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Abstract

The aim of this study was to investigate how difficult it was to halter and separate a horse (Equus caballus) from a group for riding
or training purposes and to describe how human-horse interactions could affect this common procedure. A total of 20 different horse
groups, with a minimum of five horses in each, were studied on 14 farms in Norway, from June to October 2007. On each farm, infor-
mation about the facilities, the horse and the handler was recorded. In each group, the horse owner or keeper (handler) was asked to
enter the group, approach his/her horse, halter it and lead it out through the gate, then keep the horse standing out of sight from other
horses for two minutes. The entire procedure was video recorded and the behaviour of the target horse, handler and other horses was
subsequently scored. Only one of the 100 horses moved away from the handler when approached. Ninety-six percent of the target
horses followed their handler without showing any resistance. In 75% of the tests, the other horses did not interact with the target horse
and/or handler. At the gate, 26% of the handlers did not turn the target horse around before closing the gate, thereby placing them-
selves in a vulnerable position, with their body in very close proximity to the horse’s hind legs. In conclusion, separating a horse from
its group can be considered relatively safe and unproblematic, provided good management practices and trained handlers. 
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Introduction
The motivation for social contact is strong in horses (Equus
caballus) (Christensen et al 2002; Heleski et al 2002), and

social isolation is thought to be one of the most serious

stressors known for a horse (Luescher et al 1991). The focus

on loose housing, exercise and social contact has increased in

recent animal welfare regulations for many species of farm

animals (eg Council Directive for calves [Bos taurus]:

91/629/EEC; pigs [Sus scrofa]: 91/630/EEC; laying hens

[Gallus domesticus]: 1999/74/EC). For horses, however, the

common practice of individual stabling in single boxes and

single paddocks outdoors, remains widespread (Bachmann &

Stauffacher 2002; Søndergaard et al 2002; Petersen et al
2006) and apparently fully accepted by horse owners. The

negative effects of individual stabling and isolation of horses

are numerous and well documented (eg stereotypies:

Luescher et al 1991; McGreevy et al 1995; training difficul-

ties: Rivera et al 2002; digestive physiology: Vervuert &

Coenen 2002). Several myths concerned with keeping horses

in groups persist. One, is that it is more difficult to catch a

horse when it is kept in a social group. Also, some horse

owners claim that such horses become overly attached to

their group mates and thus become nervous and difficult to

handle and ride when alone. Following these arguments,

another concern is that human safety may be at risk when

entering an enclosure with several horses, due to lack of

control of each individual horse. Interestingly, Hausberger

and collegues (2008) emphasise in their review on human-

horse relationships that there is a need for more descriptive

knowledge on the potential problems or risks associated with

catching and handling horses.

Surveys carried out on accidents with human injuries

involving horses, both professional jockeys (Press et al 1995;

Turner et al 2002; McCrory et al 2006) and non-professional

riders (Giebel et al 1993; Keeling et al 1999) reveal that most

accidents are caused by falling or being thrown from the

horse. The second most common source of human injury

comes from being kicked by the horse (Thomas et al 2006),

being stepped on, or from becoming entangled in the horse’s

tack (eg Chitnavis et al 1996). The majority of accidents with

non-professional riders involve young females (Nelson &

Bixbyhammett 1992; Chitnavis et al 1996; Abu-Zidan & Rao

2003; Johns et al 2004). However, there are yet to be any

investigations considering the risk of injuries in humans

when managing horses in groups.

One could speculate that since horses kept in social groups

for several hours a day are more active (Jørgensen & Bøe

2007), they would then be less reactive, creating fewer poten-
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