
Haflinger temperament
Apart from their beautiful looks, many people are drawn 
to the Haflinger breed because of their kind tempera-
ments. Haflingers are traditionally known to be quiet, 
gentle horses that are tolerant of many kinds of riders. 
While Haflingers are indeed an outgoing, friendly breed 
of horse, there are some misconceptions about their tem-
peraments that are useful to know when looking to pur-
chase or ride a Haflinger. While these guidelines do not 
apply to all horses, they have proven to be true for many 
of the Haflingers we have and know. 

Intelligence

Haflingers are generally very smart. This has many advan-
tages; they are quick to catch onto things while training, 
they’re easy to work with, and they’re very fun. However, 
this also presents special challenges. It’s not uncommon 
for Haflingers to outsmart their owners, whether it’s by 
learning how to open gates or learning bad habits under 
saddle or in harness. If a behavior is rewarded, encour-
aged, or not reprimanded, Haflingers are likely to pursue 
it further. Keep this in mind as your horse goes through 
the training stage. This is how small evasions or misbe-
haviors can turn into large problems further down the 
road. 
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Here is Liebste, 
our vaulting 
horse, perform-
ing at the 
Kentucky Horse 
Park. We worked 
with Liebste to 
ensure she un-
derstood what 
she was being 
asked as a vault-
ing horse. Once 
she figured out 
her job was to lis-
ten to her lunger 
and ignore the 
children hopping 
around on her, 
she was fantastic 
- relaxed, 
and happy.

The intelligence of the Haflinger can also translate into 
stubbornness. If the Haflinger believes that he knows 
more than you, or that he has a better plan than you, it 
can be difficult to convince him to listen. For example, if 
a Haflinger has decided that walking into a water hazard is 
unsafe, he may be very reluctant or refuse to go. He is not 
doing this to be stubborn or vindictive; he has just decided 
that the water might be dangerous and the smartest thing 
to do is to stay out of it. Rather than trying to make the 
horse into going into the water by force, it is far better to 
teach him that it is safe – perhaps through the use of a lead 
horse or a smaller hazard. This way, the Haflinger will learn 
that you’re a sound leader who will not use force to accom-
plish what you want. This is a far better lesson than one 
taught through violence. 

Keep the horse’s intelligence in mind throughout all your 
training. Think of him as a smart animal who is trying to 
figure out the best way to get through life, rather than an 
animal who is trying to get the best of you. It’s your job 
to stay a step ahead of him, correct small problems before 
they become bigger issues, and treat him with respect.
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Haflinger temperament continued
Gentleness

Haflingers, by and large, are tolerant horses. It’s not un-
common to see a Haflinger standing quietly in a field with 
children climbing all over him. Indeed, we do vaulting 
with one of our Haflingers, and she’s worth her weight 
in gold as a child-caretaker. By and large, Haflingers are 
sweet and tolerant by nature.

However, there are a few things to keep in mind about the 
Haflinger’s sweet temperament. First and foremost, they 
are still horses. I expect that all horses have the potential 
to kick, buck, run away, bite, or rear; they’re horses and 
they’re unpredictable. The Haflinger’s kind temperaments 
are not excuses for poor horsemanship. Even the calmest, 
quietest of horses should be treated in a workmanlike way 
with proper respect to safety. A good way to sour a kind 
Haflinger is to abuse his tolerance by treating him like a 
dog, a jungle gym, or a machine. The Haflinger’s tolerant 
manner should also be remembered when thinking about 
responses to pain. Some Haflingers are very stoic about 
their reactions to pain and will not show much of a reac-
tion to pain or painful situations. This can be helpful to 
think about with veterinary issues.

The Haflinger’s kind nature can also be mistakenly used as 
a substitute for bad or rushed training. While Haflingers 
might be very easygoing about new experiences or pieces 
of training, his training should still involve a great deal 
of repetition to ensure the horse is comfortable with new 
experiences and fully understands what’s being asked. For 
example, a Haflinger might go in the trailer nicely ini-
tially because his kind temperament pushes him to go 
where his owner asks him to go, but he may not really un-
derstand what it means to go into any trailer at any time. 
Therefore, it’s important to work with your Haflinger to 
ensure he actually understands what you’re asking of him.

Pushiness

There is a clear downside to the friendly, outgoing nature 
of the Haflinger: they tend to be pushy. We sometimes 
call Haflingers “Space Invaders.” They’re in your pockets, 
nuzzling your hair, and walking all over you (often look-
ing for treats!) unless you’re careful. It is our responsibility
to maintain respectful relationships with our horses, 
and that includes asking them to respect our space. The 
Haflinger’s natural gregariousness leads him towards nos-
iness and pushiness, and we have to be very mindful of 
that particular personality trait. Be careful about allowing 
any pushiness, as it may lead to more dangerous situa-
tions. Insisting on good ground manners from a young 
age can go a long way in decreasing pushiness!

© 2013 Happy Haflingers - www.happyhaflingers.com - 608.798.22122

Haflingers tend to be sweet and loving by nature, 
but they are still horses just the same. They require 
proper training and handling, and their gentle tem-
peraments should not be used as an excuse for poor 
or rushed training.

Summary

To us, the best thing about Haflingers is their tempera-
ment. By respecting who they are by nature, we can de-
velop positive, understanding relationships founded on 
mutual respect. Of course, each horse is different and needs 
to be treated as an individual, but we’ve found that many 
Haflingers share the same wonderful personalities!

With a firm but fair hand, all Haflingers can learn to treat 
peaple respectfully and safely.


