Building Trust Begins at Home
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The Spooky Trail Horse


We asked three horsemanship experts to explain the dynamics of what causes a horse to spook and how to gain our horse’s trust before we set out on the trail. Here is what our experts, Dan Sumerel, Julie Goodnight, and Mark Rashid had to say:

Why do horses spook?

Dan Sumerel:


It is natural for a horse to spook, so don’t be upset about that. You have to recognize that each horse is an individual and will have a different level of courage about things that are “spooky.” If you take a horse that is really, really spooky and afraid of everything, you are never going to, in my opinion, make that horse the bravest horse on the block. What you can do, however, is give that horse a very strong alpha (which should be you) to follow, and thereby minimize the horse’s fear reaction from that day forward. My horse, Castanet, is a perfect example. She over reacts and is the most hypersensitive Arabian mare you have ever seen. Yet with me, she actually acts a bit brave; not courageous or aggressive, but she will stand her ground.


Spooking is natural, and bravery varies from horse to horse. If you have a brave one, that makes your job easier. In either case, you have to be the alpha for the horse, because that is going to determine what happens after the spook is initiated.

Julie Goodnight:


Being a prey animal means the horse's first reaction to danger is to run, hell bent for leather, away from the perceived threat. React first. Think later.

Everyone knows that horses are flight animals; in fact, horses are the very definition of flighty, and depend on this behavior for survival. What is often misunderstood is how deep the flight response goes and what every horse is capable of doing, and that every movement or step he takes has some significance. Everything about the horse is linked to its flight response. Crazy as it sounds, even his laziness is related to the flight response. By nature, horses are generally lazy for the sole purpose of preserving energy in case it is needed to flee.


With the current trend in natural horsemanship, far too much is made of the predator-prey relationship, since horses, after all, have been domesticated for thousands of years and don't really think of humans as carnivorous predators. However, it is important to understand that the prey instinct is the origin of the horse's behavior as we know it today, and that is what motivates his actions.

Mark Rashid:


Horses spook because it is a natural response. Horses are prey animals and as such are designed to get ready to run away, rather than actually running away from everything that frightens them. Spooking is just the body getting prepared if it needs to take off. What people don’t understand is that a spook is not a dangerous thing; it’s a natural thing. A spook only lasts three to four seconds. It’s what happens after the spook that gets the rider into trouble.

What are techniques and exercises a rider can do at home?

Dan Sumerel:


There is not any set of 1-2-3 exercises that will develop that kind of confidence. What I try to do is give people a better understanding of the horse and how the herd behavior works. Once they understand it, we then have a gap. What do two horses that have never seen each other do when put together in a pen? They run up, snort, posture and squeal to establish who the alpha horse is. They do this quickly because they know if a threat appears, they are stronger as two than they would be as one. When people understand how this works, and the importance of it to the horse, and the validity of it in our interaction with them, they then jump to the gap, which is, “That horse is a thousand pounds or more, he can move very quickly; I’m a little hundred and fifty pound person, I’ve got two legs, I can’t move the way he does. How do I do what he is doing?” What the alpha horse is doing is dominating the submissive horse by making him move his feet. In other words, the goal here is to control the movement of the horse. This is done while the horse is loose because that is how horses do it naturally.


So, you put the horse in a round pen (you can use a square pen but a round pen is much safer), and you turn him loose. This sounds like the opposite thing that you would do in order to control him, but it is the first valid step. When you turn the horse loose, he’ll likely move around, and may even try to move you, so get animated with a small wand with a plastic bag on it, or anything similar that will create a disruption. Ninety-nine percent of the horses in the world will withdraw from someone waving at them with a plastic bag on a stick. There is no pain; they just see something getting very animated. The number of laps the horse does is not important; it’s not that you should wear him down or break his spirit. I don’t want to break his spirit, I just want to get him to agree to follow me.


Many of the horses I work with take only three to five laps in the round pen to absolutely change their demeanor because it’s not the laps I am focused on, it’s whether or not I can control the movement of their bodies. Turning the horse, or reversing his direction is a hundred times more important than running him around in circles. Every time you reverse him, you are causing him to yield to you, which puts his focus and attention on you.

I will frequently turn a horse; I will send him around one lap and then I will reverse him. Perhaps I will let him go another lap and I will reverse him again - go half a lap or a quarter of a lap and reverse, and reverse immediately again. The reversal, the controlling of the movement of his body is what makes the biggest impression. The reality of this is that the horse never works up a sweat or gets into this frenzy of run, run, run, run, run that many do.

You need to get the horse to turn and respond, and then you should stop, shut up, and leave the horse alone. That’s something that people and trainers don’t want to do. I spend more time in a session with a horse standing and doing nothing then I actually do being pro-active. People need to see how effective it is to work with the horse a little bit and then shut up and stand still. During that time, I am watching what the horse is doing, to decide what I need to do next, and to make what I do next more valid then if I am out there with a piece of paper going through step one through ten. Some horses need to follow the rule book from one through ten; some horses do one, and then need to jump to ten, and it’s all over - that’s the horse you need to leave alone.

Julie Goodnight:


I like to teach spooky horses to play a game. I try to convert the fear into curiosity. There are seven categories of instinctive behaviors for horses, and flight is of course a major behavior. Investigative behavior is also an instinctive behavior making fear and curiosity closely related emotions. The very first thing I teach a horse is that he has to face what he is afraid of and that there is no other option. He doesn’t have to approach it, but he does have to face it.


Any attempt on his part to turn away from the spooky object will result in spinning and bolting. The number one thing is that he has to point his nose right toward the object. I ask the horse to stop, because I want to maintain control, and if I allow him to continue approaching or wheeling or doing whatever, I may have pushed him to the point of disobedience. In other words, if I push him up to the object too soon, and he can’t go there yet, and he stops of his own volition, then I have given up my authority and he is now a disobedient horse.

 I want to ask him to stop for two reasons. One, I want to maintain his obedience, and the other is I want to give him time to look at that thing and relax a little bit. As soon as he relaxes at all, I will drop the reins, pat him on the neck, say “Good boy”, wait for him to take a deep breath, and then ask him to take one step forward, and then I will immediately stop him again. He stops, I drop the reins, pet him on the neck, he takes a deep breath, which is his reward for being obedient while he is also rewarded for approaching the thing. I continue asking just one step, stop and pet, one step, stop and pet, and pretty soon my horse is feeling so good about it and so confident that he wants to take two steps towards that object. I say “No, sorry. Can’t go there.”

That is how you convert the fear to curiosity by saying, “No, you can’t go there.”


I always use the analogy: if I told my son every time I left the house, “Whatever you do, don’t look in that closet.” What’s he going to do as soon as I leave the house? By allowing the horse to approach the object, I can convert the fear into curiosity because he wants to go there, not because he is forced to go there.


I do this exercise at home and I teach it like it is a game. The ultimate reward comes to the horse when he actually reaches out and touches whatever it is he is afraid of, and I make a big fuss over him even to the point of getting off and putting him away.

Mark Rashid:


A really good exercise to practice if the horse spooks, is to sit still. Give the horse guidance if he needs it, but just sit still. Generally, not always, but generally, if the spooky object is not something the horse needs to run away from, he won’t; he’ll just jump. So, the rider needs to learn how not to react. Typically, a horse’s spook only lasts three or four seconds, but if the rider spooks immediately afterwards, it could set off a chain reaction. By the time the horse is finishing up, the rider is just getting started, which re-spooks the horse, which then re-spooks the rider, and so on. 


To limit spookiness, practice breathing. One of our biggest problems in these kinds of situations is that we don’t breathe, and if we do, it’s in the upper chest, our panic or survival breathing. If we don’t breathe properly, we don’t get air into the bottom of our lungs, and what tends to happen then is that we override the thinking part of the brain and go into the limbic section, or the instinctive part. So, as a result of improper breathing, we end up just reacting, like the horses.
How can trust between you and your horse limit spookiness?

Dan Sumerel:


The idea of getting the horse to see you as an alpha is about you and your behavior. That’s why you need to have a better understanding of the horse so the horse will agree to give you more control, instead of you trying to force it.

Trust is a two way street and is absolutely critical. You have to behave in a consistent, understandable fashion for your horse to trust you. Many people are too inconsistent. A horse will not trust you if you are inconsistent, anymore than you would trust someone who is inconsistent. Trust is everything.


On the other side of the coin, we have to trust the horse. We can’t micromanage everything that a thousand pound plus animal might do; at some point we have to let go. We have to earn the trust of the horse, and in turn learn to trust him.

Julie Goodnight:


Trust is implicit on everyone’s part. The horse must trust that I’m in charge and that I call all the shots, and if I say it’s safe, it’s safe. I must trust my horse to be obedient when I ask him to be, and he has to trust that I mean what I say and that I have authority over him.

The trust aspect goes back to the fundamental relationship between horse and human. If the horse really trusts you as his leader, he does not need to be afraid. If you are truly the leader then you will be in charge of dealing with all things frightening. I compare it to being the captain of the ship where everyone has to trust that you will make the right decisions, and that they must never question your authority. If you have that kind of relationship with your horse, then he should pretty much be willing to follow you anywhere. Your end of that bargain is that you have to be sure that you never betray that trust.
Mark Rashid:


Trust is a big part of limiting spookiness. In general, riders are not very trustworthy for their horses. We expect them to do all these wonderful things, yet we make bad decisions for them all the time. As a result, it causes one problem after the other. We have to be able to make good decisions and be dependable before they can ever consider trusting us. A lot of horses will see another horse out on the trail, a mile away, and would rather be with that horse than be with us. Even a horse they don’t know, knows more about and what they need than we do.


There are a lot of folks that go around and try to “bomb proof” their horses, which only makes things worse. Usually, people that try to “bomb proof” their horses are doing things to them, not doing things with them. If you are trustworthy and make good decisions, you should be well on your way to diminishing the spook and flight.

Bios:

Dan Sumerel: Whether dealing with serious problems or getting a champion to perform even better, Dan’s training approach has helped beginners and world champions alike become more connected with their horses and improve their skills. Without selling more equipment or having his students develop an ongoing dependency, Dan empowers individuals to improve their understanding by building a solid foundation from which to work.

As an Endurance Rider, Dan has come to understand that the behavior of the horse and its physical condition are closely linked. His lecture, “The Whole Horse”, has been applauded by veterinarians, trainers and horse owners for helping people better recognize their horses’ needs.
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Julie Goodnight: An equine educator for more than 25 years, Julie Goodnight travels the world to share her clear and gentle horsemanship techniques—the same techniques featured in her books, audios and videos, at horse expos, in magazines and on TV.


With a varied background ranging from dressage and jumping to racing, reining and wilderness riding, Julie’s prepared to help you become the leader and the rider your horse deserves. Join her for clinics to better your riding skills, improve your horse handling techniques, build confidence and develop the ultimate relationship with your horse.
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Mark Rashid: Mark Rashid (pronounced RASH-id) is an internationally acclaimed horse trainer known for his ability to understand the horse’s point of view and solve difficult problems with communication rather than force. Mark has been a guest on National Public Radio’s, The Horse Show and was featured on the PBS Nature series. He is the author of five books - Considering the Horse, A Good Horse is Never a Bad Color, Horses Never Lie, Life Lessons from a Ranch Horse, and Horsemanship Through Life.
www.markrashid.com
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