
“Does he not understand?”: Horse behaviour during
dressage training and responses from coaches and riders
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esponding to and managing horse behaviour

“So, you know, he’s being a [expletive], it’s just
hard for him. Well, he had a great big bone chip

taken out of his fetlock [...] It wasn’t being a
[expletive]. It was hurting.”

*Ears back*

“Mhm, yeah, she had to really
think about it for a second’”

“I know, he’s struggling”

[To the horse] “Just walk”

“He’s struggling”

“Yeah, just walk for a sec [...]
‘Cause he’s really trying!”

 “See how her ears went? So, that wasn’t
because of you. That’s because she’s not

supple through the back”

Relative to the
horse’s history

and past
performance 

Relating
posture with

emotional
state

15 video recordings of dressage lessons,
including:

List of behaviours was developed from
recordings, using published horse
ethograms
Videos were transcribed and analyzed using
a combination of interaction and thematic
analysis

“That’s a pretty good start for her,
right? That’s not bad considering what

we had a year ago. Let’s give her a
little break”

“As long as people keep letting him make bad
choices, he’s gonna keep making bad choices,

‘cause he doesn’t know what the other options are.
So, you have to be on top of it and say ‘This is what

we’re doing’”

*Repeated tail swishing, mouth gaping*

“That’s ok, no problem. [...] It’s ok when that stuff
happens [...] Because you say ‘hey look, it doesn't

matter, you can do that but we’re still doing our
thing’”

*Pulls rein and turns horse left*

*Lifts head*
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Assigning emotions and meaning to horse behaviour
“Yeah, she was confused”

Guilty until proven
innocent

Listening and
responding
to the horse

The show
must go on

Results

Recognizing
confusion

Painting
a picture

Dismissing horse
behaviour

Horses don’t
know what’s
best for themMethodology
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Objectives
Describe ridden horse
behaviour during dressage
training

Conclusions

Introduction
Dressage horses are at risk of developing
physical health issues and displaying
behaviours indicating distress
Human-horse communication is intrinsic
to these animal welfare concerns
There is limited research investigating
interactions between coaches, riders and
horses during dressage training 
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Explore how coaches and
riders understand and
respond to horse behaviour
during dressage training

Ears back

Tail swishing

Head lifting

Mouth
 gaping

Ear pinnae facing caudally

Horizontal or vertical movement of the
tail, not in rhythm with the gait

4 Equestrian Canada-
certified coaches
11 riders
12 horses

Spontaneous upward vertical
movement of the head

Mouth open with teeth separated for
at least 5 seconds

Behaviour

*Scan me for a
detailed list of

behaviours
observed! 

Participants’ interpretations and reactions to horse behaviour were dependent on context 
Dismissal of behaviour and need for compliance from the horse raises concerns about the
possible learned helplessness in these horses
Tools should be provided to give coaches and riders a more objective understanding of horse
behaviour, supporting them to influence horse behaviour in an ethical way
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Examples of behaviours observed during lessons*


