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WELCOME TO THE DIPLOMA IN EQUINE INSTINCTS AND BEHAVIOUR 

 
This unit contains 8 sessions, each of which should take approximately 3 hours of study  

 
After studying this unit you should: 
 
  Be aware of the evolutionary process and how it has effected the horse.. 

   Have an awareness of Innate and Adaptive Behaviour 

  Build an understanding of Behavioural Theory 

  Be aware of the value of equine behaviour.  

 
Key Symbols Throughout the unit you will come across the following symbols 

 This highlights practical or key 

aspects of the session  
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HELP AND GUIDANCE 

This workpack has been designed to be worked through in your own timescale .  

The self-study exercises at the end of each session link to the assignment that accompanies this 

unit.  THE SELF STUDY EXERCISES DO NOT NEED TO BE RETURNED FOR MARKING.   

They are designed to help your learning and will reduce your final assignment workload if you 

complete them. 
On completion of your studies complete the enclosed course assignment and 

return this to the office for marking by post or via e-mail at 
tutor@ horsesandcourses.co.uk. 

 
If you get into any problems do refer to THE HORSES & COURSES STUDY GUIDE or contact 

the Student Support office on 01727 751133.  

We hope that you will enjoy studying this course and that you will find lots of interesting 

 
 

 

This symbol denotes a 
self study activity. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The study of equine behaviour has become a fast growing and popular subject.  

The reasons for this are many and varied, however our interest in this subject does not 

lie with the reason why it has become popular, but with how best we can use this 

information to increase our understanding of the needs and requirements of the horses in 

our care and allow us to better communicate with them. 

 
By understanding and addressing these needs we are better equipped as owners, 

handlers and trainers, to manage, train, ride and care for horses.  You may feel, as most 

of us do, that you already understand your horse, and on many levels you probably do, 

however, have you ever had to ask yourself the question ‘Why does my horse do this 

when I want him to do that?’  I know I have, and whether you realise it or not, this is the 

first step to studying equine behaviour. 

 
Being a horse is very different from being a human, and we sometimes forget this when 

we make decisions in the interest of our horses. What we actually do is impose our ideas 

of what we think the horse needs and requires, whereas in reality they may require 

something completely different.  Sometimes we get it right, and sometimes we get it 

wrong.   

 
This course can only be an introduction to equine behaviour.  It cannot be the definitive 

guide, as the only expert I know on equine behaviour is the horse himself (we humans 

are still learning, but we are doing our best!).  What this module intends to do is explore 

and compare natural behaviour to that of domestic behaviour and then discuss the effect 

this has had on the horse.  In doing so we hope to raise your awareness and knowledge, 

which in turn will allow you to develop your own thoughts and ideas on the subject.  

 

Two and half thousand years ago Xenophon wrote of humans about horses: 

‘Seeing that you are forced to meddle with horses, do you not think that common sense 
requires you to see that you are not ignorant of the business?’ 
 
Harsh words indeed, although he is right.  The welfare and well-being of the horses in 

our care should be our main priority and be treated with the utmost seriousness.   
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SESSION 1 ~ EVOLUTION OF THE HORSE 
  
1.1 Classification of Horses 
1.2 Evolutionary Process 
1.3 The First Horse 
1.4 Summary 
 

 

1.1  Classification of Horses  
 
Before we begin to discuss the evolution of the horse, we should take the time to 

understand a few words and terms that will be used throughout this module.  This section 

is too large to be included in the Glossary of Terms and will explain the divisions of the 

classification of horses.  

This section is for reference only, you do not need to memorise it.   

Kingdom ~ Animals: 

This is the highest level of division.  All animals share certain cellular features which 

would not be found in plants. 

Phylum ~ Chordates: 

All chordates are animals and have the primitive basis of a backbone at some stage of 

their development.  For example, horses, cats, and dogs but not insects, worms or 

spiders. 

Class ~ Mammals: 

Animals that produce milk and suckle their young.  These animals also develop their 

young inside of the body of the mother.   

Order ~ Perissodactyl: 

Mammals with an odd number of toes, which have hooves (ungulates). 

Family ~ Equidae: 

This order covers all breeds of horses, including the various species of zebra, ass and 

donkey.  The first known ancestor of the horse was Hyracotherium, formerly known as 

Eophippus or the 'dawn horse'. 

Genus ~ Equus: 

Group of animals with common, specific characteristics 

Species ~ caballus: 

All the various breeds of the domestic horse 

Sub-species ~ 

For example Equus caballus is the term used to describe the domesticated horse, 

whereas Equus ferus describes the wild or feral horse. 
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1.2  Evolutionary Process 
 
Scientists often use the horse as a example when explaining the evolutionary process, 

as it is one of the few animals that has a complete fossil history.  These fossils detail this 

process from approximately 55 million years ago.  The creature that we recognise as 

being the first horse, did not look like a horse at all.    

It was the size of a small dog and had four toes on each foot.  The scientific name that it 

has been given is Hyracotherium, better known as Eohippus.   

 
 

Eohippus was well suited to his surroundings at that time, but over the next 15 million 

years the world slowly changed and Eohippus had to change or evolve in order to stay 

alive.  As the environment changed, Eohippus changed and evolved into other species, 

Mesohippus and Miohippus.   They were able to survive by adapting to eat a more 

varied diet of grasses and shrubs and keeping a look out for predators trying to lurk up 

on them in the new plains 

habitat.  As the millions of years 

past by the grass plains became 

more abundant and all the 

browsing animals began to 

adapt, making grasses their 

main food source.    

 

 

 



 
SAMPLE PAGES FROM DIPLOMA IN EQUINE INSTINCTS AND BEHAVIOUR   

SAMPLE PAGES  DIPLOMA IN INSTINCTS AND BEHAVIOUR    © Horses & Courses Ltd 2012 
  We offer a reward system for the report of illegal copies.  CALL 0845 6804528 to report any incident. 

 

 
 
 

 
Again, through natural selection the true Mesohippus and Miohippus died out leaving 

a variety of new species. These new species included Parahippus, Merychippus and 

Pliohippus.  

Why?  Put simply, to survive. If Eohippus had not evolved to suit his new environment 

the species would have become extinct.  Those animals that did not adapt both 

physically and behaviourally were wiped out (think of the dinosaurs!).   

 

All these physical changes did not occur overnight.   It took millions of years and involved 

the dying out of a variety of weaker species until the only species that still survived were 

that of the species known as ‘Genus Equus’.   

 

Various sub-genuses of Equus are still in existence across the world including the 

species: 

• Equus przewalski 

• Eqqus hemionus 

• Eqqus asinus 

• Equus caballus ( The Domestic Horse) 

 

Human intervention in breeding programmes has bred horses that are faster, stronger 

and larger.      The cross breeding of this species has resulted in a huge variety in breeds 

of horses and ponies we see today. 

 

  

 

 
 

Eqqus hemionus 

                              
 

Eqqus asinus 

 

 
Equus przewalski 
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As you can see the evolutionary process is slow and on-going.  It does not happen over-

night, but over millions of years. Figure 1.1 also shows that the evolutionary process 

does not run in straight lines, it branches off in other directions.  Eohippus is not just the 

ancestor of the horse, he is also the ancestor of the Rhino.  This is nature’s way of 

making sure that one genus or another survived in one way or another.  (Personally, I’m 

glad he managed to become a horse, as I could not imagine riding a Rhino or, mucking 

one out for that matter!)  

 

The environment, or the world we live in, is the reason for the evolutionary process.  As 

the environment changes, so all species also have to change both physically and 

behaviourally in order to stay alive.  In short, this is the evolutionary process is, animals 

evolving and adapting to the changes within the environment.     

 

What then, is the story of our horses, what were their beginnings and how 

did they change in order to survive? 
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Figure 1:  Evolution of the Horse  

Source - www.infc.ulst.ac.uk/.../animalkingdom/adapt.html 
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1.3  The ‘First Horse’ ~ Hyracotherium 
 

 As mentioned in the introduction, fossil records show that Hyracotherium  lived some 55 

million years ago. The world and the environment would have looked much different back 

then.  There would have been one solid land mass, not separate continents or countries 

as there is today, the ocean (there was only one at that time) surrounded the land mass 

and did not contain as much water as it does now.   

There were no polar ices caps and no North or South Pole.  The temperature was much 

hotter, which made it much dryer, and the only vegetation around was pine trees, ferns, 

and shrubs.    

Spring, summer, autumn and winter did not exist for these animals.  It was simply the 'dry 

season' or the 'rainy season'.  A dry season may last for up to 9 nine months, riverbeds 

would run dry, vegetation would die and those animals that were not well adapted would 

perish due to thirst and starvation.   

 

As we can see Hyracotherium did not have an easy 

start to life.  However he obviously coped, survived 

and evolved through it all or else we would not have 

the equines of today.    

 
(Hyracotherium is a long word to read, and type, so 
I will give him the nick name of Hy) 

     
 http://www.dailyworldfacts.com 

 

Hy was a slow, small, hairy creature, approximately 0.5 metres (19.5 inches or 4.3hh) to 

the shoulder, it had a stiff arched back and a long tail .  The head was small, like that of a 

dog with the eyes close to the mid line, which meant that Hy could only see straight 

ahead.  His teeth were high crowned and pointed, which made the grinding surface a lot 

smaller than horses teeth today.    

 

The feet were padded, much like that of today’s dog or cat and they consisted of four 

hoofed toes on the fore feet and three toes on the hind feet.    

 

The upper and lower limbs were approximately the same length, but there were no joints 

as the bones were held together purely by cartilage, which meant that the limbs could 

rotate.    
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It is thought, but obviously not proven, that Hy could probably trot, canter and gallop, 

although these paces were not fluid like that of today’s horse and they are not are not to 

be confused with the ones we recognise today. 

 

Habitat and Diet  

HY lived in extensive wooded areas, he rarely ventured out from the cover of the trees as 

being small and slow he would be an easy meal for any meat eating predator.  Records 

suggest that Hy would travel many miles each day within the woodland areas to browse 

on plants, ferns, leaves of trees and shrubs.  Note the use of the term browse and not 

graze (he did not become a full grazing animal until millions of years later).  Hy browsed 

because  

(a) Grass did not exist 

(b) His teeth were adapted for him to eat the scrub vegetation that existed within that 

environment at that time. 

 

Evidence suggests that Hy had a particular area within his environment for his toilet 

habits.   Areas used for going to the toilet were never used for browsing, to confirm this 

further thousands of fossilised dung beetles have been found in these areas.   

 

Although the climate, temperature and environment was much different than it is today, 

HY was well adapted to it and even thrived on it.  The large amount of fossil remains that 

have been found intact both in Europe and North America tell us how well populated 

these areas were.  From this information, we can gather that HY and his family were not 

bothered by many predators, had a good food and water source and were well adapted 

to live in this environment. 

 

Over the next 5 million years or so, HY did what comes naturally to most animals, he ate, 

he slept and he bred, and bred, and bred.  There was a population explosion, and in 

nature the larger the number of individuals in a single group the bigger the chance of a 

mutation occurring.  Before we explore what happened next, let us re-cap on Hy's life.   

Did you know: 
 

 That Dung Beetles existed long before horses.  A specimen of fossilised 
 dinosaur dung examined by scientists (ugh what a job!) contains a Dung 
 Beetle and its young. 
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1.4 Summary 
 
Hyracotherium is the scientific name given to the first horse. 
 
Height:  0.4 -0.5 metres to the shoulder (19.5 inches or 4.3hh) 
 

Conformation: Back:   stiff and arched with a long tail 

   Head: small and with a short muzzle, eyes close    

   together, high crowned teeth. 

   Feet: Padded with four hoofed toes on the fore feet and   

   three toes on the hind feet.    

   Limbs: upper and lower limbs the same length 

    no bone structure, joined by cartilage 

    all limbs could rotate  (like a dog limbs) 

 

Action:  Could possibly trot, canter and gallop ~ not to be    

   confused with the action of today’s horse. 

   Slow moving in all paces  

   

Habitat /  Diet Lived in vast wooded areas 

   Browsed on tree leaves, bushes and shrubs  

 

Lifestyle   Lived in a group environment 

   Covered many miles a day in search of food and water  

   Preyed upon by carnivorous animals  

Well evolved to breed and was successful at rearing young 

   Well adapted to his environment 

 

 

Activity: 
 
Thinking about Hy's lifestyle and behaviour and that of your horse,  
Draw up a table with two columns.  Head the first column 'Different' 
Characteristic  and the other 'Common' Characteristics.   
 
List these characteristics in the correct columns.   
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SESSION 3 ~ NATURAL INSTINCTS  
 
 Introduction 
3.1 Evolutionary Behavioural Theory 
3.2 Innate and Adaptive Behaviour 
3.3 Basic Innate Behaviours 
3.4 Summary 

Introduction  
 
The natural instincts or innate behaviour of today’s horses and ponies have been 

developed over millions of years.  Innate behaviour is behaviour that is pre-programmed 

into the horse or pony. 

 

This behaviour has been finely tuned over the millions of years of evolution. In fact the 

'first horse' Hyracotherium (previously known as Eohippus) evolved some 55 million 

years ago, and this is where it all began for today’s horse and pony.   

Although horses and ponies have been domesticated for some 10 thousand years, their 

innate behaviour remains much like that of their ancestors and is still very strong.  This is 

because the evolutionary process takes time (millions of years, not thousands of years) 

to adapt and change. 

 

Having an understanding of the innate behaviour of your horse or ponies ancestors will 

give you a better understanding of why your horse or pony acts the way it does in 

different situations.   This in turn will help you to work safely and effectively with your 

horse or pony as well as helping them (the horses and ponies) to cope with situations 

that worry or frighten them.   

 

Creating happy and friendly 'equine' environments for your horse or pony to live and work 

in will help to minimise equine stress, this in turn will make your horse or pony much 

more fun to be around, easier to handle and train and help him to remain healthy.   

    Activity: 
 Start a diary on your horse or ponies behaviour.  Note how your  
 horse or pony behaves to various stimuli or situations.  Make   
 brief notes why you think they behaved in this manner and what  
 you could do to prevent it happening again.  
 Once a month review your diary to see if your opinions have   
 changed or remained the same about this behaviour.  
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3.3  Basic Innate Behaviours 
What other innate behaviour does the horse or pony display? 

 

The most basic of the innate behaviour patterns, is that of survival.  A horse or pony’s 

reactions or behaviour, toward any situation is based upon this primal instinct.  If it could 

not survive it could not reproduce and this is the second of the innate behaviour patterns.  

As mentioned earlier the horse or pony's natural instincts have been with them for 

millions of years, domestication has not changed these basis instincts therefore this 

behaviour still applies to the domesticated horse and pony of today.   

 

The horse would use any means he could in order to survive.  And any behavioural trait 

that was found to be useful would be passed on (through the genes of the mother and 

father) to the next generation.  (As mentioned earlier about having longer legs) 

 

 

We all recognise the flight response .  Horses are very good at running away from 

danger.  (No harm in that I say).  As the horse is not well adapted to stand and fight ~ no 

sharp teeth or claws ~ his speed and agility would be a very good means of survival.     

 

The fight response  is only used when a horse or pony is frightened and feels trapped 

or cornered and cannot see a clear path to escape, possibly in a stabled environment.  

Fight behaviour is usually on an escalating scale.  This means that at first subtle non-

physical threats are issued, i.e. ears back or a tail swish.   

 

If these are ignored more non-physical threats are issued, for example a front foot stamp 

and a swish of the tail or presenting the rear quarters with a hind foot lifted.  However if 

these non-physical threats continue to be ignored overt aggression comes into play and 

this is when the horse will attack, either with feet or teeth. 

However, not all innate behaviour is about running away or fighting. 

Horses and ponies are social animals and prefer to live within a herd.  This type of 

behaviour offers security, protection and company, as there is strength in numbers.  

Included in this area is also communication, as without this the herd could not 

Activity: 
  Look back at the summary in section 2 and physical changes that  

 occurred during the evolution of the horse.  Think about how these  
 changes could benefit the horse in his fight for survival and list your 
 answers.  
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understand or recognise each other and would not be able to signal to their young or get 

the attention of others if danger approached. It is here, within the herd environment that 

discipline is taught and learnt and a pecking order is established.  This behaviour and the 

social needs and requirements will be explored in the next session.   

 

Other innate patterns include: 

Making Friends and Building Long Term Relationships: This may not sound 

like a natural instinct or innate behaviour, but it is.  When a horse or pony makes an 

equine friendship it is normally a very close relationship.  Should they be parted, for any 

length of time, the one left behind will become anxious, frightened and confused.  A long-

term separation can result in illness and depression.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sleeping:   Yes well this is pretty obvious, however did you realise that a horse or pony 

only relaxes completely and sleeps properly when it can lay down (this includes when 

being stabled).  A horse or pony wills only sleep laying down when if feels completely 

safe.  Usually equine best friends or family members (in a herd environment) will take 

turns to stand guard whilst the others sleep.   

 

Eating Behaviours: The digestive system has evolved to eat little and often, known as 

trickle feeding, and this allows the horse to be able to flee from danger without 

suffering cramps or stomach pains.   

The horse or pony's innate behaviour is to eat for up to 15 - 18 hours a day and when 

this requirement is denied then, as in a domesticated environment, they very often find 

something else to chew, like rugs, fencing, stables or in extreme cases themselves.   

This type of behaviour you may recognise as being a vice or as it is scientifically termed 

anomalous behaviour, which will be discussed in full later in the module.   
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Being on the move: The horse or pony is pre-programmed to be constantly on the 

move.     

Not only does it allow them to find food and satisfy their nutritional requirements it also is 

used as a ploy to confuse predators, as being in one place all the time makes them an 

easy target for a predators dinner.   

Movement keeps the joints supple and moving freely and also keeps the internal bodily 

systems, like lungs, heart and muscles functioning properly.  It is also a natural form of 

exercise keeping the horse or pony fit.    

 

Constantly moving forward also allows the horse to graze on fresh pasture leaving the 

soiled pasture behind and lowering the chances of worm burden / infestation.    

 

 

Breeding Patterns:  These behaviour patterns, although innate, have been controlled 

and changed by man since domestication, and although it is common practice to geld 

colts, many still show an interest in mares that have come into season.  Mares still 

demonstrate this breeding behaviour when in season, and this behaviour will be 

discussed in a later session.  Stallions obviously still possess this innate behaviour and 

again this will be explored further in a later session.   

 
 

Did You Know That:  
 
If startled or frightened by anything it will go to the loo before or 
as it is taking flight.  This helps to lighten the load and makes 
them a bit faster.    
       Smelly but true !!  

Activity: 
Observe groups of horses whilst out at grass or when stabled.   
Note how they behave toward each other.  Watch for subtle body language, 
or vocal greetings etc.  Do they appear happy and content or are they 
constantly alert and uncomfortable.   
Note your findings in your Behaviour Diary.  
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3.4 Summary 
 
The Difference between Innate and Adaptive Behaviour 
 
Put very simply the difference then between innate and adaptive behaviour appears to 

be 

 

• Innate behaviour =  what comes naturally, it is not taught or copied. 

• Adaptive behaviour = changing or altering innate behaviour patterns to adapt to the 

immediate environment.  Adaptive behaviour can be learnt from parents, the herd and 

from humans.  It may also be recognised by the length of time or the amount of 

training the horse has to have to be able to cope with a situation or environment.     

 

This is not to say that if your horse learns something quickly, it is innate behaviour, it may 

just be he is very talented or he is a quick learner.   

 

So,  innate behaviour is a behaviour pattern that has been with the horse or pony from 

birth and an adaptive behaviour is something the horse and pony will do to cope and 

adapt to its surroundings or environment.   

 
The primal instinct or innate behaviour pattern of any horse or pony is that of survival, 

even though they have been domesticated for 10 thousand years.  Behaviour patterns 

that have proved successful for one generation are handed down to the next generation 

via the genes.   

If you would like to view video clips on natural horse behaviour please use the 

following links; 

You Tube; Horse demonstrating dominant behaviour 

Or click here; http://www.youtube.com/user/MyHorseUniversity#p/u/31/Yg1RPCfcGZs 

 

YouTube - You Tube video of horses being turned out for first time in the snow 

Or click here:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fu7KiFFGKZ0 

 

You Tube- Horses turned out in field 

Or click here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U82lEUS5p-A 

 

 

  

 



 
SAMPLE PAGES FROM DIPLOMA IN EQUINE INSTINCTS AND BEHAVIOUR   

SAMPLE PAGES  DIPLOMA IN INSTINCTS AND BEHAVIOUR    © Horses & Courses Ltd 2012 
  We offer a reward system for the report of illegal copies.  CALL 0845 6804528 to report any incident. 

 

 
 
 

 
GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
 
Feral Horses that were once domesticated but have escaped or 

been let free to live as a wild herd. 
 
Mutation:   A change in the genes, producing a new variety   

   within the species or sub-species.    

Ontogeny:   Origin and development of an individual 

Phylogeny: Development of a species over many thousands of years. 
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DISCLAIMER  
 
Although every effort is made to present scientifically accurate and up-to –date information 
based on the best available and reliable sources, it should be appreciated that results of 
caring for horses depends on a variety of factors not under the control of Horses & 
Courses Ltd.   Therefore, Horses & Courses Ltd, assumes no responsibility for, and makes 
no warranty with respect to any results that may be obtained from the procedures, 
methods, treatments described or ingredients discussed herein.   Horses & Courses Ltd, 
shall not be liable to any person for damage resulting from reliance on any information 
contained within this work pack, or by reason of any misstatement or inadvertent error 
contained herein. 
 
 
 
  



 
SAMPLE PAGES FROM DIPLOMA IN EQUINE INSTINCTS AND BEHAVIOUR   

SAMPLE PAGES  DIPLOMA IN INSTINCTS AND BEHAVIOUR    © Horses & Courses Ltd 2012 
  We offer a reward system for the report of illegal copies.  CALL 0845 6804528 to report any incident. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
COURSE ASSIGNMENT : PREPARATION & INFORMATION: 
 
• This assignment is designed to encourage you to reflect on your experiences 

and relate what you have learnt to a practical situation. 

 

• It has FOUR questions and you should answer each one separately.  

 

• The assignment should be a maximum of 5000 words and supported where 

applicable with diagrams, tables and pictures to highlight and explain subject text. 

 

• It is acceptable to use bullet points and lists in the work. 

 

PLEASE ENSURE YOUR NAME IS ON EVERY PIECE OF PAPER AND THE 
PAGES ARE ATTACHED AND NUMBERED. 
 

SUPPORTING MATERIALS: 
• The Course Work pack 

• The Horses & Courses Study Guide.  

• If you are experiencing any problems with the production of this assignment 

please contact your tutor or the office. 

HAND IN  

On completion of the assignment please fill in the top section of the feedback 
sheet and send the work back to the Horses & Courses Office, or e-mailed to 
tutor@ horsesandcourses.co.uk 

The address can be found at the top of the feedback sheet. 

ASSIGNMENT HAND-IN CHECK LIST 

1. Feedback sheet 

2. Completed tasks.   Each page named and numbered 
 
3. Please post in an A4 envelope with your return address on. 

 
 


