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Companion Animals: Horses 
 
The early domestication of horses began when nomadic farmers 
used docile horses as pack and draft animals. Recent 
archaeological excavations have unearthed horse teeth with bit 
wear, showing that training horses for riding goes as far back as 
4000 B.C. By 670 B.C., horses were trained and ridden in Calvary 
units. In the Middle Ages (600 A.D.), horses continued to be used 
as draft and farm animals and their role was expanded to the 
battlefield, as messengers, for hunting, and in competitive 

tournaments that represented the first training of horses for sport.  
 

During the 1600’s, people were breeding and training horses for specific 
gaits (e.g., pacers) and good, well-behaved carriage horses were valued. 
Stage coach horses, quarter horses, and thoroughbred race horses 
appeared in the 1700’s, and by the 1800’s, competitions requiring trained 
horses continued, polo was introduced, cowboys 

in Texas were using horses for multiple purposes, the rodeo was been 
invented, the Kentucky Derby was born, and the field of veterinary medicine 
was beginning to control and treat diseases in animals. 

So, for centuries, people have trained horses for work and entertainment 
purposes. Until the later 1900’s, horses were most often “broken” so they 
could be ridden. Training procedures relied heavily on aversive control and 
punishment was the method of choice when a horse exhibited any signs of a 
behavior problem. Fortunately, there is a growing trend in modern day horse 

training toward training that is humane and based on having a basic 
understanding of the horse.  

Recognizing that these are extremely intelligent animals who may 
get bored standing in a paddock or stall all day with nothing to do, 
some trainers provide enrichment programs in the form of toys 
specifically designed for horses (e.g., balls that hang from the stall 
ceiling). As another positive change in the training of horses, many 
educated, modern day horse trainers are using positive 
reinforcement procedures and they are learning to implement 
behavioral interventions based on the sound principles of operant 

conditioning.  

From the behavioral perspective, we can look at basic training for horses and methods for effectively 
addressing behavior problems. 

Basic training issues include:  

 Skills relating to having a rider  
o Tolerating a saddle, bit, etc. 
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o Tolerating a rider 
o Responding to rider signals (reins, legs, etc) 

 Skills for specific tasks 
o Specialized jobs like roping 
o Specialized sports like cross country, dressage 

Behavioral issues for horses: 

 Bucking 
 Cribbing (swallowing air; in cribbing, horses often grasping a stationary 

object, such as a fence board, wooden food bin, or post, with their upper teeth, arch their necks 
and pull) 

 Digging holes 
 Fearful or “spooky” 
 Jigging (moves feet in place without moving forward, usually because it wants to go faster and 

rider is holding it back) 
 Kicking at people 
 Kicking Stalls 
 Loading problems 
 Phobias 
 Rearing up 
 Refusals-to be caught, accept equipment, accept rider, etc 
 Shyness  

 


