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Stereotypic behaviors are defined as repetitive, relatively unvarying patterns of behavior 
with no obvious goal or function. A horse that displays stereotypic behavior tends to per-
form the behavior in nearly the exact same way every time, and many horses also per-
form the behavior in a preferred location, e.g. in a specific area of the stall or paddock. 
The performance of stereotypic behavior has been used as an indicator of poor welfare, 
although it is often difficult to determine whether the behavior is the result of poor welfare 
in the past or due to current unfavorable conditions. This article will introduce horse own-
ers to stereotypic behaviors in horses, what has been learned about stereotypic behav-
iors through science, and how this information can be applied in order to better manage 
and thus improve the welfare of horses with stereotypic behavior. 
  
Stereotypic behaviors (STBs) are often referred to as ñstable vicesò, e.g. in popular press 
equine publications and in older equine textbooks. However, we are now moving away 
from using this terminology to describe stereotypies as research studies are demonstrat-
ing these behaviors are not simply the result of boredom. These behaviors are not at-
tempts by the horse to be a nuisance to their owner and should not be considered to be 
the fault of the horse. Although the exact, underlying cause(s) of STBs remain unknown, 
we have gained a better understanding of how, or rather why, stereotypic behaviors de-
velop in horses. The development and continued performance of stereotypic behaviors 
appear to have a physiological or psychological basis. 
 
Oral Stereotypies 
Most survey studies conducted to date (Wickens and Heleski, 2010), show 4-5% of the 
average horse population engage in an oral STB, such as cribbing, crib-biting or wind 
sucking. The typical cribber places its front teeth on an object, such as a fence board, 
pulls back while sucking air inward, and then emits a grunting noise. This behavior is dis-
tinctive both to see and to hear. Some evidence suggests that these behaviors are the 
result of ófeel goodô neurotransmitters in the horseôs brain, which is probably why the be-

havior seems so addictive and so 
challenging to stop once started.  

 

Is Cribbing the Same as Wood 
Chewing?   
It should be noted that cribbing and 
wood chewing are NOT the same 
thing. Wood chewing is actually a nor-
mal, natural behavior that even hors-
es in the wild will perform. On the oth-
er hand, feral horses have never been 
observed cribbing. Wood chewing is  
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sometimes classified as a redirected grazing behavior, particularly in horses on limited forage diets. There is a possi-
bility that wood chewing behavior will precede a horse becoming a cribber, but evidence of this is limited.  

Locomotor Stereotypies 
There are two reasonably common locomotor STBs observed in horses. One is called weaving, where horses shift 
their weight back and forth on their front legs (a repetitive, side to side swaying motion). This is often performed 
when standing at the front of the stall or next to a paddock gate. It often coincides with anticipation of something, e.g. 
awaiting morning turn out or while waiting to receive feed. The second is called box walking or stall walking, and it 
literally means to walk part or all of the horseôs box stall (or paddock) perimeter.  
 
Risk Factors for Developing STBs 
Though direct cause and effect research on this topic is limited, multiple studies involving thousands of horses have 
consistently found the following factors to be associated with increased likelihood of engaging in a STB (Wickens and 
Heleski, 2010): 

¶ Insufficient/very limited turnout time 
¶ Insufficient/very limited opportunities to socialize with other horses 
¶ Insufficient/limited grazing/foraging opportunities ï this factor often goes hand-in-hand with high con-

centrate diets, which have also been implicated. 
  
Stressful weaning, particularly an abrupt method with individual housing, has been associated with increased STBs 
in several studies. Additionally, there has been evidence that young stock with gastric ulcers are more likely to be 
crib-biters. In one particular study, supplementing young horsesô feed with an antacid improved the condition of the 
stomach and tended to reduce the amount of time horses spent cribbing. Differences in brain physiology responsible 
for goal directed and reward seeking behavior have also been demonstrated between horses with STB and horses 
who do not show these behaviors.  
  
Some factors are more ambiguous, such as stallions being more prone to engage in STBs, ñstressfulò riding disci-
plines being more prone to result in STBs, certain genetic lines being more likely to crib or to weave, and horses re-
covering from illness or injury being more likely to start a STB. However, in most of these particular cases, careful 
assessment will also note that turnout time, social interaction and foraging opportunities are also likely limited. 
 
Commonly Held Beliefs 
Contrary to popular opinion in the industry, there is no scientific proof that horses learn STBs from one another. An-
ecdotally, when stereotypic horses are turned out to pasture with non-stereotypic horses (those horses who do not 
display a STB), the non-stereotypic horses do not pick up the STBs. There is however less consistent evidence when 
it comes to housing non-stereotypic horses next to or across from stereotypic horses in environments involving the 
risk factors mentioned above. 
 
Do STBs Cause Damage? 
Cribbers may cause damage to their teeth, and as such may need additional dental care. Cribbing can be hard on 
fencing and stall boards. Weavers and stall walkers may cause more wear and tear to their feet, thus potentially 
needing more farrier care. They may also cause ruts or wear in the flooring in their stall or paddock. In general, 
though, these potential damages tend to be exaggerated leading to some horses with STB being turned away from 
certain boarding or training centers. Hopefully, with increased understanding of STBs, this bias will subside. 
 
Should I try to stop it? And if so, how? 
If you own or manage a horse with a STB, the recommendation is to learn as much as possible about that particular 
behavior. Stereotypic behaviors are recognized as both a welfare and a management concern and many owners at-
tempt to physically prevent the behavior. Attempts to physically prevent STBs can result in reduced welfare for the 
horse and additional strain on the ownerôs pocket book. Therefore, strategies aimed at addressing the behavior 
should include consideration of potential causal factors and implementation of management practices known to help 
reduce the behavior (e.g. increased opportunities to socialize with other horses and to graze/consume forage).  
Some horses will engage in their stereotypic behavior so much that it reduces their time spent on consuming ade-
quate feedstuffs to maintain a desired body condition. For cribbing, some owners have had success with the various  
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cribbing collars and/or anti-cribbing muzzles that are on the market. Care should be taken when turning horses out 
as many of the collars do not have breakaway mechanisms in the event of entanglement. Also, even a well-fitted col-
lar or muzzle will often create rub lesions on the horseôs head potentially resulting in sensitivity around the poll. Do 
not be surprised if your horse resists having the cribbing collar/cribbing muzzle placed on them. 
 
An owner can try to make cribbing surfaces less desirable by coating them with an aversive substance (such as pep-
pery liquids) or running an electric wire on the top or inside of fence lines. However, some crib-biters are determined 
and may learn to perform their stereotypy on other surfaces (e.g. waterers, hay rings, or even other horses).  Always 
remember that somewhere along the way, the horse developed this STB because it was likely trying to ócopeô with a 
suboptimal husbandry situation. If we view it as a coping mechanism, how certain are we that we should take away 
the horseôs ability to cope?  Multiple studies have shown that, when presented with a stressor, the horses who han-
dled it least well were crib-biters who were prevented from cribbing; non-cribbers did fine, and cribbers who were 
allowed to crib were fine, but cribbers who were thwarted were more stressed.  
  
The authors do not advocate cribbing surgery, but some owners have found it to be successful. We also do not ad-
vocate the use of electronic collars to ñstopò stereotypic behaviors. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the stimulation 
level has to be continually turned up to stop a horse from cribbing, which says a great deal about a cribberôs motiva-
tion to engage in the behavior. 
  

With respect to the locomotor stereotypies, some owners have had 

success in reducing their horseôs weaving or box-walking by increas-

ing the visual horizons; e.g. placing the horse in a stall with a window 

to the outdoors or with an acrylic/shatter-proof mirror, adding an anti-

weave stall front that allows the horse to have its head and neck out 

to the aisle, or simply keeping the horse out at pasture more of the 

time. Based on the authorsô experience and anecdotal reports from 

owners it appears much easier to reduce the time a horse spends 

engaged in a locomotor STB than an oral STB. 

Conclusion 
Just because your horse performs a stereotypic behavior, such as 
cribbing or weaving, does not mean its current state of welfare is 
suboptimal, but more likely, that at some point in the horseôs history, 
the horse was trying to cope with stressors outside the behavioral 
demands of the horseôs nature. Managing stereotypic behaviors can 
be very challenging. The best management strategy continues to be 
prevention by trying to optimize turn out time, social interaction and 
grazing/foraging opportunities. Minimizing stress during the weaning 
process is important, and working hard to enhance natural behaviors 
when horses are on stall rest for injuries or illness can help reduce 
the chance that your horse will develop a STB. Allowing ñhorses to 
be horsesò with respect to being able to perform more of their nor-
mal, natural behaviors, will go a long way towards reducing behav-
ioral problems and improving horse welfare. 
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Horse stalls with an anti-weave grill may help reduce 

weaving behavior.  

Photo Credit: Dr. Carissa Wickens 

http://anrcom.msu.edu/anrcom/news/item/cribbing_has_multiple_causes_management_practices_can_help
http://anrcom.msu.edu/anrcom/news/item/cribbing_has_multiple_causes_management_practices_can_help
https://www.myhorseuniversity.com/single-post/2013/01/22/Is-it-Coping-or-is-it-a-Vice-A-Review-of-Cribbing-Weaving-and-Other-Stereotypic-Behaviors
https://www.myhorseuniversity.com/single-post/2013/01/22/Is-it-Coping-or-is-it-a-Vice-A-Review-of-Cribbing-Weaving-and-Other-Stereotypic-Behaviors


Parasite control in the equine industry is primarily accomplished through 
deworming programs that implement the use of anthelmintics (dewormers). 
The previous (and still commonly used) recommendation for treatment of 
parasites was a rotating program of anthelmintics on an approximate 8 
week schedule. Many horse owners still implement this outdated recom-
mendation today without realizing that newer recommendations have been 
released by the American Association for Equine Practitioners (AAEP) due 
to increasing incidence of parasite resistance to dewormers.1 

 
Currently, there are three main classes of anthelmintics: benzimidazoles 
(fenbendazole, oxibendazole), tetrahydropyrimidines (pyrantel) and macro-
cyclic lactones (ivermectin, moxidectin). The practice of rotating dewormers 
dates back to 40+ years ago and was used to combat the most prevalent 
parasite in equines, large strongyles (Strongylus vulgaris). Fortunately, this 
program mostly eradicated large strongyles, and today the main parasite of 
concern in adult horses is cyathostomins (small strongyles).  Small stron-
gyles have a different lifecycle than their large strongyle counterpart and 
have a unique ability to encyst in the gut wall when conditions are not fa-
vorable for their survival.  Because of this, and the fact that most anthelmin-
tics kill only those parasites that are in the lumen of the gut (e.g., not the 
encysted strongyles), the practice of regularly rotating anthelminics has ac-
tually led to resistance in small strongyle populations.  Resistance to an-
thelmintics is assessed using a fecal egg count reduction test (FECRT) in 

which fecal egg counts are assessed before anthelmintic treatment (deworming) and again at 14 days after anthel-
mintic treatment.  Resistance would be defined as the failure of the drug to have a high fecal egg count reduction in 
this 14 day period.  In a 2004 study, it was shown that the percentage of farms in the southern United States found 
to harbor resistant small strongyles was 97.7% for fenbendazole, 53.5% for oxibendazole, and 40.5% for pyrantel 
pamoate.2  In this study, 0% of farms harbored small strongyles that were resistant to ivermectin, however, it has 
been recently shown that resistance to ivermectin is common in another equine parasite, ascarids.  Additionally, the 
effectiveness of a deworming agent can be measured by the egg reappearance time (ERP) which assesses the 
length of time after deworming before eggs are present again in the fecal samples of a treated horse.  The ERP for 
small strongyles after treatment with ivermectin or moxidectin has been decreasing, meaning parasites are coming 
back faster than they did when the drugs were first marketed.  For all of these reasons, the current recommenda-
tions for deworming programs are much different from the rotational deworming program that was implemented 40+ 
years ago.  In spite of all of the recent compelling evidence to move away from regular rotational deworming, many 
horse owners still follow this outdated method.  If this trend continues, the equine industry may be faced with a simi-
lar problem that sheep and goat owners have todayðhigh parasite resistance to all classes of dewormers with al-
most no effective treatment to combat parasitic infections. 

 
So what are the current deworming recommendations and how can horse owners help in preventing continued re-
sistance problems?  First, move away from rotational deworming.  It has been shown that rotating classes of de-
wormers does not result in less appearance of parasite resistance.  Since small strongyles show significant re-
sistance to three of the four classes of dewormers, rotating anthelmintics is not recommended.  Ivermectin (or mox-
idectin) should be the basis of a deworming program for adult horses.  In most cases, one to two deworming treat-
ments per year is sufficient to prevent infection of large strongyles and to treat for other parasites such as tape-
worms and bots (treatment of tapeworms requires the use of praziquantel which is included only in some ivermectin/
moxidectin dewormers).  Deworming treatments should occur when parasite loads are highest, typically in the fall 
and spring in the southeastern United States when parasite larvae populations in pastures tend to be the highest 
(extreme heat or cold reduces pasture levels of infective parasites).  Any treatment beyond this should be done 
based on the small strongyle egg shed rate of the individual horse. This means that rather than deworming all hors-
es multiple times a year, instead individual fecal egg counts should be performed and only those horses with 
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high fecal egg counts should be dewormed. Fecal egg counts are most easily done by a licensed veterinarian, 
though an individual can become trained to perform these if they have the proper equipment.  Horses are typically 
classified as low, moderate, or high egg shedders based on the amount of small strongyle eggs per gram (EPG) 
present in their feces with the following scale being commonly used:  low (<200 EPG), moderate (200-500 EPG), 
and high (>500 EPG).  It is important to understand that horses that are higher shedders donôt necessarily have 
higher populations of internal parasites; differences in age and immune status of each horse influences the number 
of eggs they shed.  However, moderate and high egg shedders result in greater transmission of infective parasite 
larvae in pastures and therefore are the target of selective deworming programs at more regular intervals throughout 
the year.  Some low shedding horses may only need to be dewormed once a year, whereas high shedders may 
need to be dewormed more frequently throughout the year to reduce pasture transmission of parasites.  Working 
with your veterinarian to develop a selective deworming plan is the best way to combat parasite resistance on your 
farm. 

It is also important to look at the life stage of your horse.  Young horses (particularly foals) are more prone to asca-
rids than older horses.  Due to the fact that ascarids show high resistance to ivermectin, deworming programs for 
foals, particularly prior to weaning, should implement the use of benzimidazoles starting at about 2-3 months of age 
and again around 4-6 months of age.  Following weaning, a fecal egg count can help assess whether ascarids or 
strongyles are more prevalent in the individual horse and guide which anthelmitic is the best choice.  Since younger 
horses are considered more susceptible to parasites, yearlings and two year olds should be classified as high shed-
ders and dewormed more frequently with the appropriate anthelmintic based on fecal egg tests. 

 
Finally, it should be noted that there are other, non-chemical, methods that horse owners can implement to reduce 
parasite populations.  Rotational grazing, grazing with other species, and manure removal and composting are man-
agement practices that can help reduce parasite transmission from grazing.  Implementing good pasture manage-
ment practices while working with a veterinarian to develop individualized deworming plans for horses on your farm 
will go a long way in combating parasite resistance so that we have effective anthelmintics for years to come. 
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If you own horses, you will certainly have flies.  Horses, 
horse manure and even horse feed are powerful attract-
ants to a large number of fly species.    Though flies are 
seasonal, the mild winter climates of the southeastern 
states provide ideal conditions for some species of fly 
pests year round.  Understanding the seasonal patterns of 
these pests, the conditions that are hospitable to their re-
production and their feeding behaviors will help horse own-
ers develop strategies to protect their animals. 
 

The most common fly pests of horses in the southeast are 
stable flies, house flies, tabanids (horse, yellow and deer 
flies), mosquitoes, horn flies and cullicoides (no-see-ums).  
Life cycles of flies vary but they are time dependent upon 
temperature and moisture.  The life stages include egg, lar-
va, pupae and adult.  

 
Stable flies thrive in cooler, wet months when hay residue is available as a breeding medium.  These flies are per-

sistent blood feeders delivering a painful bite.  Both male and females take blood meals during the day and the  

The life cycle from egg to adult in ideal conditions for house flies is 
6.5 days, for stable flies is 10-14 days, and for horn flies is 21 days. 
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preferred feeding site is the lower legs.  If you see a lot of foot stomping, it 
is likely that your major problem is stable flies.  Cleaning up hay residue, 
composting manure and dragging pastures are the best methods of con-
trol. 

House flies can develop in almost any decaying matter but horse dung is a 
favorite breeding medium.  Though house flies do not bite, they typically 
leave a vomit droplet along with a fecal drop when they visit a feeding site.  
Thus, they can serve as mechanical transmitters of harmful microorgan-
isms and are an intermediate host for stomach worms in horses.  Due to a 
very short life cycle, house flies can establish very large populations in a 
short time.  Keeping feed covered, stopping dripping faucets, emptying the 
manure spreader at least every other day are all methods of limiting 
breeding. 

Tabanids include several fly groups, most notable the horse fly, deer fly 
and yellow fly.  The females take blood meals by inserting their bayonet-
like mouthparts into the horse, creating a wound and lapping up the 
blood.  Horses react to the bite and often dislodge the fly, interrupting the 
meal.  The fly then makes another wound and continues feeding until 
full.  They also inject an anticoagulant into the wound so the blood drip 
remaining is an attractant to other flies. They only produce one genera-
tion per year in marshy areas and emerge in early summer.  This makes 
them very difficult to control. 
 
Mosquitoes require water to lay eggs and have a relatively short life 
cycle under good conditions.  During dry weather, mosquito numbers 
may be low but 10 days after a rain event, the hatch rate will be no-
ticeable.  Mosquito bites are not only irritating; mosquitoes may trans-
fer diseases like Encephalitis or West Nile.  It is critical that horse 
owners vaccinate prior to the June rainy season so that horses will be 
protected when mosquitoes emerge.  Boosters will need to be given 
throughout the year based on where you live, the amount of standing 
water and rainfall patterns which dictate mosquito prevalence.  Most 
mosquitoes feed from dusk until dawn and are not strong fliers. Bring-
ing horses inside in the evening and running fans can limit the number 
of mosquitoes your horses are exposed to.  
Horn flies are cattle pests and the horse is a dead end host.  Horn 
flies remain on the host animal at all times, only leaving to lay eggs in 
fresh cow patties.  If your horses are near cattle pastures, you will likely see horn flies on their backs and bellies.  
Though they take blood meals and are a certainly a nuisance, they are of little economic consequence to horses. 
 
Cullicoides, also known as no-see-ums, punkies or biting midges are small flies that feed on the ears, neck, chest, 

belly and tail of horses.  Many horses are hypersensitive to these pests and will develop what some refer to as muck 

itch.  They feed at dusk and dawn but do not seem to like to come indoors.  Fans and housing horses indoors at 

night may limit exposure.  Application of fly spray in the evening is also helpful. 

Fly control is best accomplished by using several management strategies.  Flies need breeding materials, optimum 

moisture and adequate warmth to complete their life cycles.  Elimination of breeding materials, control of moisture, 

mechanical control (fans or traps) and judicious use of insecticides in combination is the best approach.  Good sani-

tation, composting, use of fans and removal of standing water are relatively inexpensive, environmentally friendly 

approaches to fly control.  They will also get you high marks with the neighbors. 

Whatôs Bugging your Horse? continued... 

Pupal cases can be found under hay residue. 
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Thousands of larvae may be living under bedding. 
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Horn flies will only lay eggs in fresh, warm cow dung. 
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