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Recognizing Shutdown  
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Equine Perception   

Merckvetmanual.com

https://www.hindawi.com/journals/ijz/2009/721798/ https://veteriankey.com/perception/https://www.equisearch.com/discoverhorses/horse-smell
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Equine Perception   

The bigger the frontal lobes, the more capable the species is of ‘goal directed’ behaviors (the 
ability to analyze information and act accordingly)
The frontal lobes are relatively small in the horse, meaning it is more likely to react in the moment.

This is not to say that horses lack intelligence, but that they think and respond differently.
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Equine Perception   

*Thalamus à sensory information from eyes, nose,
earls and skin à cook within the brain = this is what is
happening to me.

* Information à amygdala (primal low road) AND
cortex (conscious high road) = amygdala is
milliseconds faster (emotion versus evaluation)

* Amygdala = Brain’s Smoke Detector – Immediate and
automatically, with feedback from hippocampus
(relates new input to past experiences)

*Past experiences of pain/discomfort can lead to 
anticipation of pain EVEN when no longer present!!
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* Amygdala senses threat à sends message to
hypothalamus and autonomic nervous system = whole 
body response 

(EVEN BEFORE WE ARE CONSCIOUSLY AWARE)

https://www.pinterest.com/pin/536069161865616876/



  THE COLLEGE of AGRICULTURAL SCIENCES

Analyzing Emotions
“The option to anthropomorphize provides us the ability to 
empathize.” 

– Susan Friedman 

I’ve seen horses who were worried, scared or troubles. I’ve never 
seen a disrespectful horse.

– Mark Rashid

https://ka-hi.com/blog/animal-health/horse-anxiety/
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The Informing Factors  

q Unhealthy “home” life 
q Pain
q Fear/Frustration
q Learned Behavior 

annablackecom https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5B6BUfKNKpo Ben’s Equestrian (Facebook) Pintrest.com
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The Five Domains of Welfare
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The Four Questions of Behavior  

Tinderbergen’s 4 Questions
Proximate Questions (the how):
1. Mechanism (causation) – the physiology of behavior
2. Development (ontogeny) – how behavior develops 

over lifetime
Ultimate Questions (the why): 
3. Function (adaptation) – contribution to survival/ 

reproduction
4. Evolution (phylogeny) – how a behavior has evolved
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The Nervous System  

Relaxed    à Tension    à Unresolved Tension    à Unresolved Conflict   à Fight/Fight/Freeze
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The Personality of the EAS Horse   

ü Willing
ü Compliant
ü Quiet
ü Tolerant

= Lower Thresholds 
Less Expressive 

Despite the absence of clear and obvious behavioral indicators, stress can still be present!

Long term affects of chronic stress (Fear Free, 2018)

q Immunosuppression
q Delayed wound healing
q Ulcers/ Digestive Issues
q Muscle wasting
q Progression of Behavior Disorders 
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Behavioral Indicators in the EAS Horse   

More frequent = More indicative of Stress

Preliminary 
work!
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Behavioral Indicators in the EAS Horse   

Facial Coding Unit Score
Ears Stiffly Backwards 0 - 2
Orbital Tightening 0 - 2
Tension Above Eye Area 0 - 2
Prominent Strained Chewing Muscles 0 - 2
Strained Nostrils and Flattening of Profile 0 - 2
Mouth Strained and Pronounced Chin 0 - 2
Total Pain Score

Tail Carriage (relaxed, light, medium, high)

Horse Grimace Scale (Dalla Costa et al, 2014)

Credit: Karina Beck and Cristina Wilkins
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Horse Grimace Scale (Dalla Costa et al, 2014)
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Comparative Findings
Horse #1 (Ulcer Diagnosis)               vs        Horse #2 (No Ulcers)

Behavior Coding Unit Yes/No Yes/No Yes/No Yes/No Yes/No Yes/No Yes/No Yes/No
Bite Threat 1 1 1 1
Ears Pin
Head Raise
Head Turn w/Ears Pin 1
Head Toss 3 2 1 4
Itching Head/Neck 1
Jaw Stretch/ Body 
Stretch
Kick Threat
Licking/Chewing 4 2 1 1
Lowering Head/Neck 4 2 1
Neck/Body Shake
Pawing
Step Forward/ Step Back 1 1 1 1
Tail Swoosh
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Behavioral Indicators in the EAS Horse   

Future Work: 

q Pairing physiological markers w/behavioral signs
ü HRV, Cortisol, Thermal Imaging
ü Validating a coding instrument

q Interventions for relieving signs of stress
ü Body work, management, enrichment

q “Equine Behavior” Training for Handlers
ü Tools for safe and relaxed handling
ü Improving the experience for horses
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A little consideration, a little thought 
for others, makes all the difference.” 

- Eeyore

Questions?
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