSDS dimensions in
the THR and play therapy groups from the pre-test to post-test phases (P<0.05). The results of ANCOVA
showed a significant difference in the post-test stage between the three groups in all SSDS dimensions
of social motivation (P<0.001), social affiliation (P<0.001), social communication (P<0.001), social
recognition (P<0.001) and unusual approach (P<0.001). The results of post hoc test showed that the THR
group had significantly better scores in social motivation, social affiliation, social communication and
social recognition compared to the play therapy group. No significant difference was found between the
two groups in the domain of unusual approach (P>0.05).

[@EMERT Both THR and nature-based play therapy can improve the Stanford social dimensions in
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Introduction

ifficulties in social functioning are recog-

nized as a core characteristic of autism spec-

trum disorder (ASD). Social functioning is a

key target of intervention for ASD. Accord-
ing to social motivation theory, children with ASD exhibit
reduced social motivation during early development. This
refers to a diminished desire to engage socially and connect
with others, regardless of the quality of the interaction or so-
cial cues. Since children with ASD may even play differently
than other children, play-based exercises can improve their
social and emotional skills. Play-based exercises often allow
parents to take an active role in the development and recov-
ery of their children with ASD. Animal-assisted intervention
is another type of intervention that has received attention in
modern research, and has been recommended for people
with ASD. One of these interventions is called equine-assist-
ed therapy which incorporates hippotherapy and therapeutic
riding. Therapeutic horseback riding (THR) in people with
ASD can lead to significant improvements in social cogni-
tion and social communication. This study aims to compare
the effects of play therapy and THR on the Stanford social
dimensions in adolescents with ASD.

Methods

This is a quasi-experimental study with a pre-test-post-
test design. Participants were 36 adolescents with high-
functioning ASD aged 10-14 years (25 boys and 11 girls)
in Bojnourd, Iran, who were selected using a convenience
sampling method. Their ASD was diagnosed based on
diagnostic criteria and by psychiatrists and experienced
doctors. They were randomly put in three groups matched
for age, gender and autism severity: THR (n=12), play
therapy (n=12) and control (n=12). The two therapy
groups participated in the interventional programs for 8
weeks, 5 sessions each week, each for 30 minutes. These
protocols included a 5-minutes of warm-up, 20 minutes
of play therapy or THR, and 5-minutes of cooling down.
During this time, people in the control group did their usu-
al daily and therapeutic activities. Before and after eight
weeks, parents filled out the Stanford social dimensions
Scale (SSDS).

The play therapy included playing, walking, and playing
with dried leaves, sand, water, muds, or toys in nature. In
the THR group, after establishing effective communica-
tion with the trainer, getting to know the horse and the
horse’s body language, how to approach and tie and take
the horse out of the box, information about the equipment
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for treating the horse, riding equipment such as bridle,
saddle, breeches, stirrups, etc., and how to open and close
the mentioned items on the horse, how to cool and dry
the horse after riding, started to train how to ride, how
to sit on the horse, how to hold hands, how to use legs,
how to place the foot in the stirrup and get the horse walk-
ing, how to control the horse after getting into a trot, and
throwing the ball from the top of the horse into the basket.

Results

The results of the paired t-test showed a significant im-
provement in the SSDS domains of social motivation
(P<0.001), social affiliation (P<0.001), social communica-
tion (P<0.001), social recognition (P<0.001) and unusual
approach (P<0.001) in the two therapy groups from the pre-
test to post-test phases. In the control group, none of these
variables were significantly different in the post-test phase
compared to the pre-test phase (P>0.05). The results of the
analysis of covariance showed a significant difference in the
post-test stage among the three groups in all SSDS domains
. The results of the post hoc test showed that the THR group
had significantly better scores in social motivation, social af-
filiation, social communication and social recognition than
the play therapy group. In the unusual approach, no signifi-
cant difference was found between the two groups.

Conclusion

Both THR and nature-based play therapy can improve the
Stanford social dimensions in adolescents with ASD, where
the THR is more effective. Therefore, playing in nature and
contact with horses are recommended for development of
the key social dimensions in adolescents with ASD.
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6. Gilliam Autism Rating Scale (GARS)
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4. Equine-Assisted Therapy (EAT)
5. Therapeutic Horseback Riding (THR)
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7. Autism Spectrum Screening Questionnaire (ASSQ)
8. Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children-1V (WISC-IV-R)
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