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Abstract

Several researchers using different behavioural tests assessed the behavioral responses of adult horses toward
humans. According to the results of the current scientific research, understanding and improving the quality of
human-horse relationship-can lead to many benefits for both humans and horses. The aim of the study was to
assess comparatively the human-animal relationship in groups of horses with different uses, in order to reveal if
significant differences can be found depending on the type of their activity.

A total number of 128 adult horses were assessed (mares, stallions and geldings) in several locations, used
for working, equitation and reproduction. Three simple behavioural tests were employed (the voluntary approach
test, the avoidance distance measuring and the ability to touch the horse including the measuring of its tolerance
for human physical contact) to assess the human-horse relationship. The results were statistically processed and
interpreted.

After comparing the results, statistically significant differences were found in the quality of the human-horse
relationship in horses used for different activities. Comparing the results for several horse categories from the
same facility (where it was possible) and used for the same type of purpose; the differences were not statistically
significant.

As the results of the present study show, the human-horse relation can show significant differences depending
on the use of the horses, most probably because the differences in the type of their previous experiences with
humans. Improving the quality of the human-horse relationship can lead to a higher level of human safety when
working with these animals.
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INTRODUCTION

From the moment that horses were
domesticated there were certainly continuous
interactions between humans and horses, leading
to a relationship of a given quality. As Estep and
Hetts (1992) define it, the human-animal relation
represents the degree of closeness or distance
between the animal and human, the reciprocal
perception of the two protagonists, developing
based on and expressed by the mutual behavior of
them (Waiblinger et al.,, 2006). Thus the human-
animal relationship is established through a

dynamic processin which the previousinteractions
between the animal and humans ensure the basis
for a stabile relationship that will have a feedback
effect on the nature and perceptions of the future
interactions (Estep and Hetts, 1992).

Generally, this type of relationship needs either
mutual individual recognition or the generalization
by the animal of the experiences with a human also
on other humans (Wainblinger et al, 2006). As
Hanggi (2005) states, generalization is an adaptive
trait by which a behaviour conditioned by a specific
stimulus is triggered also by other similar stimuli.
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The importance of a positive human-horse
relationship is widely recognized nowadays,
irrespective to the purpose of keeping the horse.
Sankey et al. (2010) states that the behaviour of the
personnel working with horses may have a strong
impact, a significant correlation existing between
the repeated positive human-horse interactions
and the friendly reactions and responses of the
horses toward humans. Understanding the quality
of the human-horse relationship and improving it
can lead to many benefits both for the welfare and
the performance of the horses and for the human
efficiency and safety when working with these
animals.

The aim of this study was to comparatively
assess the human-animal relationship in horses
with different uses, in order to reveal if significant
differences can be found according to their type of
activity.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Within this study a total number of 128 adult
horses of different breeds were assessed: 15
geldings, 17 stallions and 96 mares. A group of 24
horses was composed by riding horses at a private
equitation center, 34 horses were horses used for
work, owned by several different people and the
remaining 70 were at a horse-breeding farm.

Three simple behavioural tests were employed
to assess the human-horse relationship: the
voluntary approach test, the avoidance distance
measuring and the tolerance of the horse for
physical contact with a human. The methodology
for these tests was adapted' following the
descriptions of Rousing and Waiblinger (2004),
Lansade and Bouissou (2008) and ' Gorecka-
Bruzda et al. (2011).

In the voluntary approach test the horses
were without any contention, alone or in group,
depending on the given situation. The assessor
approached calmly, without gesturing the horses,
to a distance of about 6-7 m and stopped. To begin
the test, the assessor said a longer sentence, on
a calm voice, in order to capture the attention of
the horses. Than the assessor stayed still, looking
in the direction of the horses but without trying
eye contact with these, during 5 minutes, with
the possibility to prolong the test with one more
minute. Where a group of horses was assessed,
additional observers were employed to record
the results. For each horse the approach time
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was noted in seconds (the time passed from the
beginning of the test until the horse approached
to a distance below 2.5 m) and if the animal
voluntarily touched the assessor. If a horse did not
approach the assessor in 5 minutes, the recorded
time was “longer than 300 s”.

The avoidance distance measuring test and
the tolerance for physical contact with a human
were performed in this order, in the same session.
The assessor was approaching the horse/horses
from a distance of at least 3 m, with steps of
about 0.5m, stopping for 10 s after each step to
allow the behavioral response of the horse to
occur. The assessor approached in the direction
of the horses’ neck/shoulder, with the right arm
flexed at 45°. If the horse moved in the opposite
direction, the approximate distance was recorded
(as avoidance distance). If the horse did not avoid
the assessor the tolerance for physical contact
was attempted. The assessor tried to touch the
horses’ neck/shoulder. If the horses avoided the
physical contact, the assessor had the possibility
to follow the animal for a maximum of 5 steps. The
tolerance/intolerance for physical contact was
noted for each horse.

The results for the voluntary approach test
and the avoidance distance measuring were
grouped, establishing categories. For the voluntary
approach test the categories set were: bellow 60 s,
61-180 s, 181-300 s, and more than 300 s. In the
avoidance distance measuring test the distances
were: between 0 and 1 m, between 1 and 3 m, and
more than 3 m.

The prevalence of horses in each category was
calculated. The comparison of the obtained values
was made using the Mann-Whitney test or t test,
depending on data distribution. The differences
were considered significant if P < 0.05.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results of the voluntary approach test for
the horses with different uses are presented in
Fig. 1. None of the working horses and only 12%
of the breeding horses approached the stationary
assessor in less than 60 s, the differences within
this time interval being statistically significant (P
< 0.05). Conversely, the majority of the working
horses (70%) did not approached the assessor
at all. For this time interval, the difference was
again statistically significant (P < 0.05) between
the riding horses and those used for work. In the
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Fig. 1. The comparative representation of the results for the voluntary
approach test in horses used for different activities

case of the breeding horses, they approached the
stationary human later than the riding horses
but the proportion not approaching at all was
significantly lower (P-< 0.05) than in the case of
the working horses.

In a review realized by Hausberger et al.
(2008) the authors warn that the results of this
type of tests could be influenced by details of the
testing procedure, such as the direction of the
assessor’s gaze, his or her body posture, his or
her positioning in spatial relation with the horse.
However, the results of other studies, considered
generally (Hausberger and Muller, 2002), show
that in the horses kept in similar conditions, in
the same group, their response to the assessor’s
presence was similar and it was correlated with
the behaviour of their caregiver. In the mentioned
review (Hausberger et al, 2008) describe great
differences in the tendency of the young horses to
approach a stationary human, depending on the
farm assessed. These results suggests that the type
of daily interactions between humans and horses
have strong influence on the horses’ perception
about humans and their reactions toward people.
The finding of the present study, that the working
horses did not approach the assessor, may show
that these horses do not have a positive perception
about humans, possibly seeing them in association
with the work they have to perform.

The results for the test measuring the avoi-
dance distance are showed in Fig. 2. Irrespective

of the usage category, the majority of the horses
accepted the human approach to less than 1
m (Fig.-2). For this test, the differences were
significant (P < 0.05) between the breeding horses
and other horse categories only in the case of
human avoidance at a distance of more than 3 m.
Aninteresting finding was the fact that none of the
working horses avoided the assessor at more than
3 m (Fig. 2) and this was the horse category with
the highest proportion of horses staying still as the
human approached them at less than 1 m (Fig. 2).

The physical contact with the assessor was
accepted by 76% of the riding horses and by
63% of the breeding horses. In the case of the
working horses 87% tolerated to be touched by
the assessor at the first attempt and all the others
were touched when the assessor made additional
steps (maximum 5), talking with them, in their
direction.

Regarding the human avoidance distance a
study of Birke et al. (2011) states that irrespective
of the degree of familiarization of horses with
humans and irrespective if they are alone or in
groups, there occurs an avoidance response when
a human approaches them at a distance of about
2.5 m. This egocentric barrier can be altered and
the human avoidance response can be lowered
by habituation of the horses with the human
approach and especially when using food rewards
(Birke et al., 2011). These argumentations seem
to be quite logical, but the fact that the working
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Fig. 2. The comparative representation of the results for the human avoidance distance measuring test in
horses used for different activities

horses in the present study did not avoid humans
seems to contradict these. Yet the explanation
may be the fact that these horses seemed to forget
that they could have the possibility to escape
from humans, maybe something similar with the
concept of learned helplessness, described by Hall
etal. (2008).

CONCLUSION

As the results of the present study show,
the human-horse relation can show significant
differences depending on the use of the horses,
most probably because the 'differences in the
type of their previous experiences with humans.
Improving the quality of the human-horse
relationship can lead to a higher level of human
safety when working with these animals.
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