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While Leica might look fairly big and sturdy here, she 
is still just a yearling and should not be ridden or driv-
en. Her most important job is to grow into a strong, 
healthy, mentally sound horse so she can live a long, 
happy life. Her work consists of learning how to lead, 
tie, be handled, and be comfortable in new situations, 
such as trailering and bathing.

Also, when you’re looking to buy a Haflinger, be careful if 
you’re planning to purchase one that was started as a year-
ling or two-year-old. Horses who are put under too much 
physical pressure at young ages tend to develop problems 
later on in life, such as arthritis, tendon/ligament weak-
ness, and joint discomfort. Be wary of Haflingers who were 
put into hard work at a young age. At Happy Haflingers, 
we would like our horses to remain sound and comfortable 
well into old age. In fact, we had one pony live to be 40, 
and our 27-year-old Haflinger is still teaching beginners 
how to ride. We believe it’s better to bring horses into work 
after they’re three or four and gradually build up work 
carefully to preserve their physical and mental soundness.

Haflingers are tremendously fun to train and work with. 
They typically love to work and be with people, and 
they’re very versatile in what they can do and accomplish. 
Here, we’re going to talk about some common questions, 
concerns, and helpful hints to consider when training the 
Haflinger.

Age

Haflingers are the same as any other breed of horse when 
it comes to their skeletal development: they’re fully grown 
when they’re six or seven. However, due to their kind per-
sonalities and somewhat fast muscular development, some 
people believe they’re fast-maturing and can handle more 
intense training at a younger age. It’s not uncommon in 
some circles to see Haflingers ridden at 12 and 18 months 
of age. However, Haflingers should be treated as normal 
horses. We start ours under saddle between the ages of 
three and four. During their yearling and two-year-old year 
years, they can and should be doing appropriate ground-
work training. However, they should not be backed until 
the ages of three and four, and hard work should not start 
until the ages of five or six. Just because the Haflinger 
looks mature or is calm about training does not mean 
they should be pushed beyond their physical capabilities. 

Evasions

If you were to ask us what the biggest training miscon-
ception is about the Haflinger breed, we would say that 
Haflingers are runaways. We believe Haflingers have this 
reputation for several reasons. First, some Haflingers are 
pushed beyond their training capabilities because of their 
tolerant natures, resulting in a panic situation and run-
away. This is often the case with young horses who are put 
into situations they do not understand, and running away 
seems like a good option to them because they don’t know 
what else to do. This can be remedied or prevented through 
good training.

Here is Cassy, our first Haflinger, born in 1986. She’s help-
ing a young girl learn to ride on a Fun Day held at our 
farm, and we hope to keep her around for a very long time!
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Teaching your horse what the bit and other aids mean, 
as well as asking him to go in a balanced frame through 
slow, systematic training, can keep your horse from ever 
considering running away. Here, you can see our stal-
lion, Brenner IK, in an uphill canter.

While any horse of any breed can buck, there are several 
common reasons why Haflingers may buck while under 
saddle. Haflingers have uniquely shaped backs, which can 
mean it is challenging to fit saddles to them properly. Ill-
fitting tack can cause a variety of health and training prob-
lems, including bucking. If your horse has started bucking, 
check saddle fit right away to ensure there are no problems. 
You can check out our tips on fitting saddles to Haflingers 
for some ideas, too! 

Additionally, horses often buck because they are “behind 
the leg,” or are dull to the aids used to ask the horse to 
go forward. Haflingers tend to be laidback, and some can 
even be lazy. These horses can quickly learn that if they 
do not respond to the rider’s forward aids, the rider will 
work harder by squeezing, kicking, or tapping their legs on 
the horse every stride. This results in a horse that is duller 
and duller to the forward aids, and eventually a horse that 
hardly goes at all. When the horse is behind the leg, it’s 
very easy for him to buck in protest. This problem can be 
fixed with diligent practice, making the horse respond to 
a light leg aid by following it up with a strong kick or tap 
with the whip and repeating these steps every time a for-
ward movement is asked for. While this takes commitment 
and persistence, every horse can be taught to move off a 
lighter leg. These horses are much less likely to buck.

Second, some people try to force Haflingers into submis-
sion, possibly because they are smaller horses. Whether 
through strong bits, training gadgets, or forceful riding 
or driving, some folks try to “muscle” Haflingers into 
the desired position, gait, or movement. This can cause 
discomfort, anxiety, or even feelings of panic in Hafling-
ers (and many other horses!), leading to the horse trying 
to escape as quickly as possible. Often, this means the 
Haflinger tries to run away from the discomfort. 

Last, some riders or drivers get into “pulling matches” 
with Haflingers. Rather than using correct training to ask 
the horse to be light on the forehand or carry himself 
properly, the rider pulls on the bit to tell the horse what 
to do. Because Haflingers tend to have strong heads and 
necks, the Haflinger can then lean into the pressure of the 
bit, sometimes leading to a runaway. This happens often 
when the horse does not truly understand what the bit 
means and what the rider is asking.

Here you can see Liebste, a 1999 mare, moving freely for-
ward on a trail ride. She has moved nicely off a light leg 
and is going forward well, which helps decrease bucking.

All of these scenarios can be remedied through proper 
training and work. We work with wonderful train-
ers on a regular basis. These professionals can guide us 
toward developing kind, effective solutions for training 
challenges, as well as prevent potential problems from 
happening. As anyone knows, training a horse (or any 
animal!) is very much about making mistakes and learn-
ing from them, but because running away can be very 
dangerous, we find it best to work to avoid this problem. 
Getting good help routinely can be a great way to do so.

2



Training the Haflinger continued

© 2013 Happy Haflingers - www.happyhaflingers.com - 608.798.2212

Here you can see the difference that education, training, and strength make in a horse’s canter. On the 
left, Allie is unbalanced. You can see she’s stiff through her neck and back, heavy on the forehand, and 
bracing in the bridle. On the right, 18 months later, she looks very different - she’s light in the bridle, 
balanced and uphill, and much stronger through her back, abdominal muscles, and hind end. This 
result came from correct training, hard work, and a lot of persistence!

•	 Trot-canter-trot transitions, especially on a 20 meter 
circle

•	 Walk-canter-walk transitions
•	 Lengthening and shortening the canter
•	 Leg yields in the canter (or spiraling out on the 20 

meter circle)
•	 Leg yield or shoulder in into the canter
•	 Countercanter
•	 Galloping
Second, you want to ensure you are not hindering your 
horse’s balance, as this will make cantering even more dif-
ficult. Concentrating on having a soft, secure, following 
seat will help, as will having a strong half-seat or two-point 
position. Working on the lunge line is always beneficial!

Third, when you’re buying a Haflinger, look for one that 
has gaits that match your needs and ambitions. If you 
want a pleasure driving horse, the trot is important and 
a weak canter may be no problem at all for you. But if 
you’re looking for a dressage, eventing, or open show 
horse, you want to look for a Haflinger that has a bet-
ter canter – uphill, a clear moment of suspension, and a 
slower rhythm. Starting with a better canter will make 
your work easier. At Happy Haflingers, we are continual-
ly trying to breed and train horses to have better canters, 
and any breeder or owner working to create sporthorses 
should have the same values.

Physical capabilities

Naturally, every horse is different in his physical abilities 
and challenges. However, many Haflingers and Haflinger 
crosses share similar physical characteristics that means 
they have special training challenges.

For many Haflingers, the canter is the weakest gait. In 
our breeding program, as well as many others, we spe-
cifically breed our horses to have three strong gaits, but 
the canter still proves difficult for some horses. This has 
several implications. 

First, these horses require work – and often a significant 
amount of work – to improve that weaker gait. This 
means thousands of transitions into and within the gait, 
lateral movements, and half-halts. Each horse moves at 
his own pace, but improving the canter means improving 
the Haflinger’s strength and balance. These components 
get better after months and years, not days and weeks. 
Your Haflinger can and will improve his canter, but only 
through good, correct work, which is where a good coach, 
instructor, or eye on the ground can be a lifesaver! Any 
good instructor will be able to help you improve your 
horse’s canter, but here are some exercises we like to do 
in the canter: 
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Here is Chattanooga, or Choo Choo, a mare we sold to a good 
friend. Her lineage includes champion pulling horses, and you 
can see her own strong neck here. In her work, she is carefully 
asked to balance herself with her hind end, keeping her neck 
soft.

Haflinger as baby-sitter

Haflingers tend to be very versatile. We have Haflingers in 
our barn who compete or are used in combined driving, 
eventing, dressage, games, trail riding, pleasure driving, 
and open shows. While you won’t find a Haflinger in the 
Olympics anytime soon, they are great all-around horses. 

That being said, Haflingers are sometimes expected to be 
the ultimate baby-sitting horses, taking care of people who 
don’t know how to ride or compensating for someone’s 
riding issues. While many Haflingers are great for beginner 
or younger riders, that does not mean all Haflingers have 
the training and temperament to do so. When looking for 
a horse for a new rider, please do not expect them all to be 
bombproof baby-sitters simply because they’re Haflingers. 
What’s more, even well-trained horses for beginners may 
need more training, or the rider may need more lessons to 
keep the horse’s good training. Our best advice for new or 
inexperienced riders looking to buy a Haflinger is to find a 
good instructor and invest in some lessons. This way, you 
will be as prepared as possible when you do get your own 
horse! And as always, remember that each Haflinger is an 
individual with his own personality and talents.
Summary

Keeping some of these training ideas in mind, along with 
the help of a good professional, should help you succeed 
no matter your goals!

Haflingers also tend to have strong necks. Sometimes, 
this places their balance slightly downhill and means they 
will tend to use their neck to balance too much. You may 
notice this type of horse feels “heavy” in the bridle, goes 
in a fast rhythm, or throws his head and neck upward 
during transitions. You want to be very careful in your 
training that you help the horse to balance with his hind 
end; dressage training is very useful! You do not want the 
horse to lean on the bridle or balance with the reins, so 
you must be careful to avoid pulling on the bit. Instead, 
you want to teach the horse to carry himself with his hind 
end. As the horse gets stronger, you’ll find this is an easier 
task for him!

Some exercises we like to do to help the horse balance in 
a more uphill fashion:
•	 Transitions between gaits (e.g. walk-trot-walk-halt-

trot-halt)
•	 Shoulder-in
•	 Asking the horse to go in a slower tempo
•	 Uberstreichen of the inside rein
•	 Spiral in and out on the 20-meter circle
•	 Asking the horse to shorten stride, especially in the 

trot and canter
•	 Counterbending
•	 Stretchy work in the walk and trot
•	 Half-halts to check balance
•	 Lots of suppling (bend right, bend left)
•	 Halfpass with good control of the rhythm
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One important reason we love Haflingers is for their fabulous tem-
peraments. Even so, we remember they’re still horses and treat them 
as such. When we want to do activities that require extra patience 
and kindeness on the horse’s part, we choose the appropriate horse 
for the job. Here, Cassy, our oldest Haflinger, is teaching children 
about the parts of the horse.


