
  

Equine Behaviour and Welfare 

 

As you progress through the year during your Level Three Advanced Technical Certificate or 

Diploma in Equine Management you will undertake a series of units which focus on different 

aspects of equine care. 

The second learning outcome within the unit ‘Horse Behaviour and Welfare’ is ‘Understand 

Horse Behaviour’.  

Understanding horse behaviour is key for both the theoretical and practical knowledge for 

your course, but, even more importantly, it is vital for safety and welfare. It is also included 

in the British Horse Society Stage One Care examination – which is one of the main 

qualifications recognised in the UK equestrian industry. 

Within this resource, we are going to focus on the horse’s survival strategy, which is ‘Fight 

or Flight’ and how, if you can recognise the early and more subtle signs of fear in the horse, 

you can take steps to take control of a situation, calm the horse and prevent it entering 

‘flight mode’. This in turn will make a much safer environment for both you and your horse. 

A behaviour is the way a horse responds to a 

particular situation.  

For example, most horses will prick up their ears 

and walk towards you in response to the sight of a 

feed bucket! 

 

What different behaviours have you seen when a horse is frightened – this could be when 

the horse is loose, lead in hand or ridden? Try and identify at least 6 examples, more would 

be fantastic! 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

 



These are the types of behaviour often associated with frightened horses: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aggression – biting, kicking, striking out  

Removing a predator – bucking, rearing, spinning, throwing itself onto the ground 

Running away – bolting, pulling back, barging 

These all come into the category of ‘fight or flight behaviour’ and are often associated with 

accidents and injury.  

Horses rarely go from a calm relaxed state to full on ‘fight or flight’ mode without any 

warning. The signs that show the horse is becoming unsettled or agitated are often missed – 

as a horse person, if you are aware of the subtler signs, you can help diffuse a situation 

before it becomes dangerous. 

 

The horse on the left in this photograph is 

showing signs of fear (not surprisingly, given the 

intentions of his companion!). 

His head is up, his muscles are tense (particularly 

in his head and neck) and you can see from the 

position of his left ear, that his attention is 

focused on his companion. 

You will often see a similar stance and expression 

from a horse that is fearful of being clipped when 

approached by someone carrying a set of clippers 

– the horse is positioning him/herself ready to 

run. 



This stance is sometimes called the ‘startle reflex’ and signals that the horse is getting ready 

to put his/her weight onto their hindquarters, before they turn and flee. 

 

Other signs of fear that are often seen are: 

Whinnying or calling for companions – they may also 

snort (a short, sharp outward breath). Note the wide eye 

and tense facial muscles. 

 

 

 

Wide eyes which show the white of the eyes 

(Again, note the tension in the muzzle). 

 

 

 

You may also see the horse pass droppings – this is due to the release of adrenaline, a hormone 

which prepares the horse for flight. The horse is literally ‘lightening the load’ to help it run faster! 

So, to recap, horses showing a raised head with ears focused on the ‘threat’ and wide eyes, and are 

standing with the weight on all legs with tense muscles are afraid. If the threat is not removed, the 

next step is flight. 

If you can learn to recognise these early signs of fear, you can look for whatever is the threat 

(clippers, tractor, umbrella, small child!) and remove it (or the horse from the threat, i.e. move the 

horse away from the tractor).  

Next time you are spending time with your horse, or are watching horses, look out for these signs 

and see if you can spot them. If you spot them, try and identify what is causing the problem and 

think what you would do to remove the threat. The more practice you have at spotting the signs, the 

easier it becomes.  


