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Description

Some practitioners may recommend certain types of physical activity, such as various sports and recreation, to 
improve strength, balance, coordination and muscle tone.  Such activities may include, but are not limited to, 
aerobics, weight training, swimming, golf, and horseback riding (hippotherapy).

Policy

Recreational activity as physical therapy is considered not medically necessary, as it does not meet all of the 
criteria for physical therapy services as outlined in the Policy Guidelines and is not generally recognized as an 
appropriate therapeutic intervention by the American Physical Therapy Association. 

Hippotherapy/equine therapy as a form of therapeutic exercise for individuals with neuromuscular handicaps (such as 
cerebral palsy, muscular dystrophy or multiple sclerosis) or behavioral and psychiatric disorders, or for any other 
diagnosis, is considered experimental / investigational, as it does not meet TEC criteria # 2-5. 

Policy Guidelines

Experimental / Investigational

The term "experimental/investigational" describes services or supplies that are in the developmental stage and are in
the process of human or animal testing. Services or supplies that do not meet all 5 of the criteria listed below adopted
by the BlueCross BlueShield Association Technology Evaluation Center (TEC) are deemed to be
experimental/investigational:

1. The technology* must have final approval from the appropriate U.S. government regulatory bodies; and
2. The scientific evidence must permit conclusions concerning the effect of the technology on health outcomes; and
3. The technology must improve the net health outcome; and
4. The technology must be as beneficial as any established alternatives; and
5. The improvement must be attainable outside the investigational settings.

* Technology includes drugs, devices, processes, systems, or techniques

Rationale:

The current peer-reviewed literature is insufficient to support the effectiveness of hippotherapy, also referred to as 
equine movement therapy, as a treatment of individuals with neuromuscular handicaps or any other condition.
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The use of recreational activity as physical therapy includes services or equipment that are routinely used for 
recreational, sport, or other non-medical purposes. Some practitioners maintain that recreational activity or sports is a 
form of therapeutic exercise and a physical therapy modality.  However, although recreational activity may be 
beneficial, it is not construed as an appropriate therapeutic intervention, as it does not meet all of the following 
criteria:

Physical therapy services must:

• meet the functional needs of a patient who suffers from physical impairment due to disease, trauma, congenital 
anomalies, or prior therapeutic intervention;

• achieve a specific diagnosis-related goal for a patient who has a reasonable expectation of achieving 
measurable improvement in a reasonable and predictable period of time;

• provide specific, effective, and reasonable treatment for the patient’s diagnosis and physical condition;

• require the judgment, knowledge, and skills of a qualified provider of physical therapy services, due to the 
complexity and sophistication of the therapy and the physical condition of the patient; and

• be delivered by a qualified provider of physical therapy services under an established treatment plan.  A qualified 
provider is one who is licensed to provide physical therapy in the jurisdiction in which they practice, and who 
performs services within the scope of their licensure.

2008 Update:

A search of the peer-reviewed literature was performed from August 2006 through August 2008.  Therapeutic 
horseback riding has been proposed for improving muscle tone, postural and head control and for psychological 
benefits; however, further clinical research is needed to compare the benefits of therapeutic horseback riding to other 
interventions.  Therefore, the policy statements are unchanged. 

2010 Update:

A search of the peer-reviewed literature was performed from August 2008 through August 2010.  Findings in the 
literature do not support the use of hippotherapy in the treatment of neuromuscular disorders. Further evidence-
based research is needed to determine whether hippotherapy is effective in the treatment of CP, MS or other motor 
disorders.  There is also a lack of evidence regarding the therapeutic value of hippotherapy for other conditions, such 
as behavioral or psychiatric disorders.

2012 Update:  

A search of the peer-reviewed literature was performed through October 2012.  There is a lack of evidence 
supporting the therapeutic value of hippotherapy for any condition, therefore the policy statements are unchanged.  

2014 Update: 

A search of the peer-reviewed literature was performed from November 2012 through October 2014.  Findings in the 
literature do not change the conclusions on the use of hippotherapy for any condition.  Therefore, the policy 
statements are unchanged.

2017 Update:

A search of the peer-reviewed literature was performed from November 2014 through January 2017.  Findings in the 
literature do not change the conclusions on the use of recreational activity as physical therapy and/or hippotherapy 
for any condition.  Therefore, the policy statements are unchanged.
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2019 Update:

A search of the peer-reviewed literature was performed from February 2017 through February 2019.  Findings in the 
literature do not change the conclusions regarding recreational activity as physical therapy and/or hippotherapy for 
any condition.  Therefore, the policy statement remains unchanged.

2021 Update: 

A search of the peer-reviewed literature was performed from March 2019 through February 2021.  Findings in the 
literature do not change the conclusions regarding recreational activity as physical therapy and/or hippotherapy for 
any condition.  Therefore, the policy statement remains unchanged.

Benefit Applications

Check the member's contract for benefits.  Most contracts exclude any service related to recreational activities.  This 
includes, but is not limited to, sports, games, equestrian, and athletic training.

NOTE:  For FEP business check the member's contract for benefits.

 
Cross References to Related Policies and Procedures

Occupational Therapy  Medical Policy 8.01.004
Physical Therapy  Medical Policy 8.01.001 
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This policy statement relates only to the services or supplies described herein.  Coverage will 
vary from contract to contract and by line of business and should be verified before applying the 

terms of the policy.


