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W ho’s the barn boss? Just as im-
portantly, who isn’t? Research is 
giving us a better understanding 

of equine hierarchies in both feral and 
domestic populations. And that insight is 
leading scientists to rethink the way we 
house, feed, and even work our horses. 

Respecting rank can improve our 
horses’ health and welfare as well as our 
own safety. By paying attention to hierar-
chy and giving our horses the opportunity 
to define it, we can help ensure harmony 
in the barn and beyond.

The Happy Hierarchy
We hear many terms about equine 

hierarchy: the “alpha” horse, the “low-
ranking” horse, the “leader,” and so on. 
Science has certainly confirmed what 
horse people have known for centuries: 
Horses do set up an order of rank in their 
groups. But that doesn’t make a high-
ranking horse mean or a bully, and it 
doesn’t make a low-ranking horse bullied 
or unhappy. Rather, says Karen Waite, 
MS, PhD, Extension specialist in Michi-
gan State University’s Department of 
Animal Sciences, in East Lansing, horses 
find comfort in having a structure and 
knowing their place in the hierarchy. 

Finding that place, however, might 
be an unpleasant experience. Horses 
threaten each other—and occasionally 
strike or kick at each other—to establish 
rank. But once the hierarchy is decided, 
a group can remain relatively stable and 
peaceful over months and even years.

Contrary to what many people have 
long believed, an equine hierarchy is any-
thing but linear. It’s not a straight order of 
highest to lowest, says Anja Zollinger, BSc, 
of Agroscope, Swiss National Stud, in 
Avenches. Instead, there are often “trian-
gles” where one horse is dominant over a 
second that’s dominant over a third that’s 
dominant over the first. In larger groups 

hierarchy can get even more complex. 
Hierarchy can even change accord-

ing to the particular resources available, 
whether food or comfort. “A horse that’s 
first in line for eating might end up 
second or third or much lower for having 
a shady space under a tree, for example,” 
Zollinger says. 

Sound complicated? Well, equine 
hierarchy is complicated. And it’s not 
always easy for handlers to figure out in 
full detail. While we can make a good 
effort to understand our horses’ rank-
ings, what’s more important is to make 
sure we’re giving them the structure and 
opportunities they need to work out that 
hierarchy safely.

A Peaceful Pasture
Turning horses out in groups can be 

fairly safe if you give them the chance 

to get to know each other first in con-
trolled situations. For example, let horses 
discover each other through adjoining 
box stalls or paddocks. Before integrating 
a new horse into a group, let him have a 
stall near the others where he can retreat 
and take a break from the stress of meet-
ing these new horses, says Zollinger. Then 
put him in the paddock alone with one of 
the “friendlier” horses—often a medium-
ranking horse known to be gentle and 
open with others. “This lets him have an 
ally before he goes out in the big pasture 
with everyone else,” she says.

Ideally, pasture groups should range in 
size from five to 15 horses, Zollinger says. 
“In nature they live in small groups, and 
this is how they would feel most com-
fortable,” she says. “Images of hundreds 
of wild horses running together usually 
come from roundups that force them 

Harmonious Housing Practices
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Manage your horses with respect to their rank for a safer, happier herd

You might be able to house two or more 
buddies together safely.
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 together, but in a peaceful setting they 
stay in small family groups.”

Pastures should be large enough to 
accommodate the herd—both for graz-
ing purposes and giving the horses the 
opportunity to work out the hierarchy. 
That usually means giving the lower-
ranking horses room to move away from 
dominant horses. An acre per horse is 
appropriate. 

Be particularly careful when you turn 
horses out in groups during the day after 
they’ve been in individual stalls overnight, 
Zollinger says. Even those few hours 
apart, on a regular basis, can mean they 
need to re-establish certain levels of hier-
archy in the morning. It’s a good idea to 
keep an eye on them in those first several 
minutes. 

Group Housing
When it comes to housing horses 

together, such as in a large group stall or 
paddock, your design should keep hierar-
chies in mind. 

Just as in larger turnouts, subordinate 
horses should never get trapped, Zollinger 
says. You’ll need roomy group areas that 
allow plenty of moving space. Usually, 
that means providing at least the same 
amount of space per horse as they would 
have had in individual housing. 

“Let’s say you have a traditional barn 

with individual stalls, maybe with individ-
ual paddocks coming out of each stall,” 
says Zollinger. “And you find three horses 
that get along well and you want to put 
them together. You can just remove the 
walls between those three stalls and the 
fences between the paddocks to convert it 
into group housing.”

However, such spaces can be danger-
ous for subordinate horses in a group. 
“Always keep dividers that let horses 
get away or hide from higher ranking 
horses,” she adds. This can be a wall, a 
large tree trunk, or even a rug hanging 
from the ceiling. “But very importantly, 
make sure it always has an exit on both 
ends,” she says. 

That’s also true for the gate or door 
between the shelter and the outside. “Ide-
ally you should have two doors,” placed 
in different locations, says Zollinger. “If 
not, then a very large door. But even then, 
dominant horses can stand in front of the 
door to block it, and subordinate horses 
won’t try to get past.”

Feeding and Resting Areas
Two of the main resources that can 

cause conflict and a show of hierarchy 
are food (and water) and resting spaces, 
say our sources.  

Be sure to leave a significant amount of 
space between horses when feeding them 
in groups—at least several horse lengths, 
says Waite. This will not only reduce 
the risk of conflict but also improve the 

Horses might threaten each other to establish rank but, once order is decided, they can live peace-
fully in group settings.
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Flax Farm
Premium Animal Bedding

I was introduced to flax bedding three years ago. 
My racehorses performed much better without dust 
in their lungs. That, along with all the other benefits 
made it the best product I had ever used.

So, when the opportunity became available, Dad and I bought the factory. With the 
addition of new equipment this summer, we have more than doubled production to 
better serve new clients.

We really do make the best horse bedding you can buy.

— SAMANTHA BROWN, OWNER

WHY FLAX 
BEDDING?
■	No dust means better horse health. Allergies from 

shavings (hives) are eliminated.

■	Flax absorbs 4 times more than wood shavings.

■	Disposal is simple. Flax does not need to be 
composted. It contains soil nutrients so farmers are 
happy to use it as an organic fertilizer.

■	Stall cleaning time is reduced, as flax bedding falls 
through the manure fork.

■	Flax bedding costs less to use than bagged shaving.

We have been using Flax 
Farm’s Bedding since 

January of this year, and are 
thrilled with the result. The 
bedding is significantly more 
absorbent than regular shavings, as 
well as making the stalls easier to 
clean. As a result, we save time and 
money while being environmen-
tally conscious and offering our 
horses a healthy environment.”

— Sabrina Van Yves (MGR), 
Bellevue Stables, Carigan, P.Q.

Since I began using Flax Farm Bed-
ding, my horses no longer have hives. 

When I arrive at a show, my horses are clean 
and dust free with no coughs or allergies.”

— Kelly Parsons, 
Georgetown, ONT

I use Flax Farm Bedding in my 
practice and recommend it to my 

clients. I have seen a huge difference in 
horse’s lung health and capacity when they 
are bedded on flax bedding.”

— Dr. Fernanda Carmaga, DVM, KSV, 
Lexington, KY

Samantha  ❙  519.994.3219

Don  ❙  416.579.7876

Flaxfarmacy@outlook.com

www.flaxfarm.ca
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Premium Animal Bedding

FlaxFarm_pg2.indd   1 2/28/17   8:01 AM

http://www.flaxfarm.ca


TheHorse.com     THe Horse     4

lower-ranking horses’ chances of finish-
ing their food. If a low-ranking horse is a 
slow eater, you might have to fence him 
off from the others during  mealtimes. 

It’s equally important to watch out for 
your own safety during group feedings, 
Waite adds. It’s not uncommon for people 
to get caught up—and banged up—in 
hierarchical conflicts between horses at 
feeding time. “Most of our barn accidents 
come from someone being in the wrong 
place at the wrong time, usually between 
a lower-ranking and higher-ranking horse 
during feeding,” she says. “Either the 
higher-ranking horse strikes out (or kicks) 
and catches the human in the strike, or 
the lower-ranking horse bolts to move out 
of the way of the higher-ranking horse 
and knocks the human over accidentally.”

Knowing the relationships between the 
horses can help, she says. So can careful 
attention to the subtle (and sometimes 
not so subtle) communication cues they 
give each other, such as eye and ear 
movements, tail swishes, and lifted hind 
legs. But usually it’s a good idea to not get 
between horses at all during feeding. 

It’s also good to have a distinct feed-
ing area set away from the resting 
area, Zollinger adds. While it’s common 
practice to feed horses in their stalls, it’s 
something you should avoid in group 
housing scenarios. “Since hierarchy isn’t 
always the same for different resources, 
mixing resting areas with feeding areas 
can cause unnecessary additional con-
flict,” she says.

It can also keep the lowest-ranking 
horses from getting enough rest, espe-
cially if they’d like to rest while the other 
horses are still eating. Edible bedding, 
such as straw, can make the situation 
worse, she says. “The dominant horses 

see the bedding area as an eating area as 
well, making the lower-ranking horses 
stay constantly on their guard,” Zollinger 
says. In group housing, wood shavings, 
hemp, peat, or other inedible beddings 
are more welfare-friendly.

Friendly Individual Housing
Is rank important when your horses 

are housed individually? Possibly, say 
our sources. “But there are easy ways to 
manage that,” says Waite. For example, 
if you hang feed buckets on a shared wall 
between a dominant and less dominant 
horse, the lower-ranking horse might feel 
stressed about eating his meal. “You can 
just move the bucket or feeder to another 
wall to keep them happier,” she says.

As far as arranging the horses in the 
stalls according to their rank, that can 
end up like a logic puzzle worthy of the 
LSAT exam—and there’s no point in 
exerting that much effort, says Zollinger. 
Instead, try to consider affinities more 
than rank.

“If you see two horses that have really 
made good friends in the field, you can 
try to respect that friendship by making 
them stall neighbors,” she says. Worth 

noting is that “friendship” can occur be-
tween horses regardless of rank. “You can 
have a very high-ranking horse be friends 
with a middle- or low-ranking horse,” she 
adds. “Rank has very little bearing, if any, 
on affinities between horses.”

Drawing the Line
When you tie your horses up along the 

fence rail, do you need to keep rank in 
mind? How about trailer loading order? 
Or when the farrier comes, should you 
keep a horse friend nearby? 

Of course we want to give our horses 
every opportunity to live their lives as 
naturally as possible. But a domesticated 
life does require certain limits for inter-
species (horse-human) harmony. We can 
certainly adapt their management and 
housing to a hierarchy-friendly lifestyle. 
But we don’t need to cater to that rank 
instinct in every situation. 

“Horses need to recognize that when 
they’re with humans, their behaviors need 
to be safe,” Waite says.

Zollinger agrees. “There’s a point where 
you just have to draw the line,” she says. 
“If a horse is really nervous about the 
farrier for some reason, why not have a 
friendly horse nearby? But otherwise, they 
should learn to hold still and put their 
ranks and affinities aside for a while.”

Take-Home Message
Horses have a great need to establish 

hierarchical systems within their groups; 
sometimes they’re very complicated. 
It’s hard-wired in their genetics, and 
researchers recommend that we, as ethi-
cal handlers, do our best within reason 
to allow it. This can lead to happier, safer, 
more relaxed horses and, perhaps, fewer 
opportunities for us to get caught in the 
crossfire between feuding horses. h
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Leave at least several horse-lenths of space between horses when feeding them in groups. (These 
horses are being fed a little too close.)
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If you feed horses on either side of a 
shared wall, the lower-ranking one might 
feel stressed about eating his meal.
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