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Characteristics of hippotherapeutic horses in Polad
Charakterystyka koni hipoterapeutycznych w Polsce

Summary. This study analysed selected traits of hippotharapédiorses and the ways of using
themin Poland. The studies were carried out witth8&es from 18 hippotherapy centres. Based
on the collected data, it was concluded that, @rame, 4.8 horses per centre were used for hip-
potherapy purposes. These were most commonly H80P%) or cross-bred horses (18%) and,
less often, Polish koniks (13%) and Fjord hors@®#4)L Geldings (63%) constituted the majority
of the population. The average age of a horse imsbippotherapy was 10.4 years. The choice of
horses for hippotherapeutic purposes in the andlgemtres does not raise any objections, al-
though the way they are used is alarming. As mand/186 of the horses started working too early,
before turning 5 years of age. Moreover, the homaked too intensively during one day (on
average for 4.9 hours) while being irregularly used week (for 3.2 days per week, on average).
Such a method of use reduces the level of animveddfare and may result in their premature
elimination from hippotherapy.
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INTRODUCTION

There are a variety of breeds and types of hofsstscan be chosen for hippother-
apy. Methods for evaluating the suitability of hesdor this form of use have also been
developed. They consider horses temperament anavioeln [Andersonet al. 1999,
Wieczoreket al. 2012] or body conformation [Matsuued al. 2008]. However, the po-
tential of a horse to be used for hippotherapguiiposes depends not only on its physi-
cal and mental characteristics but also on its gmagpn and way of use. The standards
of Polish hippotherapy [Kanony polskiej hipoterap@i07] provide a detailed description
of the ideal horse for hippotherapy as well asceditions for its use. An ideal horse is
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a gelding, at least 5 years old, not to high areheempered. The horse should work in
hippotherapy at most 4 hours a day. But how doesiik in practice? Studies on horses
used in hippotherapy in Poland were also condubtedther authors, but all of them
analysed only body conformation parameters of hsojisaprar and Nowak 2000, Céta
2007, Palacz and Gia 2007]. They did not consider strains to whichisks are ex-
posed. Most of these studies was carried out ofl gmaups of animals. Therefore, the
current study was conducted on a larger group mdtherapeutic horses to analyse the
selected traits and use of these horses.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The study was carried out on 86 horses from 18dtimyapy centres in Poland. All
centres were under the auspices of the Polish Htgpapy Association. This patronage

Name of the center (Nazwdarodka):
Horses are working in hippotherapy .............. days akwend ............ hours a day.
(Konie pracug w hipoterapii ............... dni w tygodniui ............ godzirzgénnie).

L e i
name (i) age (wiek) breed (rasa) sex (pto
- has begun the work in hippotherapy at ......... yearsgef,
(rozpocat prac: w hipoterapii w wieku .......... lat,)
- is working also in recreation, sport, driving*
(pracuje take w rekreacji, sporcie, poweniu*)
2 e e
name (i) age (wiek) breed (rasa) sex (ptd
- has begun the work in hippotherapy at ......... yearsgef,
(rozpocat prac: w hipoterapii w wieku .......... lat),

- is working also in recreation, sport, driving*
(pracuje take w rekreacji, sporcie, poweniu*)

* Delete as appropriate / Niepotrzebne skée

Fig. 1. Pattern of the survey questionnaire
Rys. 1. Wz6r ankiety
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guarantee an appropriate standard of hippothenaphese centres [Wymagania dla...

PTHip ]. The study was based on a survey. The assiwethe questions featured in the
guestionnaire were obtained by telephone or ednwail persons involved in hippotherapy

(Fig. 1). Of the 26 centres, eighteen respondebesurvey. The collected data were com-
piled in tables and as graphs, which allowed usharacterize the population of horses by
their work intensity, breed, gender, age, coaturcdmd other ways of their use.

RESULTS

Based on an analysis of the collected data, it e@scluded that there were,
on average, 4.8 hippotherapeutic horses per cérftis.number varied in the individual
centres, ranging from 2 to 10. These horses wo#®@chours per day for 3.2 days in a
week, on average (Tab. 1). In 39% of the centrasdsowere used in hippotherapy
maximum 4 hours per day, but in most centres lsonggked over 4 hours per day. In 4
centres the horses worked even for 7 hours pe(fgy 2). Most commonly used were
Hucul horses (30%). Other ponies such as Polislikkqi3%) and Fjord horses (10%)
were used more rarely (Fig. 3). The high percen(28e6) of cross-bred horses should

Table 1. The characteristic of use of horses ipdtiperapeutic centres in Poland
Tabela 1. Charakterystykayikowania koni w érodkach hipoterapeutycznych w Polsce

Specification - .

Wyspzczegélnienie n X Min. Max. sd
Number of horses in a centre
Liczba koni w grodku 18 48 2 10 27
Work intensity during a day (h) 18 49 2 7 16
Intensywndé¢ pracy w cigu dnia (h) ) )
Work intensity during a week (days) 18 39 1 5 10
Intensywndé¢ pracy w tygodniu (dni) ) )

Number of centres
Liczba grodkow
o Fr N W B U1 OO N
.

2-4 5-6 7
Number of horse's hours of work in hippotherapyirdya day
Liczba godzin pracy konia w hipoterapii wagu dnia

Fig. 2. Intensity of horses’ work during a day ippgotherapeutic centres in Poland
Ryc. 2.Intensywnd¢ pracy koni w cigu dnia w érodkach hipoterapeutycznych w Polsce
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hhc — Hucul horse/ Kohuculski), cross — cross-bred horses/ komki migdzyrasowe, kn — Polish konik/
konik polski, fd — Fjord horse/ kofiordzki, sp — Polish halfbred horse/ polskinkszlachetny potkrwi,
kf — Felin horse/ kuc faliski, wikp — Wielkopolski horse/ kowielkopolski, hafl. — Haflinger, others/inne

Fig. 3. Breeds of horses used in hippotherapy iafbl
Rys. 3. Rasy koniaytkowanych w hipoterapii w Polsce

also be noted. Other breeds constituted a minarepgaige: these were Polish halfbred
horse (9%), Fetiski pony (6%), Wielkopolski horse (5%), Haflinget%) and other
breeds (4%). Most of the surveyed horses were mgddiThey constituted 63% of the
examined horses (Fig. 4). Less frequently represeniere mares (35%) and only one
stallion was used for hippotherapeutic purposes.

60 -

30 A

Number of horses
Liczba koni

20 A

10 A 1

(1%)

geldings (wafachy) mares (klacze) stallions (ogiery)

Fig. 4. Gender of horses used in hippotherapy iarRb
Ryc. 4. Pté koni uzytkowanych w hipoterapii w Polsce

The average age of horses used in hippotheraphéansurveyed centres was
10.4 years and it ranged from 2.5 to 23 years (PabOlder horses>(16 years of
age) constituted the smallest percentage - only.15%he other three age groups,
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the numbers of horses were comparable and osdllateund 30% of surveyed
group (Fig. 5). The average age at which a horse imaoduced in a hippotherapy
program was 5.6 years and it ranged from 2.0 t0 ¥éars (Table 2). The thorough
analysis demonstrated that the considerable numbkorses included in the study
(41%) began working before 5 years of age (Fig.Mst of horses (53%) began
the work between 6 and 10 years of age.

Table 2. The analysis of the age of horses uséippotherapy in Poland
Tabela 2. Analiza wieku konizytkowanych w hipoterapii w Polsce

Horses’ age (years) _ )
Wiek koni (lata) n X Min. Max. sd
Current
Aktualny 86 104 25 23.0 4.9
Beginning of the work in hippotherapy 86 56 20 140 57
Pocztek pracy w hipoterapii : : . .

30 1

25

20 -

15 A

Liczba koni

10 A

Number of horses

7-10 11-15 216

Age groups (years)
Grupy wiekowe (lata)

Fig. 5. The age diversity of horses used in hipeetpy in Poland.
Ryc. 5. Zr@nicowanie wiekowe konizytkowanych w hipoterapii w Polsce

Based on the collected data, the colouring of totsed in hippotherapy was also
analysed. The results of the survey demonstrate iththe majority of the centres, bay
horses (34%) were used (Fig. 7). Other popular colaurs were: blue-dun (17%), tobi-
ano (16%) and bay dun (13%).
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Fig. 6. The age at which horses began to workppdtherapy
Ryc. 6. Wiek rozpoagia pracy koni w hipoterapii
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Fig. 7. Coat colours of horses used in hippothemnafBoland
Ryc. 7. Ma&ci koni wytkowanych w hipoterapii w Polsce
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R — recreational riding/ jazda rekreacyjna, S —estjian sport/ sport jdziecki, D — driving/ powgenie,
H — only hippotherapy/ wgtznie hipoterapia

Fig. 8. Additional activities of hippotherapeutiorles in Poland
Ryc. 8. Dodatkowe formyaytkowania koni hipoterapeutycznych w Polsce

The investigation of additional activities in whitie horses were involved revealed
that only 20% of the animals included in the studgrked solely in hippotherapy,
whereas the rest were also used for other purp@sgs8). Over a half of the horses
(52%) were used in recreational riding. Equestspart and driving involved 16% and
12% of the horses, respectively.

DISCUSSION

The results show that in every centre was at ls#rsitmal number of horses working
in hippotherapy for the proper functioning of a popherapy centre. There should be
used different horses, both in their conformatiod semperament. A centre is then suffi-
ciently flexible in providing therapy for people tidifferent health problems and of
different heights and weights [Nowicka-Postusznd 8ielawskal993]. The results of
this study also indicate that the horses in somthefhippotherapy centres could have
been excessively strained with work on one day wittonsistent and irregular use
throughout the whole week. It would be much moredfieial for the animals to distrib-
ute work evenly throughout the week. It would resitice intensity of work on a single
day. The standards of Polish hippotherapy [Kanoolghiej hipoterapii 2007] include
the recommendations about conditions of these honsage. According to it horses
should not work in hippotherapy longer than for @uis per day. Also Kaisest. al.
[2006] point at the necessity of limitation of thpeutic horses work daily and weekly.
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The widespread usage of Hucul horses for hippofieeriéc purposes is consistent
with opinion that this is the most appropriate lrder hippotherapy [Grodzki 2003].
However in the study conducted by &€&[2007] Wielkopolski horses were more often
used as therapeutic horses (25%) then Huculs (22%)ough her analysis involved
a significantly less numerous group of animals i(@#viduals), which could have influ-
enced the recorded results. The use of typicahgithiorses (such as Wielkopolski horse
or Polish halfbred horse) for hippotherapy resfiten a need to use these breeds in
sports activities for handicapped people, in thgaadults and in therapies of addiction
[Dzieciotowski 2002]. Other primitive breeds, such asighokonik or Fjord horses were
less frequently used then Huculs, but their presencsurveyed centres confirm, that
Huculs are not the only breed appropriate for hibepy. These breeds are also pre-
destined for hippotherapy [Kosiniak-Kamystzal. 2000, Pluta and Firlej 2006, Golonka
2006]. The Standards of Polish hippotherapy [Kanpoiskiej hipoterapii 2007] and
Fedorski [2003] indicate that the division into ppotherapeutic’ and “non-
hippotherapeutic” breeds is not justified. Howevarjndividuals of some breeds there
are more traits desired for this type of use. b##ng is numerous group of cross-bred
horses. This may be associated with higher avéitialsind lower prices of this horses
with their similar physical and mental traits ashiorses of definite breeds. The popular-
ity of these horses results also from the optinmaifermation parameters, such as low
height, straight back, correctly built and angledd as well as strength, health and en-
durance [Chachufa 1991]. It is accompanied by nhesttaracteristics such as gentle
nature, calmness, steadiness, mental strength @mdimidity. All of these descriptors
should characterize a horse for hippotherapyg]€i2009]. Cigla [2007] reported little
lower percentage of corss-bred horses (15%) butehigercentage of Polish konik
(18%).

The gender of a horse should be also taken intousmtowvhen choosing a horse
for hippotherapy. Most of the horses in the surdegentres were geldings. This is the
gender predestine for this form of use [Kanony kiejshipoterapii 2007]. Cida [2007]
reported a slightly higher result. In her studydiys constituted 70.5%. This gender
is preferred because of its steady nature whidmgacted by castration (the removal
of testosterone). Geldings are more predictablenatoshow fluctuations of mood and
can be thus consistently used for working purpd€ésila 2000]. Mares are also used
in hippotherapy but due to lower emotional stapititey were less frequently repre-
sented. The results confirm that stallions are vargly used for hippotherapy. It is only
possible with less excitable individuals.

The average age of hippotherapeutic horses waglgligigher than reported by Ci-
&lla [2007] (8.4 years). At this age, a horse shdnddboth mentally and physically ma-
ture [Janiszewska and Gla 2008]. The current age of surveyed horses weasrsh,
because the period in which horses are suitablkifmotherapy is relatively long. While
the bottom age limit for horses used in hippothegrispprecisely defined, there are no
specific restrictions as to the upper limit. Thegibal and mental condition of a horse is
a major factor that determines how long a givemahican be used [Nowicka-Postuszna
and Bielawska 1993, Wasilewska 2001]. However risleof health problems increases
with age, which is associated with excluding a &drem hippotherapy. It is reflected in
the results which indicate that the group of ollderses was much smaller then groups of
younger horses.
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The age at which a horse is introduced in a hipgaihy regime is a relatively im-
portant factor. It is disturbing that too-young $@s are introduced into such specific
and demanding work. The sStandards of Polish hifgvapy [Kanony polskiej hipo-
terapii 2007] suggest that horses of at least Bsyefbage can be used for hippotherapeu-
tic purposes. It is justified mainly with emotiorsteadiness and acquisition of suitable
skills [Janiszewska and Gla 2008]. Introduction of younger horses may redtiee
period of their use.

Coat colour of a horse is not a basic trait whieftedmines the choice of a horse
for hippotherapy, but it is also taken into considien. Interesting colouring (e.g. tobi-
ano) may be an appealing aspect of the therapyh®other hand, an even colour may
be indicated for people suffering from visual hygmsrsitivity [Janiszewska and Gl
2008]. Most colours of surveyed horses were neusuitable for almost any type of
therapy and easy to care for. It is not, howeveresalt of deliberate choice of horses
with such colours. Bay is a typical colour of Huddrses, which were predominant
breed in the investigated population. Similarly ébldun is a typical colour of Polish
koniks, which were also frequently used in hippcdipg. According to Stachurska
[2008] almost every Polish konik (96.6 %) is blugnd Hucul horses are mostly bay
(49.2 %). Less frequently they are blue dun (17)2o%tobiano (19.7 % ). Tobiano is
also typical colour of Felin horses (13.3 %). Itswadso popular colour in surveyed cen-
tres just as bay dun which is typical colour ofrBjborses [Stachurska al. 2001].

Most of the hippotherapeutic horses were involvecdditional activities. It gives
them opportunity to release energy, relax and és@rd&ven though horse is mainly
walking during hippotherapy, it can be a burdenHion, because of a long breaks, halts,
monotonous rate and uneven strain. Thereforerédsmmended to make the work more
attractive and varied for horses [Bird 2004]. Tloedes were mainly used in recreational
riding, because most of the centres offer this lahdctivity besides hippotherapy. This
is understandable, because often riding lessonghemdrecreational riding are a natural
consequence of hippotherapy [Stragkia 2003].

CONCLUSIONS

Summarizing the results of the study, it is emzeasthat the choice of horses
for hippotherapy was consistent with the guidelimethe standards of Polish hippother-
apy [Kanony polskiej hipoterapii 2007] in the mdlp of the surveyed centres. How-
ever, the way the horses were used is disturbimgedihe animals often work too inten-
sively during one day, which reduces the levelhgfit welfare and may result in prema-
ture elimination. The use of too-young horses jpbtherapy is particularly alarming as
it may also limit the period of their use. Therethiss a need for further studies on the
effects of excessively intensive use of horsesiigpotherapeutic purposes.
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StreszczenieBadania dotyczyly analizy wybranych cech koni hipapeutycznych oraz sposobu
ich wzytkowania w Polsce. Materiat badawczy stanowitckB6i z 18 érodkéw hipoterapiiSred-
nia liczba koni pracafych w drodku hipoterapeutycznym wynosita 4,8. Najeiej byly to
konie rasy huculskiej (30%)abz konie pochodge z krzgdwek miedzyrasowych (18%). Nieco
rzadziej uytkowane byty koniki polskie (13%) i fiordingi (10p6Wigkszai¢ stanowity watachy
(63%). Przegitny wiek konia aytkowanego w hipoterapii wyniost 10,4 roku. O ilghwr koni w
analizowanych godkach nie budzi zastrzeh, o tyle sposéb ich aytkowania w hipoterapii jest
niepokojcy. Az 41% koni rozpocgo prag w hipoterapii zbyt wczsie — zanim ukaczyto 5 lat.
Ponadto konie pracowaly zbyt intensywnie wgcdi jednego dnias(ednio 4,9 godzin), przy niere-
gularnym ich wykorzystaniu w catym tygodnigrédnio 3,2 dnia w tygodniu). Taki sposobyts
kowania tych zwiergt obniza poziom ich dobrostanu i m® prowadz do zbyt szybkiego elimi-
nowania z hipoterapii.

Stowa kluczowe:hipoterapia, konie, dobrostan



