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How vision influences equine behavior (And other tidbits to help us handle ‘em safely!) 

by Madison Seamans MS DVM 

Introduction  

“As horse people, we sometimes enjoy the comfort of opinion without the discomfort of 

thought”…  

    No group is more plagued by “set in stone facts” than horse people.  This so-called 

conventional wisdom is often simply an opinion based on a misconception that gets passed 

around so many times it is considered the absolute, dead solid perfect, irrefutable truth.  Like so 

many zombies, these things just never die.   

     One favorite is “one side of the horse’s brain is not connected to the other.”  Did you ever 

wonder why a horse is reluctant to go into a barn, or stocks in a treatment room?  Or why a foal 

can’t find the gate when his mom just walked through it?   Why can we use fly spray on one side, 

but when we go to the other side, the horse acts surprised to see us?  Sometimes a lot more than 

just a little surprised?  This and other aspects of equine behavior can be appreciated once we 

understand more about how vision, and aspects of its physiology unique to the species, 

influences the horse. 

     In order to avoid becoming a meal, all prey animals must recognize predators—instantly.  

Horses are prey animals which often use flight as their primary defense mechanism.  Their other 

choice is “fight”, but, thankfully, most of ‘em don’t choose that.  We are quickly recognized as 

predators, since we are smaller, our eyes are in the front of our heads and we smell like a bacon 

sandwich (or a Big Mac, depending on the time of day, you get the point!) So we already have a 

couple of strikes against us when we approach a horse with a halter, or try to pick up his feet, or 
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cram him into a trailer—anything that will restrict his flight mechanism--his ability to avoid 

becoming lunch! Once we understand how the horse sees, we can present ourselves as less of a 

threat, becoming more partner and less predator, even if we are planning on doing some real 

unpleasant things. This will become a source of job security for us, and safety for others.  And 

this is just one more area in which we can reap the fruits of our marvelous profession. Wouldn’t 

it be great to hear:  “I really like Old Doc Jones’, but his tech is a real hand with a horse!” 

           As equine professionals, we understand how important good “people skills” are in the 

growth and maintenance of a practice.  The “business” of veterinary medicine is not an “animal 

business”, it is a “people business” and the people own animals—at least in theory.  But how 

many times have we heard clients say something like:  “I think she’s a good vet, but my horse 

doesn’t like her.”  Or:  “Dr. Jones is a great surgeon, but I think he is afraid of horses because he 

sedates mine every time he sees him.”  When we consider that, to a large extent, the way the 

horse thinks is due to the way he sees: most new things are potential threats.  A more thorough 

knowledge of horse “psychology” can help us reduce our “threat profile”, with our patients and 

strengthen our clients’ confidence in us.  

    Over the last few years, many AAEP members have appreciated a new focus in equine 

behavior.  This has provided us with practical tools for handling our patients, as our visits are 

often unpleasant for the horse. I have often shared a carrot with a patient, but that is rarely the 

reason for our visit.  Offering treats is surely one method of softening the impact of our presence 

which is so often accompanied with sharp objects. However, as food-motivated as most horses 

are, the treat/bribery method can only go so far.  If we continue to advance our horse-handling 

skills, we will not only be able to safely provide the best quality care available to our patients, we 

will also engender trust from our clients because the horse likes us—or at least doesn’t hate us!  
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High quality care, safety and trust are some of the hallmarks of a successful practice.  With this 

in mind, an improved understanding of how the horse sees his environment provides us with 

another piece of a complex behavioral paradigm.  

     Visual Impact on Basic Behavior  

     For most of us, just the thought of “neuro cases” can break us into a cold sweat.  The nervous 

system is a complicated, extremely technical electrical system that connects perception with 

action.  The instincts for fight, flee, feed and… procreate are all designed to preserve the species.  

All the body systems are connected and directed by the nervous system in such a way that the 

most complicated computer software looks like a first grade reader by comparison.  Basically, 

the sensory organs monitor visual, auditory, olfactory and tactile information to locate a meal, a 

mate or a menace.  (Sight, sound, smell and touch—snort and worry are in there somewhere, too, 

but its exact location is hard to pin down!) The sensory organs are electrically attached to the 

brain which coordinates motor functions to achieve the desired goals:  stay alive and make more 

of us. The eye is the window, basically a camera.  The brain collects the light information, 

“develops the film”, and files it in memory banks where it might be needed later. From there, the 

information is placed into folders marked “urgent” or “never mind”. This can also initiate 

skeletal muscle reflexes to run from the ever present, potentially fatal plastic bag.   This is how 

visual input is part of learned behavior:  the memory banks store the information recorded as 

“gate”, or “fence” or “grain bucket”.   A horse only needs to eat grain from a bucket one time to 

know that all buckets are potential candy stores.  But a brand new foal can’t find the stall door 

because there is no information stored in memory banks of what a stall door is. They also won’t 

shy away from a plastic bag, because they do not know (yet) what should be perceived as a 

threat.  However, learned behavior, from visual information results in familiar responses: 
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“There’s some grass, let’s eat!” The young stallion says; “Let’s run down there and breed a 

mare”.  The old stallion says, “Let’s walk down there and breed ‘em all!” (Blunt trauma from the 

heels of a reluctant date leave a lasting impression on young stallion memory banks!) 

      Vision directs action. The eye of the horse is an amazing system in an organism replete with 

amazing systems.  This engineering marvel contains elements of skin, two separate densities of 

fluid and several unique types of nervous tissue—all in the same spherical package.  The fact 

that it works at all is a miracle, but how the horse perceives his surroundings is, in some ways, is 

unique to the species.  This remarkably complex integration of anatomy and neurology has 

helped the horse survive in an often dangerous environment.  But how often do we consider 

exactly how the horse sees the world?  Why should we care? This is most important for 

technicians as they are often the first to touch some of these “less than willing” patients. 

     Good science starts with assumptions.  In studies of behavior, subjective observations are 

often considered “science”, but personal bias may alter our perception of given situations.  This 

is surely the case with vision, as holding up an eye chart and asking which way the letter “E” is 

pointing will be wasted on most horses.  Some of our knowledge of the location of brain 

functions comes from the behavioral anomalies reported after injury to specific regions.1 These 

fascinating studies have helped map out the brain as specific functions are lost when certain 

areas are damaged. Other advances involve electrostimulation of certain tracts and recording the 

responses experienced by conscious human subjects during brain surgery.2   Electrodes are placed 

in specific areas of the brain and a mild electric current is used to stimulate the nerves.  The 

patient can describe the sensation when a specific region is stimulated, and this has been another 

tool essential to brain function mapping.  Irrespective of the source or species involved, we often 
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assume that these observations are valid in the horse.  This may not be the best “science”, but 

sometimes it is the only science available. 

    It is likely that all the senses have some impact on behavior.  However, since the equine eye is 

among the largest of all herbivores, visual cues are of particular importance and the first critical 

phase of threat assessment.  We can almost see the little neurologic wheels turning as the horse is 

trying to decide if there really is something to worry about!  The head goes up, ears pricked, 

nostrils flared, almost like he’s saying; “What the heck is that!”  While the horse probably 

responds to many subtle environmental cues, like sounds and smells, it seems that vision imports 

his most valued information.  The visual signals produce the greatest response, and the greatest 

handling challenges appear to be changes in lighting, depth, motion.  The apparent “default 

program” in horses:  new image equals threat.  A horse can walk by the same stack of fence posts 

every day for a year without apparent response. But move just one post a few inches…the whole 

world has changed, and it could end right NOW! 

     Seeing involves the union of several processes.  The horse sees the world in three pieces: one 

binocular image using both eyes, and two monocular images giving him an almost 180 degree 

view on either side of his body.  The images destined to be fused as a single, binocular (two-

eyed) presentation must undergo further coordinated processing to create “stereopsis” (two 

images combined to allow for depth perception) instead of diplopia (double vision).  Blind spots 

directly in front and behind the horse compound the complexity that must be sorted out in the 

brain.  Head posture is probably useful in the application of binocular vision on distant objects.8    

     The miraculous course through the central nervous system (CNS) which processes photic data 

into useful information begins in the retina where images are projected from the lens upside 

down—and it just gets more intricate from there.   Light reflected from an object can only be 
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“seen” if it differs from its surroundings.  Camouflage works by hiding objects in plain sight, 

blending them into the visual background noise.   Brightness, color, depth, and shape are the four 

types of contrast required to differentiate specific forms from background.  Motion has a 

compounding influence, as moving objects are changing shape, brightness and depth relative to 

the background. All four contrast types will change when objects move relative to the light 

source.  For this reason, camouflage loses some of its effectiveness if the object is in motion.  

Predator animals instinctively know this, so they move very slowly until they are ready to 

strike—just watch a barn cat for a few minutes, if you can catch him in the non-napping mode.    

     It is well documented that the optic tracts terminate in higher brain centers not directly related 

to vision:  the motor cortex of both hemispheres, the limbic system (the center of mental and 

motor components of behavior in man) and vestibular centers which coordinate eye and head 

movements with balance.3,4,5   Head movements may also indicate another linkage between 

visual stimuli and limbic or other behavior-based structures.  Fearful horses will commonly 

throw their head up, ears pricked forward.  This may improve binocular focus, or just make the 

horse look bigger, and thus a more formidable target to a predator.  We may not know exactly 

what the horse is thinking, but it gives us clear indication that he’s real concerned about 

something.  Conversely, comfortable, submissive horses will lower the head and start “licking 

and chewing”.  

     Stephen Peters Md PhD suggests that head posture is also an indicator of hormonal activity in 

the horse.15 The “fight or flight” hormonal soup of adrenalin and cortisol is indicated by the 

“heads up” posture, while the head down, more relaxed condition suggests a serotonin influenced 

mental state.  Serotonin is the neurotransmitter associated with some drug addiction, and 

possibly adds to the euphoria of external compounds.  It is possible that this serotonin-based 
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“comfort zone” is related to what horses like best: eating.  Nobel laureate, Ivan Pavlov, noted 

that ringing a bell prior to feeding his dogs would “teach” them to salivate even if they were not 

fed.  In a response related to that of Pavlov’s dogs, the lowered head, licking and chewing 

posture may be a product of activated memory centers neurologically re-viewing the act of 

grazing.  With this in mind, horses that present “licking and chewing” should be considered 

happy patients. It is important to note that once we can achieve this response, our intended 

activity gets a lot easier—and safer. To a horse, licking and chewing is like saying “OK, I guess 

that will be alright”. Of course this is subject to change on a split second’s notice. We are, after 

all, talking about a horse. 

      The non-visual neurologic centers must process and either store or discard imagery data 

rapidly.  The massive quantity of pictures received every second would soon overload the ability 

to sort out the “important” from the “whatever” in the typical equine environment.  If all the 

images were consciously perceived, the horse would be functionally blind.  Instead, the old 

“remembered” images can be compared with new ones.  Sensory afferents (nervous impulses 

going toward the brain) are processed and coupled with motor efferents (nerves connected to 

skeletal muscle) as a protective measure to distinguish grass, fence, stream, or tree from girl-

with-a-halter or… LION!  It is the integration of complex, diverse systems that form the elegant, 

beautiful and sometimes baffling creature called the horse. 

      Lighting Transitions 

     German anatomist Max Schultze was the first to describe light sensitive cells in the retina of 

birds and noted that nocturnal animals had more rods than cones. 6  He correctly deduced that it 

was the “rod” cells that were responsible for detecting light at low levels.  The retinal “cone” 

cells are associated with the perception of color (easy to remember ‘cuz they both start with a 
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“c”) and precise visual acuity in bright light, but do not function well below a certain threshold  

of brightness.  In man, the fovea, in the central region of the macula, has the highest 

concentration of cones.  This small circular area in the middle of the retina provides the best 

visual acuity and color perception.  It is located precisely where the hole in the iris, the pupil, 

casts a well-defined circular beam of light focused by the lens on the retina where the most rods 

and cones are.  The cone population declines greatly away from the fovea.7  This is why color 

perception is diminished in our peripheral vision, or under low-lighting conditions.  In the horse, 

both rods and cone cells are concentrated along a horizontal line, or “visual streak” located just 

above the optic disc.8  The horizontal pupil of the horse allows light to be transmitted with fair 

precision along the equally horizontal visual streak—concentrating light where it is most readily 

perceived.  This relationship allows for a panoramic view of the horizon in images focused on 

the retina where the highest concentrations of photoreceptors reside. It appears that the visual 

capabilities of the horse are perfectly suited for survival. He doesn’t need to read fine print and 

doesn’t care what color the paper is, but the population of receptor cells in the retina are perfectly 

arranged for the detection of motion along the horizon in low light. 

     When we think about just how much information is transmitted through the eye to the brain, it 

raises a question of how the brain sorts it all out. The first digital televisions were notoriously 

“blurry” when figures in motion were projected. This was due to a slow “refresh” time, or 

duration between images sensed by the video software. Still images were clear and crisp, but fast 

motion was pretty blurry. The 100 million photoreceptors in each eye are like little digital 

cameras in the retina, located in the back of the eyeball.  These are much more advanced than 

anything you can buy at Walmart, as they “refresh” images about 60 times per second!5   This is 

why vision in motion, either the movement of the head and eye or movement of the subject, is a 
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smooth, constant image. For example, as our eye scans a pasture looking for a horse, there are 

billions of images that strike the retina in a very short time.  But the optic centers have the ability 

to sort out the non-essential parts of the visual field, allowing us to focus on the intended object, 

and a smooth, seamless transition between images. The edited images are further processed by 

ganglion cells, refining transmission to about three times per second, and directing the 

information to the proper brain centers.5  

      There are several distinct types of ganglion cells-- little junction boxes near the brain and 

spinal cord.  These junctions, or synapses, provide a way for neurotransmitters (hormones like 

epinephrine—“adrenalin”) to modify the nerve’s response to a given stimulus. This adds another 

layer of control in the perception/action pathway.  Epinephrine is the “fight or flight” hormone 

that horses are apparently real fond of.  Thankfully, more horses want to stampede rather than 

stomp, but the physiology is the same.  Here’s the scenario:   A saber tooth butterfly appears in 

the visual field triggering a “threat” code that hasn’t had a software upgrade since Adam roped 

his first bronc.  (How many horses die of butterfly attack?)  The adrenal glands kick into high 

gear, secreting a couple of gallons of epinephrine (AKA “adrenaline”).  Pupils dilate to acquire 

more light information to identify the monster. Heart rate elevates to increase blood flow to 

skeletal muscle needed to flee from impending doom. Nostrils flare to take in more oxygen, 

sweat glands open the faucet to cool off overheated skeletal muscle triggered into a run that can 

turn a plow horse into a rocket.  Finally, the horse is somewhere over Nebraska and you, 

knowing that rebuilding the recently “remodeled”  fence is gonna hurt a lot worse with rope-

burned hands! And, amazingly, all of this was triggered by one little ole butterfly. 

     The equine optic nerve appears to be best suited to convey information related to changes in 

depth and motion in a wide range of light settings9. While a one to one receptor to ganglion ratio 
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is required for optimal visual acuity of cone (color) cells, a higher ratio between rods and 

ganglion cells concentrates photons in a natural “night vision” mechanism. (Figure 1).  This is 

why the night vision technology renders monochrome images—usually shades of green rather 

than a full color display.  The ganglion to receptor ratio in the horse sacrifices color and acuity 

for enhanced vision in low lighting.  This is apparently not a bad trade for the horse and probably 

enhances survival skills, as the normal sixteen hour grazing day in the wild horse requires 

significant nocturnal activity—the lunch counter is “open all night”11.    The relationship between 

receptors and ganglion cells supports low-lighting vision, so horses can see as well at night as 

they can during the day. The acuity required for fine motor skills in man is not necessary in the 

horse, so perception of very small images bears no advantage. 
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 Figure 1.  The relationship between photoreceptors and ganglion cells 

 provides low-light vision at the cost of color perception and greater acuity.   

      

     The shift between rod and cone-mediated vision is triggered by light.  Bright light diminishes 

the activity of the receptors and they become “bleached out”, while in lower lighting they 

become sensitive to fewer photons striking the retina.  In man, this takes a few seconds, like 

coming out of a dark movie theater into the bright light of day.  In the horse, this chemical 
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transition can take up to five minutes for cones and twenty minutes for rods10     The delay in the 

transition between bright and dim surroundings poses challenges for horses moving in and out of 

barns/stables.  Although “blind spots”--horses cannot see directly in front or behind--are often 

cited as problematic.  However, the shift from cone to rod function is likely the main source of 

difficulties for the joy of trailer loading.  We must remember, as prey animals, horses rely on 

“flight” to survive.  Horses are naturally claustrophobic animals—with good reason. So we are 

asking a very large, naturally fearful prey animal with a profound visual limitations (especially 

when moving from lighter to darker areas) to move into a real confined space like a trailer, barn 

or stall.  You may have noticed that many horses are less than enthusiastic about this type of 

transition.  We ask the question: “Why the… (Insert expletive here) won’t he go in there?”. 

When we should be asking “Why did he ever get in there in the first place?!” 

Depth Perception 

     The ability to judge depth, or the proximity of the body to an object, is critical for navigation 

around things.  This is thought to require two eyes to achieve.  Obviously, a normal horse has 

some binocular vision, but there are other avenues in which higher brain centers can estimate 

distances.  In linear perspective, smaller objects appear farther away.  With aerial perspective, 

distant objects are “bluer” and have less distinct outlines, the way distant mountains always 

appear to us.  Due to the linear and aerial type of perspective interpretation of visual stimuli in 

the higher brain centers, man demonstrates perception of depth without stereopsis or binocular 

vision.  There are good reasons to suggest that horses possess this ability as well, but their 

apparent limitation to perceive various colors makes us question just how they do that. 

     The “Ponzo” illusion, or railroad track effect was first described by the psychologist Mario 

Ponzo in 1911. In an identical pair of lines, one above another superimposed over a pair of 



Page 13 of 20 
 

diverging lines, like a railroad track disappearing in the distance, the upper one appears longer 

than the lower. (Figure 2)   

       

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 The Ponzo Illusion:  The lines are identical, though the upper appears longer.  Horses 

have monocular depth perception similar to humans.12  

     In an elegant study designed by Timney and Keil, horses demonstrated the ability to perceive 

depth with monocular (using only one eye) imaging.12   The horse can certainly adjust to a 

rapidly changing environment, as in an approach to a jump at speed or moving through a stall 

door. The elongated, rectangular equine pupil may provide additional monocular depth 

perception capabilities.  The superior corpora nigrans, appears to act as a sun visor to block 

intense light from above.  During maximum miosis, or constriction of the iris, two pupils are 

formed. (Figure 3)  With other observed behavioral responses presumed to be the result of 

additional neurologic centers, it is possible that two pupils project two retinal images that are 

used to triangulate perceived depth. 
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                    Figure 3.  At maximal miosis, the corpora nigrans may produce two pupils 

      Although the different contrasts discussed here present specific visual challenges for the 

horse and the handler, there are some obvious overlaps. For example, a large drain placed at the 

rear of the stocks in a clinic, may be considered a very convenient part of a functional design.  

The horse, however, may see this is another layer of photic demands.  He obviously has “blind 

spots” to circumvent entering the stocks, but in addition, the dark drain grate may present a hole-

like depth obstacle, or other barrier that needs to be jumped—or not crossed at all!  Let’s count 

the impediments:  

1. Leaving the dark trailer to a bright parking lot.  

2. Leaving the bright parking lot into a relatively darker clinic. 

3. Negotiating the spatial challenge of the treatment room door, drain, stocks, and stall mats. 

4. Navigating all of this with the normal “blind spots” AND handling 1, 2, and 3 in the presence 

of strange, well-caffeinated predators with sharp objects and not a lot of time!  
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     So what may appear to us as a relatively easy stroll from trailer to ultrasound, may well 

present four difficult transitions for our patient.  Some horses will not be disturbed by being 

quickly moved in to lower lighting areas, but this will present problems for others.  To ease the 

stress of these transitions, let the horse stand in one place for a few minutes while other tasks are 

being completed.  Have exam areas well-lit even in the day time.  Open windows or doors to 

allow the horse to see through the building before asking them to move into the darker area. 

Motion Detection  

     In the hierarchy of the threat detection mechanisms it appears that motion ranks at the top.  A 

predator is likely to be more of a threat when he is moving because it would be pretty hard to be 

injured by a lion that was standing still.  The equine optic nerve has a significant number of large 

diameter axons, the long, thread-like “wires” that conduct electrical impulses, dedicated to 

detection of motion and depth in low-lighting environments13. With this in mind, it is the change 

in the shape of images that will be perceived as motion.  The contrast between an image and the 

background will constantly change as the object moves.  And, as it moves closer, it appears 

larger, thus a change in shape.  There’s an old horseman’s adage “A windy day will make a good 

horse bad”.  It is probably not the noise that objects make in the wind.  Leaves or grass moving 

on a windy day are constantly changing shape, and thus a perceived threat.  Water obstacles, like 

creek crossings, have persistently contrasting elements that change with the motion of a creek, or 

ripples in still water when the horse steps in it.  Combined with apparent concerns about the 

depth of the water, not to mention sharks, whales and alligators, creeks and pools pose major 

threats to most horses. 

“Handedness”   (Are the right and left sides not properly “wired” together?) 
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    One of the many “eccentricities” of equine behavior is their tendency to react to a stimulus on 

different sides of their body as though it were a novel, brand new event.  This observation is 

likely the genesis of the theory of neurologic discontinuity between cerebral hemispheres—one 

half ain’t wired to the other.  The neurologic pathways involved in the menace response, 

pupillary light reflex (PLR) and the coordination of eye muscle movements require association 

between the various elements bilaterally.  When we shine a light in the left eye, both pupils 

constrict. (PLR)  If we put a finger close to the left eye, both eyes blink. (menace).  Oculomotor 

control is always coordinated—both eyes move in the same direction simultaneously.  Some 

lizards can move their eyes independently, but that would be a pretty spooky thing in a 

horse…imagine that for a minute: one eye is looking at you and the saddle, the other is pointed at 

the bucket of grain!    

     In a small but well-designed experiment, one eye of a test subject was blind folded. When the 

blindfold was removed, the subjects routinely performed well in the designed tests.   This 

suggested the presence of a strong communication between sides as the stored information 

appeared useful after the eye was uncovered.12  There is some clinical impression that the 

“menace” response in foals is delayed due to a lack of development.  The PLR and oculomotor 

capabilities function very well immediately postpartum, so is the menace response alone under 

developed?  Or, is there not enough visual, photic information stored in the new memory banks 

of foals for the menace to be recognized as a threat? Take a mare out the stall door and watch the 

new foal panic.  IF he is not right by her side, he may not be able to find the door, not because he 

is blind, but his memory banks do not recognize that big hole in the wall as the stall door.  Many 

foals have run into fences for the same reason, but you will seldom see one do that twice. 



Page 17 of 20 
 

    It has been proposed here that new images will often be perceived as a threat.  Therefore, it is 

possible that what may appear to be “handedness” due to a lack of connection, is rather the 

sensitivity to “new” information.  Obviously, the object that causes the horse so much concern 

has not appreciably changed when it moves from the left to the right side, but it is projected 

against a different background. (Figure 4) This projects a different set of shapes, so it is 

interpreted as novel, new information and thus perceived as a threat.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Right eye                                                                       Left eye 

Figure 4 Note the reflections of the photographer, horizon and barn door (the brightest shape in 

right of the right eye and the left of the left eye).  The images received at the same time are 

contrasted against different backgrounds and may be perceived as “new”. 
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Conclusions  

      Our understanding of equine vision, though it is obviously quite limited, suggests that its 

primary function is in threat assessment.  Since the natural equine diet is relatively easy to find, 

visual strengths associated with capturing food are not necessary.  Since there is little need to 

discern a ripe, red apple from a green one, color distinction would also be a luxury not essential 

to the survival of the species.  Instead, the horse is equipped with the specific optic mechanisms 

necessary for him to thrive in his unique environment.  The horses’ excellent ability to detect 

motion and depth renders the camouflage of most predators almost useless, and his superior 

night vision affords nocturnal grazing in relative safety.   

     Our understanding of equine behavior greatly impacts our ability to work safely with horses.  

Good “people skills” typically start with introductions:  “Good morning” and a hand shake even 

if we are well acquainted with the person.  In dealing with an animal that looks at all new things 

as threats, a proper introduction to the horse helps us reduce our “threat profile”.  This can be 

implemented if we: 

1.  Avoid standing directly in front of the horse during the initial introduction.  This places 

us in one of his blind spots. 

2. Avoid standing directly in front of one eye.  Once the halter is secured, move back to the 

anterior thorax, about the place where the stirrup will hang.  This allows better monocular 

vision of us, and puts us in a place that is more difficult for the horse to reach with teeth 

or feet. “Shake hands” with the horse by stroking, not “patting”, the neck and withers the 

same way horses do each other.   
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3. Repeat the introduction on the “other side”.  This allows “new information” projected 

against the different background to be processed and lowers our “threat profile”.  This 

entire process takes less than two minutes, but will usually save time and create trust. 

4. When necessary, allow ample time for the horse to shift from cone to rod dominated 

vision.  Moving from the yard to the barn (or parking lot to the clinic) may require up to 

twenty minutes for rod vision to be fully functional.  

5. Ask the horse to lower his head.  This will often produce the “licking and chewing” 

response which indicates a relaxed state of mind.   

 

     As equine professionals, once we apply our knowledge of the horses’ vision to the other tools 

of our practice, we will be better equipped to provide medical care safely.  By reducing our 

“threat profile”, we reduce stress on our patients and ourselves.  
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