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HOW TO PROVIDE
STABLE LIVING

Everyone knows that babies cry when they're in pain and that they suck their

thumb to soothe. But did you know that horses can do this in their own way??

Why care about pain/stress

While humans can easily communicate when they are in pain,

animals like horses cannot (3).

When horses are in pain, they exhibit behavioral cues and

physiological changes:
 - Heart rates and Blood pressure (11)

 - Kicking at abdomen
 - Weight shifting

 - Head shaking (3, 1)
 - Tension in lips and chin (8)

 - Eye blinks
 - Aggression, Hostility and Lethargic behavior (9)

These can assist researchers in determining horse welfare as

well as use it in clinical research (16).
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Stereotypies and why we should care

A stereotypy is a repetitive, invariant behavioral

pattern that has no obvious function or goal. (13)

In humans, this can appear as digit-sucking. (12)

In horses, this can appear as repetitive head, limb or

body movements such as stall weaving and cribbing.

(6)

Stall weaving is when a horse sways it weight from

one side to the other, resulting in a

repetitive swinging head and neck movement. (6)

Stereotypies are generally thought to be associated

with reduced animal welfare as their development is

correlated with sub-optimal environments.

(4) However, this is not necessarily true.

The occurrence of a stereotypy does not affect a

horse's quality of life in every case and it is not an

accurate indicator of current suffering. (5; 12)
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What causes horse pain/stress What causes horse stereotypies
Researchers have been interested in studying

what causes pain/stress in horses. They have

identified many direct and indirect causes of

pain. Some of the significant causes of pain

include:

Routine and emergency surgeries e.g.

castration and celiotomy (incision at the

abdomen) (7,18)

Back pain due to extensive ridding (14,17)

Transportation and isolation when

moving horses across farms (11)

In a horse's natural habitat, the majority of their

time is spent interacting with their herd and

grazing. (15) However, in captive environments

such as stables, this natural behavior is

restricted and can result in stereotypy

development (2). These risk factors include:

lack of foraging behavior (19)

lack of environmental stimulus (4)

social isolation (2, 15)

increased hours of work (4)

foals of dominant mares (20)

foals weaned in constricted spaces such as

barns (20)

breed (more common in Thoroughbreds) (10)

sex (more common in males) (10)

What can we do? 
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Many equine stereotypies can result in physiological problems,

such as leg inflammation leading to lameness in weaver

horses. (6)

Treatment should focus on addressing the underlying cause for

the stereotypy rather than the behavior itself (i.e. no weaver

bars). Some successful mitigation strategies include:
 - placing mirrors in the stall to mimic social interaction (15) 

 - implementing an open-wall stall designs to improve visual

horizons. (6)
 - equine environmental enrichment like providing a tongue-

activated liquid feeder (19) and commercial items such as

bottles and rope (2).

Because most experiments are observational,

they fail to provide a proper definition of pain,

and thus more research is required to

understand these behaviors (9).
 This will allow horse owners and researchers to

improve horse welfare and clinical research.
  

 

"HORSES" by lovecatz

WE ALL WANT
WHAT'S BEST FOR
OUR FARM ANIMALS

Credit: Christina Perez

References
1. Ashley, F. H., Waterman-Pearson, A. E., & Whay, H. R. (2010). Behavioural assessment of pain in horses and donkeys: Application to clinical practice
and future studies. Equine Veterinary Journal, 37(6), 565–575. https://doi.org/10.2746/042516405775314826
2. Bulens, A., Van Beirendonck, S., Van Thielen, J., & Driessen, B. (2013). The enriching effect of non-commercial items in stabled horses. Applied Animal
Behaviour Science, 143(1), 46–51. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2012.11.012
3. Bussières, G., Jacques, C., Lainay, O., Beauchamp, G., Leblond, A., Cadoré, J.-L., Desmaizières, L.-M., Cuvelliez, S. G., & Troncy, E. (2008). Development
of a composite orthopaedic pain scale in horses. Research in Veterinary Science, 85(2), 294–306. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rvsc.2007.10.011
4. Christie, J. L., Hewson, C. J., Riley, C. B., McNiven, M. A., Dohoo, I. R., & Bate, L. A. (2006). Management factors affecting stereotypies and body
condition score in nonracing horses in Prince Edward Island. Canadian Veterinary Journal, 47(2), 136–143.
5. Cooper, J. J., & Mason, G. J. (1998). The identification of abnormal behaviour and behavioural problems in stabled horses and their relationship to
horse welfare: A comparative review. Equine Veterinary Journal, 30(S27), 5–9. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2042-3306.1998.tb05136.x
6. Cooper, J. J., McDonald, L., & Mills, D. S. (2000). The effect of increasing visual horizons on stereotypic weaving: Implications for the social housing of
stabled horses. Applied Animal Behaviour Science, 69(1), 67–83. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0168-1591(00)00115-5
7. Dalla Costa, E., Minero, M., Lebelt, D., Stucke, D., Canali, E., & Leach, M. C. (2014). Development of the horse grimace scale (hgs) as a pain assessment
tool in horses undergoing routine castration. Plos One, 9(3), 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0092281
8. Gleerup, K. B., Forkman, B., Lindegaard, C., & Andersen, P. H. (2015). An equine pain face. Veterinary Anaesthesia and Analgesia, 42(1), 103–114.
https://doi.org/10.1111/vaa.12212
9. Hausberger, M., Fureix, C., & Lesimple, C. (2016). Detecting horses’ sickness: In search of visible signs. Applied Animal Behaviour Science, 175, 41–49.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2015.09.005
10. Luescher, U. A., McKEOWN, D. B., & Dean, H. (1998). A cross-sectional study on compulsive behaviour (stable vices) in horses. Equine Veterinary
Journal, 30(S27), 14–18. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2042-3306.1998.tb05138.x
11. Lundblad, J., Rashid, M., Rhodin, M., & Haubro Andersen, P. (2021). Effect of transportation and social isolation on facial expressions of healthy
horses. Plos One, 16(6), 1–17. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0241532
12. Mason, G. J. (1991 a). Stereotypies and suffering. Behavioural Processes, 25(2), 103–115. https://doi.org/10.1016/0376-6357(91)90013-P
13. Mason, G. J. (1991 b). Stereotypies: A critical review. Animal Behaviour, 41(6), 1015–1037. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0003-3472(05)80640-2
14. Mayaki, A. M., Abdul Razak, I. S., Adzahan, N. M., Mazlan, M., & Rasedee, A. (2020). Clinical assessment and grading of back pain in horses. Journal of
Veterinary Science, 21(6), 1–10. https://doi.org/10.4142/jvs.2020.21.e82
15. McAfee, L. M., Mills, D. S., & Cooper, J. J. (2002). The use of mirrors for the control of stereotypic weaving behaviour in the stabled horse. Applied
Animal Behaviour Science, 78(2), 159–173. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0168-1591(02)00086-2
16. Merkies, K., Ready, C., Farkas, L., & Hodder, A. (2019). Eye blink rates and eyelid twitches as a non-invasive measure of stress in the domestic horse.
Animals, 9(8), 1–10. https://doi.org/10.3390/ani9080562
17. Mullard, J., Berger, J. M., Ellis, A. D., & Dyson, S. (2017). Development of an ethogram to describe facial expressions in ridden horses (FEReq). Journal
of Veterinary Behavior, 18, 7–12. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jveb.2016.11.005
18. Pritchett, L. C., Ulibarri, C., Roberts, M. C., Schneider, R. K., & Sellon, D. C. (2003). Identification of potential physiological and behavioral indicators of
postoperative pain in horses after exploratory celiotomy for colic. Applied Animal Behaviour Science, 80(1), 31–43. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0168-
1591(02)00205-8
19. Stanley, S. O., Cant, J. P., & Osborne, V. R. (2015). A pilot study to determine whether a tongue-activated liquid dispenser would mitigate abnormal
behavior in pasture-restricted horses. Journal of Equine Veterinary Science, 35(11-12), 973–976. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jevs.2015.08.016
20. Waters, A. J., Nicol, C. J., & French, N. P. (2002). Factors influencing the development of stereotypic and redirected behaviours in young horses:
Findings of a four year prospective epidemiological study. Equine Veterinary Journal, 34(6), 572–579. https://doi.org/10.2746/042516402776180241
 
Image References
“Horse” by MarilynJane is licensed with CC BY 2.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://search.creativecommons.org/photos/5db425f9-eedb-
459a-a164-a4ad7d2d5294
"Horse in Stable at Keeneland in Lexington, Kentucky" by PEO, Assembled Chemical Weapons Alternatives is licensed with CC BY 2.0. To view a copy of
this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
"horse" by shumpei_sano_exp7 is licensed with CC BY-NC 2.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/
"HORSES" by lovecatz is licensed with CC BY-SA 2.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
Perez, C. (2018). Personal image. 

https://www.parsnipsandpastries.com/raw-energy-bites/
https://doi.org/10.2746/042516405775314826
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2012.11.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rvsc.2007.10.011
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2042-3306.1998.tb05136.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0168-1591(00)00115-5
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0092281
https://doi.org/10.1111/vaa.12212
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2015.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2042-3306.1998.tb05138.x
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0241532
https://doi.org/10.1016/0376-6357(91)90013-P
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0003-3472(05)80640-2
https://doi.org/10.4142/jvs.2020.21.e82
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0168-1591(02)00086-2
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani9080562
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jveb.2016.11.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0168-1591(02)00205-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jevs.2015.08.016
https://doi.org/10.2746/042516402776180241
https://search.creativecommons.org/photos/5db425f9-eedb-459a-a164-a4ad7d2d5294
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0

