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Session 1: Behaviour 
 

Before we can understand or modify domestic horse behaviour, we should observe 

free-roaming horse behaviour to learn what is “natural”. 

 

What is typical horse behaviour in a natural setting? 

• Live in bands of 2-12 horses 

• In free-roaming herds, there are only stallions, who despite tales to the contrary, 

live together quite peaceably. 

• Prey animals which makes them vigilant 

• Choose flight over fight 

• Spend majority of time eating 

• Have distinct social ecology 

• Behaviours specific to stallions and mares 

 

Ethogram – compendium of clearly described behaviours for a species 

• Ears 

 

• Body 

 

• Legs 

 

• Tail 

 

• Face 

 

How does domestication affect horse behaviour?  

• Social isolation 

• Discrete meals 

• Forced affiliations 

• Reduced foraging 

• Predator/prey conflict 

 

Stereotypies: uniform, repetitive behaviours that appear to serve no function in the 

current environment 

 

 

 



Why should we be concerned with equine behaviour? 

• Indicative of health status 

• Indicative of performance 

• Indicative of affective state 

• Indicative of mental state 

• Indicative of learning capability 

• Predictive of future behaviour 

 

The three Fs – food, friends, freedom  



Session 2: Handling tips 
 

Risky business: working with equids in a veterinary capacity it is almost inevitable that 

injuries to vets and vet techs will occur. Injuries are significant and can be career-

altering.  

 

Risk factors: 

• Recent graduates 

• Specific procedures 

• Size of the animal 

• Aversive and painful procedures 

• Lack of training 

• Lack of help 

Causes of injury: 

• Kick 

• Strike 

• Crush 

• Bite  

Traditional ways of dealing with difficult horses:  

• Chemical restraint 

• Physical restraint 

Instead: use low stress handling 
 
ISES Training Principles: 

1. Regard for safety 

2. Regard for nature 

3. Regard for mental ability 

4. Regard for emotional state 

5. Correct use of habituation/desensitization 



6. Correct use of operant conditioning 

7. Correct use of classical conditioning 

8. Correct use of shaping 

9. Correct use of signals/cues 

10. Regard for self-carriage 

 
Learning theory: understanding how an animal learns enables us to be better trainers 

Operant conditioning 
 

Positive Reinforcement Positive Punishment 

Negative Reinforcement Negative Punishment 

 
Most useful behaviours to train to assist veterinary procedures: 

• Standing still 

• Leading and trotting in hand 

• Lowering head 

• Accepting oral treatments 

• Accepting injections 

• Accepting clipping 

• Accepting rectals 

• Accepting eye treatments 
 



Why bother with learning theory? 

• Owners/clients have higher expectation of how their horses should be handled 

• Quick-fix techniques may result in adverse responses (short or long term) 

• Improve safety, job satisfaction in large animal practice 

• Improve confidence 

• Reduce animal stress 

• Protects from litigation 
 
 
Setting up for success:  

• Comfortable environment 

• Competent assistance 

• LIMA 

• Maintain positive emotional state 

• Avoid escalating situation 

• Avoid escape learning 

• Guide and shape responses 

• PPE 

 
Take-away messages: the role of the vet or vet tech is to maintain/restore full health 
and optimal performance but this does not mean behaviour should be overlooked. 
  



Session 3: Evidence-based research to practice 
 
Umwelt: The world as experienced by a particular organism. Individuals can experience 
different umwelten even when sharing the same environment 
 
Vision:  

• 310° range of vision 

• Monocular vision 

• Binocular vision 

• Raise head to see distance 

• Lack fine focus 

• See in low light 

• Colour blind 
 
 
Smell: 

• Recognize conspecifics 
 

• Smell human emotions 
 

• Equine appeasing pheromone to reduce anxiety 
 
 
Hearing/vocalization:  

• Stern voice more arousing 

• Growl more vigilant  

• Soothing voice more compliant 
 

• Whinny 

• Snort  

• Send social intentions through vocalizations 

• Human recognition of horse whinnies 

 



Human facial expressions: 

• Left eye gaze bias and increased HR to angry face 
 

• Right eye gaze bias to joyful face 
 
 
Human approach: 

• Move away from direct approach 

• Group housed horses more standoffish 

• Experience (good and bad) forms generalized view 
 
 
Interaction with humans: 

• Horses choose food over humans            
 

• Prefer wither scratching to other body areas 
 

Human body posture: 

• Facing horse drives them away 

• Turning away slows horse down 

• Do not differentiate those with mental illness 
 
 
Horse emotion: 

• Indicators of fear or pain 

• Indicators of relaxation 

• Preference testing 
 

• Human ability to recognize signs 
 
Horse cognition: 

• Emotion ~ welfare 

• Cognitive bias 

• PR vs. NR 

• Learning and recall 



• Environment 
 
Learned helplessness: 

• Psychological condition brought on by inability to escape aversive situation 

• Apathy 

• Depression  
 
 
Putting research into practice 
AAEP Statement on the Use of Medroxyprogesterone Acetate in Competition Horses 

• Medroxyprogesterone acetate (MPA) is a synthetic progestin hormone 
administered to mares off-label in an attempt to suppress behavioral estrus. 
However, a controlled research study found that MPA was not effective at 
suppression of behavioral estrus. Many veterinarians believe MPA modifies 
behavior by producing a calming effect in the horse and does not have a 
therapeutic benefit that goes beyond this behavior modification. Therefore, the 
AAEP recommends that MPA should not be administered to horses in 
competition. 

 
AAEP Position on Therapeutic Medication for the Competition Horse 

• Oral administration of various supplements containing a combination of 
electrolytes, amino acids and herbs are marketed and sold in large quantities to 
the performance horse owner/trainer with the advertised purpose to “quiet” the 
competition horse. The use of these supplements violates the spirit of the rules 
concerning the quieting of competition horses and the AAEP recommends that 
their use be discouraged by veterinarians.   

• In some disciplines, acepromazine is sometimes permitted to be used as a 
quieting agent. The AAEP discourages its use in competition 

 
AAEP Position on Therapeutic Medication to Horses for Sale at Public Auction 

• As a general recommendation for medication of sales horses, the AAEP 
recommends that no medication be given within 24 hours of the start of a horse’s 
sales session, except in such situations as where certain medications can 
facilitate a fair and safe sale for both parties’ benefit. An example could be the 
administration of acepromazine to facilitate safe handling.  

 
National Farm Animal Care Council (NFACC) Code of Practice: 

• Handlers must be familiar with equine behaviour and competent in humane 
handling 

• Horses must be handled in a manner that does not subject them to avoidable 
pain or injury 

• Understand field of vision, flight zone, point of balance 
• Avoid sudden actions or noises 
• Provide adequate lighting 



• Approach unfamiliar horse with caution 
• Training and learning 

• Horses must not be trained in a manner that subjects them to avoidable 
pain or causes injury 

• Consult experienced trainer 
• Use minimal force 
• Train in short sessions 
• Minimum train to lead, load, handle feet 
• Correct use of tack and equipment 
• Check teeth before bitting 

 
Tail alterations: 

• Docking 
• Amputation of the tail, usually leaving ~6” 
• Prevents tail getting caught in work harness or when breeding 

• Blocking 
• Nerves are blocked to prevent tail swishing 
• Common in Western performance horses 

• Nicking  
• Cutting tendons resulting in artificially high tail carriage 

• Research is lacking 
• No benefit to tail docking 
• Tail wrapping or braiding not a good alternative 
• Amputation is a painful procedure  
• Ataxia, nerve damage and scarring can result from tail blocking 
• "The Canadian Veterinary Medical Association (CVMA) is opposed to the 

surgical alteration of the tail of the horse for cosmetic or competitive purposes. 
This includes but is not limited to docking, nicking and blocking. These 
procedures do not contribute to the health of the horse and are used primarily for 
gain in the show ring (nicking, blocking and docking) or because of historical 
custom (docking). Surgical alteration of the tail must only be performed when it is 
deemed medically necessary by a veterinarian (e.g. injury)" 

 
FEI regulations: 

• Ban on removal of sensory hairs (whiskers, etc.) 
• Ban hyperflexion in warm-up or competition ring 

 
Swiss regulations: 

• Cannot keep a horse alone 
• Young horses must be kept in groups 
• Outdoor free time 
• Stall dimensions 
• Copious forage 
• Illegal practices 
• Required education 



Session 4: Education options for horse owners 
 
Leading cause for horses being surrendered is behaviour 

Owners look to vet for advice 

International society for equitation science 

• Promotes an objective, evidence-based understanding of the welfare of horses 

during training and competition by applying valid, quantitative scientific methods 

• www.equitationscience.com  

 

ISES Position Statement on Leadership and Dominance 

• Dominance hierarchies are human concepts 

• Horses interact one-on-one 

• Relationships established through avoidance of conflict 

• Leadership not specific to one horse for all things 

• Social leadership 

• Spatial leadership 

 

ISES Position Statement on Aversive Stimuli 

• Use of negative reinforcement by definition requires exposure to aversive stimuli 

• Avoid excessive or prolonged pressure 

• Appropriate timing of release of pressure 

• Avoid punishment 

 

ISES Position Statement on Head & Neck Position (HNP) 

• HNP in front or or on the vertical are acceptable 

 

• HNP behind vertical, extreme hyperflexion or inverted are unacceptable 

 

ISES Position Statement on Restrictive Nosebands 

• Restrictive nosebands prevent normal oral behaviours and mask pain and 
discomfort 
 

• Restrictive noseband no longer operates on principle of negative reinforcement 

• Appropriate fit is 2-fingers on frontal plane 

http://www.equitationscience.com/


• Use standardized measuring tool 

 

Equine pain face/Horse grimace scale – six landmark areas to determine if a horse is in 

pain 

1. Ears  

2. Eyes 

3. Above eyes 

4. Mouth/chin 

5. Facial muscles 

6. Nostrils  

Stereotypic behaviour managed by: 
• Preventing 

• Addressing cause 

• Retraining 

• Acceptance 
 
Repurposing 

• This is not the right horse for you 

• Retrain 

• Sell 

• New career 

• Education  

• Retirement  
 
The Right Horse https://therighthorse.org/  
 
EBARQ: The Equine Behavior Assessment and Research Questionnaire (E-BARQ), a 
University of Sydney study, investigating how horse training and management interact 
with behaviour. https://e-barq.com  
 

https://therighthorse.org/
https://e-barq.com/


Equine Guelph online courses 2-week horse behaviour and safety; 12-week equine 
behaviour; 12-week advanced equine behaviour 
https://equineguelph.ca/education/index.php  
 
My Horse University online short course horse behaviour and welfare 
https://www.myhorseuniversity.com/  
 
The other equids: 

• Donkeys live longer than horses 
• Live in small groups 
• Territorial  

• Guarding 
• Fight  
• Freeze  

• Display more subtle behaviours 
• Quick learners 
• Mules are intermediate in the behaviour between horses and donkeys 

 
Through applying knowledge of horse behavior and learning 

• Improve welfare 
• Reduce wastage 
• Optimize performance 
• Improve safety 
• Improve vet-client relationships 

 
The future is in your hands! 
  

https://equineguelph.ca/education/index.php
https://www.myhorseuniversity.com/
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