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Training with Expectations

To a large extent a horse's behavior is guided by what it expects to happen next. This starts when you first greet him.  When he sees you coming you want him to say, "Here comes the best part of my day!"  What you do not want your horse to think when he sees you coming is, "Oh no! Here comes trouble,” or “Here comes my daily hassle.”  If the horse expects trouble, he will look for trouble and very little else, and as a result the horse will cause it. To avoid the “trouble mentality,” I like to do things the horse is good at most of the ride. If I need to criticize his performance I want to pick my moment and get it over as smoothly and efficiently and clearly as possible. Then I will let the horse rest or do something the horse is good at and comfortable doing.  If the horse expects to have a good time, participate with its rider and feel happy and successful, he will contribute a good attitude to the ride.

Your horse can develop expectations of your time together. Make sure your routine changes, and he doesn’t think, “I have done my ten laps—I AM DONE!  Now let’s go back to the barn or lets go eat grass.” He might start acting up if events don’t happen according to his plan. Lead your horse to grass, or give him treats in such a way that he doesn’t develop expectations you do not want him to have. Grazing your horse every time after a ride, will cause him to expect it, and he may eventually actually demand you end the ride so he can eat grass. Instead of never giving your horse grass, mix up the pattern. I find I get the best results if I graze the horse before I ride most of the time.

You and your horse should vary the exertion of your rides, as well. I like to ride my horses moderately most of the time. This maintains a healthy level of condition, not only physically but also mentally. I also change what I do; if my horses expects to do something interesting, they won’t worry about how much they put into the work. They almost always have more than enough to spare and finish the ride still feeling comfortably fresh, and also engaged.

Here’s one way I vary the work. If  the horse is a reiner, I will send the horse down the arena, stop, turn around, and come back…Maybe go right into some circles. I do this a while in a single ride or for a few rides. The horse is expecting things to happen and is ready. I will then do something like send the horse down the arena and stop and just sit there and enjoy the day and the moment with my horse. If you use this pattern, your horse soon goes down the arena thinking of nothing else. He’ll expect to settle and relax when he reaches the end of the arena. I also do this with circles. I will maybe do a series of big and little circles and then do a run around the end into a stop.  Or I may do a circle or two and stop and sit in the center of the arena.    I may mix turn arounds into this patter too.  The main thing is to balance the expectation of doing continuous work with  with the expectation of completing single manuevers.  If possible, I do a little in one arena and then go to another and do it there too.  Balancing these two styles of riding, I get a horse that is comfortably ready to do the next thing, but is also comfortable in the moment. For me this is a perfect attitude for a horse to have.

You can use expectations to overcome some undesirable behaviors in your horse. I have good luck using a variation of this with a horse that spooks or acts up in a specific area. Many horses pick a spot to shy. If I do not have good success with firmer riding or corrections, I will ride the horse as close to the spot as I can without fighting and just sit there until the horse is bored and relaxed. Then I will either ride away, work the horse in another part of the arena and come back and sit there again or just ride a little closer and repeat the resting process. I find that when the horse expects to stand around and relax in that area, it’s not so scary.  Some horses are determined to leave an area.  I will ask the horse not to, but let it leave, and then work the horse much more intensely in the area the horse wanted to go to.  When he starts trying to work with me I take him back to the area it wanted to leave and relax with him. Soon the horse’s expectations change as to where a good place to be is.  They also start expecting to work with me no matter where they go.  This is one way to re-establish the harmony with your horse and the activities in your relationship with your horse.

Horses, like people, develop expectations. They choose their behavior based on what they expect to happen next.  With this in mind, you can “train” your horse in gentle, and informed way, and significantly reduce conflict and frustration. You and your horse will grow into an engaged and harmonious partnership.


