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The farrier’s work environment
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Abstract. The horse industry in Sweden has rapidly expanded in recent years. This increasing number of horses implies a
greater need for more farriers. Shoeing a horse is hard physical work, and includes awkward work postures and repetitive
movements. It is well known that hard physical work increases the risk of injuries and musculoskeletal problems. The risk is
especially high for musculoskeletal disorders when certain movements are constantly repeated. Heavy or repeated unilateral
loads lead to considerable stress on the muscles, which can lead to rupture and fatigue that can cause long term problems. A
case study showed that farriers worked 75% of their work time with their backs in bent positions (often more than 70 degrees).
Farriers are also exposed to risk factors in their physical environment like dust, noise and poor lighting. Risk of kicks and bites,
eye injuries and burns are other factors that make their work environment hazardous. There are only a few studies available
that have documented the farriers’ working environment and these are not of recent date. A US study from 1984 described
kicks and bites from horses, metal splinters in the eyes, heat exhaustion and problematic postures to be perceived as the great-
est risks in their work. The back, knees and wrists were the most exposed body regions. There is a need for more current and
in-depth studies investigating the farriers’ working conditions in order to gain more knowledge of their health and work envi-
ronment. The aim of the present study is to investigate the physical health and work environment of farriers. The investigation
will use questionnaires, work load measurements and workplace analysis. The results will serve as a base for improvements
concerning the design of the workplace, equipment, tools and aids as well as supplying recommendations about physical exer-
cise and the correct work technique, etc. The results are planned to be incorporated in the education of farriers.
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1. Introduction

The number of horses in Sweden has increased
over the past years. Today, there are more than
360 000 horses [12] and more than half a million
people are engaged in horseback riding [2]. The
huge growth of the horse sector in Sweden has led to
an increasing need for professionals in the horse in-

dustry among which farriers are in great demand [11].

The work of the farriers has been the same since
the profession began; it is still hard and physically
demanding. No revolutionary inventions with mod-
ern technology have been able to change it. There is
strong evidence of an association between MSD and
certain work-related physical factors when there are
high levels of exposure to such factors, and espe-
cially in combination with exposure to more than one
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physical factor, for example, repetitive lifting of
heavy objects in extreme or awkward postures [1]. It
is believed that manual material handling, frequent
bending and twisting, heavy physical loads, static
work postures, repetitive movements, whole-body
vibration, or lack of possibility for recovery, can
trigger or cause a pathological response that can
manifest as MSD [1,4,6,8,10,13]. Farriers are ex-
posed to several of these factors. They often work
with hand tools, and with one-sided and repetitive
movements especially of the upper extremities. In
addition, they are often forced to work in ergonomi-
cally unsound positions, for example, with their
backs bent in a flexed static position, which can lead
to musculoskeletal disorders. A case study showed
that the investigated farriers worked 75% of their
time with their backs in a flexed position (often more
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than 70 degrees) [5]. In addition to the problems with
strenuous working postures, there are the risks of
accidents, eye injuries, hearing damage, and factors
in the physical environment such as draught, dust and
poor lighting conditions [7,9]. There are only a few
studies available that have documented the farriers’
working situation and these are not recent. A US
study from 1984 described the farriers' perceived
risks in their work environment [7]. The greatest per-
ceived risks were horse-related (kicks and bites from
the horse), metal splinters in the eyes, heat exhaus-
tion and problematic postures. In a master thesis in
physiotherapy at Lund University, the farriers’ work-
ing conditions and physical complaints were exam-
ined; the farriers experienced trouble from the lower
back (62%), knees (45%) and wrists (41%) [3]. The
dynamic expansion of the horse industry during re-
cent years has probably also affected the farriers’
work situation. There is, therefore, a need for new
studies investigating the farriers’ work situation in
order to obtain knowledge about perceived symptoms
and learn how injuries can be prevented. The overall
objective of the study is the prevention of work-
related problems among farriers. Specific objectives
are, therefore, that by means of a questionnaire sur-
vey and field studies examine farriers’ physical
health and safety.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Subjects

All members of the Swedish Farrier Association
will be offered participation in a questionnaire study.

2.2. Methods

A questionnaire will be constructed consisting of
questions about work / working conditions (accidents
and injury risks, workplace design, furnishings,
equipment, tools, stressful tasks, etc.) and work-
related disorders. Furthermore a deeper analysis of
the work situation will be performed at approxi-
mately ten farriers” work places. Factors such as risk
of accidents and injuries in the workplace will be
listed and assessed. In addition, work postures, work
techniques and work in specific situations will be
recorded and analyzed. Which tools, equipment and
facilities are designed for different body constitu-
tion’s anthropometry (hand size, height, arm and leg
length) will also be assessed. Interviews, checklists,

rating scales, and video recordings will primarily be
used in the field studies.

3. Results

The results of the study will serve as a basis for the
formulation of proposals for health improvement
measures in terms of workplace design, the form and
development of interior design, equipment, utensils
and tools, as well as for the preparation of advice and
recommendations to the farriers concerning physical
exercise and correct working technique. The results
of the survey will also be incorporated in farrier
training.
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