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earning and memory—we intuitively know what those words
mean. We don’t need a formal explanation even to understand the
relationship between the two processes: You know you learned

something when you can recall it from memory or when you can do something better
than before.1 Nothing complicated about it.
But, then psychologists and learning theorists get involved and make the subject
so convoluted and confusing nuclear physics can seem more straightforward. At least
that’s how it seems to me. I may even have contributed to the complexities in a small
way when I published a paper on Expectancy Theory to explain the effects of past
experiences on aggression and submission.2
The thing is, I never liked the subject much. At least I don’t like reading or
thinking about all of the different learning models and theories that are polluted with
mind-numbing intricacies and mind-boggling twists in interpretations. I truly struggled
The sentence refers to the two major types of long-term memory. I’ll tell you more about them and how they
relate to riding instruction in another article.
1

Leshner, A. I. and Nock, B.: The eﬀects of experience on agonistic responding: An expectancy theory
interpretation. Behavioral Biology 1976; 17:561-566. PMID: 987778
2
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to pay attention in graduate courses about it. And committing the information to
memory … well, that was pure torture.
You see, information has to have relevancy, some practical application, to hold
my interest. I’m not one of those admirable people who enjoy learning for the sake of
learning. It’s just not me. Maybe I don’t have the brain power for that sort of thing. I
always figured I should reserve what brain power I do have for things that are going to
have some payoff.3 For a long time, the topics of learning and memory didn’t fit the bill.
They seemed too academic … abstract concepts with no application to anything
important to me in the real world, at least when you get down to the detailed analyses
of the processes themselves and the factors that influence them. I confess, I learned what
I learned in graduate school about learning entirely to pass my Orals and to explain
changes in agonistic behavior I observed in the lab4, not because I found the subject
fascinating or of any practical value.
Then, I started to ride horses again. I had been away from it for a long time …
college, military service, a Master’s Degree, a PhD, and postdoctoral research. Then, a
real job at Washington University School of Medicine in St. Louis. There was a
laboratory to get up and running, grants to write, lab assistants, students, and
postdoctoral fellows to supervise, and research to direct. There just wasn’t time for
horses in those days. Dogs and cats? You bet. Horses? No way. I just couldn’t fit them in.
But, my interest in horses never waned. And, when I went on one of those
commercial trail rides at Kentucky Horse Park, it was enough to re-ignite the fire my
parents had lit when I was just three years old.5 So, shortly thereafter, when my friend,

You might guess I’m not so good at Trivia Parties and you would be absolutely correct. Generally, I just sit
there wondering how and why people know what they know.
3

Leshner, A. I. and Nock, B.: The eﬀects of experience on agonistic responding: An expectancy theory
interpretation. Behavioral Biology 1976; 17:561-566. PMID: 987778
4

See Nock, B.: Ten Golden Rules Of Horse Training: Universal Laws for all Training Levels and Riding Styles.
Half Halt Press, Inc., 2004, page XI.
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Jennie Jenkins, who bred Arabian horses, asked me to help ride the youngsters … well,
she opened a door I had kept securely locked for a long time. All of my rational
prioritizing finally succumbed to passion. “Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead.”6
But, this time, I brought a significantly different mindset to the table … or maybe
I should say stable. All those years of learning how and why animals do what they do,7
and countless hours watching them go about their business in natural, semi-natural,
and artificial environments8 made a difference. And yes, all that suffering to learn9
about learning had a significant impact too. To my surprise, I discovered certain
principles of learning and memory actually do have some relevance to real life. They
gave me a straightforward guide, strategy, for communicating with and training horses.
They provided insights into what to do and what not to do and when and why to do it.
Honestly, and in all modesty, I’m sure I learned more about riding and training
during all of those years away from horses than I would have learned had I just
continued on the well-worn path of traditional horsemanship.10 When I returned to
riding, I knew about the parameters that are important to shaping behavior, the positive
and negative consequences of different training methods, and where the bumps are
likely to occur along the way to developing an authentic partnership my horse would
value and enjoy as much as me.
So here I am, all those years later. I have absolutely no desire to reiterate all of
6

A quote attributed to Rear Admiral David G. Farragut at the The Battle of Mobile Bay on August 5, 1864.

7

Twelve years of formal graduate and postgraduate studies … I’m a slow learner, I guess.

Japanese Snow Macaques, Hamadryas and Geladas Baboons, Squirrel Monkeys, Quail and various species of
birds, rats, mice, dogs, cats, horses, people and so on. What fun! If it moved, I watched it.
8

My apologies to Dr. Roger Tarpy. Roger was a good teacher. It was the subject and not Roger that caused me
pain. The truth is though, I still refer to the books Roger wrote on learning. In fact, I just bought and read his
newest book on Contemporary Learning and Theory and Research. But, if you are not an academic nerd, Roger’s
books probably won’t be of much interest to you. They’re not what you might call “page turners.
9

This is just one reason why I believe people should spend some time learning about riding and training in a
classroom. Reading books and articles can also be good. The problem is, being a great rider doesn’t make you a
great writer. But that’s a story for another time.
10
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what I learned about the processes of learning and memory during my journey. But, I
would like to tell you about a small number of key concepts that I believe are crucial to
developing a mutually beneficial relationship with a horse. Successful trainers,
amateurs as well as professionals, apply them effectively. They may not be able to
explicitly explain the concepts11 but, at the very least, they understand and apply them
intuitively. Otherwise, they would not be successful trainers. Let me correct myself.
They would not be successful trainers who use methods that are tactful—sensitive to
the feelings and well-being of the horse. If you want to develop a horse that is pleasant
to handle and ride, remains curious about his surroundings, and is alert, mentally active
and authentically enthusiastic, about life in general and about the things you do
together, then, at some level, you have to understand and have the skills to apply
certain key principles of learning.
Wait! Hold the press. That last statement about “principles of learning” probably
made some of you cringe. Let me try again. How about this: You have to understand,
instinctively or otherwise, certain natural strategies of communication if you are going
to develop a close, positive relationship with a horse while teaching him to do what you
want him to do.
Here’s my pledge. I’m going to try my best to explain these “natural strategies,”
in understandable terms and without getting bogged down in a bunch of learning
theory mumbo jumbo and jargon. I will tell you though, that is at the bottom of it.
This first article is about a simple strategy that can help you prevent or eliminate
behavioral problems under saddle, while riding, … severe ones, like bolting, or just the
routine ones that always occur during the course of training, like spontaneous changes
in speed, direction or gait.

11

I’ll explain why in a future article about implicit and explicit memories.
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Teach the horse to do what you want him to do. Discourage him from doing what you
don’t what him to do. It’s the essence of training.
Most people today know something about how to teach horses to do things they
want them to do. At least they know it is important to reward a horse in some way
when he does what they want. You give a signal—the horse makes an acceptable
response—you reward him for doing it. Technically, it’s an Operant or Instrumental
Learning/training Paradigm. I wrote about important aspects of each phase of the
sequence in Ten Golden Rules.12
But what about this business of discouraging undesirable behavior?13 It seems to
me that’s what gives people trouble. They find themselves caught in a quandary. Often
their first impulse is to punish the horse when he does something undesirable. Reward
him for good behavior; punish him for bad behavior. Intellectually, it may even seem
like a reasonable master plan.
The thing is, most people are reluctant to punish horses. They love their horse
and they want him to love them in return. They figure, “If I do something he doesn’t
like, maybe he won’t like me.” It makes sense to me. I know, when someone does
something I don’t care for, it definitely puts a damper on our relationship. Why would
horses be any different? In fact, 16 pages of Ten Golden Rules14 are devoted to
convincing people not to punish horses. In the end, I conclude, “Punishment begins

See Chapter II, Improving Sensitivity to Aids and Cues in Nock, B.: Ten Golden Rules Of Horse Training:
Universal Laws for all Training Levels and Riding Styles. Half Halt Press, Inc., 2004.
12

Regardless of its exact nature, I consider undesirable behavior to be anything that a horse does that is
inconsistent with a rider’s wishes. That is how it and other similar phrases, like “undesirable act,” “unwanted
behavior” and “unwanted act,” are used in this article.
13

See Chapter II, Improving Sensitivity to Aids and Cues, pages 57 – 73 in Nock, B.: Ten Golden Rules Of Horse
Training: Universal Laws for all Training Levels and Riding Styles. Half Halt Press, Inc., 2004.
14
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where knowledge ends.”15 Think about it. I don’t believe anyone would choose to
punish a horse in any way, not even mildly, if they knew an effective, more pleasant
alternative. Moreover, not only does punishment undermine a relationship, it also isn’t
a particularly effective training method and it can have serious negative side effects.16
So, let’s just forget about punishment as a way to stop unwanted behaviors.
But then what? How do you discourage a horse from doing things you don’t
want him to do if you don’t discipline him for doing them? It’s a question many people
struggle with. Not knowing the answer, they end up nagging their horses ad infinitum,17
finding ways to work around the problem, sending the horse off to a trainer, or selling
him. None of these are particularly effective or satisfying solutions it seems to me.
The good news is, there actually is an effective alternative to punishment
everyone can and should learn how to implement. The bad news is, you hardly ever
read or hear anything about it, at least not in terms of a general strategy for shaping
behavior, i.e., eliminating the unwanted ones. My hope is that this article will help to
remedy that shortcoming in some small way.

Nock, B.: Ten Golden Rules Of Horse Training: Universal Laws for all Training Levels and Riding Styles. Half
Halt Press, Inc., 2004, page 69.
15

See Chapter III, Preventing Undesirable Behavior Under Saddle in Nock, B.: Ten Golden Rules Of Horse
Training: Universal Laws for all Training Levels and Riding Styles. Half Halt Press, Inc., 2004.
16

For an explanation of the etiology of “nagging” see page 62 in Nock, B.: Ten Golden Rules Of Horse
Training: Universal Laws for all Training Levels and Riding Styles. Half Halt Press, Inc., 2004.
17
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I have found over the years when people don’t know the answer to a problem, like how
to get rid of an undesirable behavior, they tend to believe there is no solution, or at least
not a simple one. Maybe they blame it on the horse’s personality, hormones or genetics.
And, it is hard to convince them otherwise. I’ve seen it over and over again. Even when
they see a simple, tactful strategy work effectively in person, their inclination often is to
dismiss it as a fluke. I’ll give you an example.
Generally, in lessons and clinics, I ask people to mount in the arena. I do it
because watching them lead their horse into the arena and mount tells me a lot about
their relationship with the horse and their level of horsemanship. It isn’t unusual for me
to see problems right off the bat. Then, when possible, we address them before anything
else.
One thing I see often is horses that don’t stand still for mounting. It’s a common
problem that can put a would-be-rider in a dangerous position. Fortunately, it’s very
fixable. Here’s the frustrating part: The process of teaching a horse to stand still is
always totally uneventful … or it should be. No yelling, no moving the horse hither and
thither, and so on. In fact, when done correctly the horse never moves and looks totally
bored. Then when he does stand still for mounting after just a short time, a common
conclusion is that it was a fluke, an anomaly, associated with the time of day, the
weather, the new arena, the trailer ride, day of the month or whatever. I’ve heard them
all.
I have had many similar experiences with all sorts of behavioral problems over
the years. So for me, the hard part now is convincing people simple, uneventful
methods, like the one I describe below, work and are widely applicable. No, I’m not
going to tell you how to teach horses to stand still for mounting this time. Maybe in
another article. This time, I’m going to tell you how to eliminate all sorts of undesirable
behaviors while riding.
12
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Remember what I said above:
“Most people today know something about how to teach horses to do
things they want them to do. At least they know it is important to reward
a horse in some way when he does what they want.” 18
Why? Why is it important to reward a horse when he does what we ask? To say
thank you? That’s part of what motivates me. It doesn’t cost anything to be courteous to
horse or human. But that’s not all of it. Training horses is about making a series of
unspoken “gentleman’s agreements” between you and the horse. That’s how I think of
it anyway. The agreement goes something like this: “If you do what I ask, I’ll do
something for you in return.” We generally refer to that “something” as a reward. From
the horse’s point of view, it’s something desirable enough to entice him to do what we
ask him to do.
Making deals and sticking to them. That’s what training is about. Break your part
of a bargain by not providing the promised reward often enough, and the horse has no
reason to uphold his part of the agreement either. We don’t continue to do something
for nothing and neither do horses.
You see, all actions and reactions are driven
by some motive. Behavior doesn’t just happen. It’s
purposeful. Goal oriented. When asked “Why we
did something,” the answer “No reason” is just a
deception. We do what we do to attain something we
want or to avoid or escape from something we don’t
like (see sidebar). Horses are the same. They have
reasons for doing things too, just like us … even when
they do something we consider undesirable.
18

See page 10.
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SELFISH?
You might be thinking “That’s a
selfish point of view. What
about all of those philanthropic
acts with the sole purpose of
helping others?” Well, there are
even rewards that go along with
that … a feeling of selfsatisfaction, for example. The
reward doesn’t have to be
something tangible.

When a horse does something we don’t like, it is a means to an end. There is
some payoff he’s seeking. The horse gets some benefit … reward … from doing it. He
yanks his head down … maybe to eat grass. He walks off … maybe to visit his friend.
He slows down or changes gaits … maybe to save energy. He moves away when you
try to mount … maybe because it hurts his back. He mouths your sleeve … maybe to
entice you into a “mouth game.”19
And so on. There is always a goal
that motivates a behavior or act,
whether we can identify it or not. For
the behaviors I just mentioned, it
may or may not be what I’ve
suggested. The important thing is,
there is always a goal … an incentive
… whether it is to get something
pleasing or to avoid or escape from
something

unpleasant.

For

this

discussion that is the principle point
to understand (but please see the

ARE YOU THE CAUSE?
There is no way to know a horse’s motive for every
undesirable act. We can’t read their thoughts …
although some people claim to do so. Nevertheless, it
is always important to step back and ask yourself
whether you might actually be the cause of an
undesirable act. Perhaps something you do or how
you do it actually triggers the behavior. If so, a minor
change in your behavior might fix the problem. I’m
not suggesting you work around a problem.
Definitely not. If you are asking a horse to do
something reasonable, continue to do so. But it is
not unusual to see undesirable behavior triggered by
what I call “practicing to failure” in Ten Golden
Rules, using the aids too strongly, applying
conflicting aids, or riding too long or too hard and
making the horse tired and grumpy. That sort of
thing. Then, a small change in what you do can
make a big diﬀerence.

sidebar).
Here’s the heart of the matter:
Convince a horse there is never going to be a payoff for doing something you consider
undesirable, and you take away his motivation, his incentive, for doing it. It’s the same
principle that is at work when we fail to reward a horse for doing what we want him to
do. It doesn’t matter whether the motivation comes from us or whether it’s generated
by the horse himself. Prevent him from getting a payoff … convince him the behavior

See pages 128 – 130 in Nock, B.: Ten Golden Rules Of Horse Training: Universal Laws for all Training Levels
and Riding Styles. Half Halt Press, Inc., 2004.
19
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isn’t going to benefit him in any way … and he will stop doing it.
Picture this: There’s a portal up ahead. It’s one you can look through if you get
close enough. It’s a window into … well, someplace you are curious about. Another
dimension or universe or how about Heaven or hell? Maybe Johnny Depp, Charlize
Theron or Viggo Mortensen's … Aaaaa, backyard BBQ party? Your choice. Just so the
portal lets you look into a place you would like to see. Use your imagination.
So you start walking toward it. But an invisible barrier pops up and blocks your
way. Later, the portal appears again. So you start walking toward it. But again an
invisible barrier pops up and blocks your way. And so it goes. Every time you try to
approach the portal, your path is blocked. Eventually, you begin to doubt whether you
will ever reach the portal. So, when it appears the next time, you still try to go to it but
now you walk with less enthusiasm than before. There’s that doggone barrier again. It
always pops up to block your way. Eventually, you become totally convinced you will
never be able to get to that darn portal. So you give up trying. You figure, “That barrier
is always going to get in my way. Trying to walk to the portal is just a waste of energy.”
The path leads to the same conclusion regardless of your ultimate goal, whether it was
to look into Heaven or hell or wherever.
It’s like that for horses. It doesn’t matter whether you consider a behavior good
or bad, wanted or unwanted, desirable or undesirable. It’s all the same. The difference is
in the eye of the beholder. For the horse … well, either way, the behavior is just a means
to a pleasing end … a reward.
If you have followed along so far, then you should be thinking, “Yes, and if
there’s no reward, why do it?” Absolutely! You wouldn’t. And horses follow suit. If the
undesirable act never has an outcome worth working for, then there’s no reason for the
horse to continue to make the effort. It’s an axiom inherent to every effective learning/
training paradigm. It’s also the key to eliminating the vast majority of undesirable
behaviors under saddle … tactfully.
15
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Question: How to put theory into practice? Answer: Become that invisible barrier that
blocks the path to the portal. The barrier stopped you from walking to the portal (the
behavior) and looking through it (the reward). When you become the barrier that
prevents, blocks or stops an undesirable act so the horse doesn’t reach the associated
reward, you take away his incentive for the behavior. The horse stops believing the
undesirable act is a means to a desired end. Consequently, there is no reason for him to
continue to do it.
Its the same as when you came to the conclusion that trying to walk to the portal
was a waste of energy. Then, what followed? First, it dampened your enthusiasm for
trying to walk to the portal and eventually you gave it up completely. The extinction
sequence is the same when you frustrate an undesirable act.
Soooo, by now you are probably thinking, “PLEASE … Get to the point. Tell me
exactly what I should do. Don’t give me a bunch of esoteric malarkey about becoming
the barrier. Geeez!”
OK. OK. I’m getting there. Patience. Just one more thing. Before I tell you what to
do, I want to tell you what doesn’t work. Well, it works, but not in the way it is typically
described. It’s a strategy I hear promoted often: Ask the horse to do something
incompatible with the undesirable behavior.
For example, let’s say you are out for a leisurely ride through the countryside.
You stop to relax, enjoying the quiet beauty of the pasture you’ve been riding through
and trying to follow Einstein’s advice. But
your horse isn’t in a meditative mood. All he
has on his mind is that tempting grass
surrounding him. Then, without warning, he
yanks his head down pulling you forward and
almost on the ground. It breaks the mood and
16

“Look deep into nature, and then
you will understand everything
better.”
Albert Einstein

you’re annoyed. What do you do?
If you believe the way to deal with undesirable behavior is to ask your horse to
do something incompatible with it, maybe you ask him to go forward. He can’t eat
grass while he’s walking. Sounds good. Seems to make sense. It qualifies as a tactful
method … there’s nothing harsh about it at least. What’s the problem? Well, there are a
few.
For one, I’m not clever enough to figure out what is incompatible with all the
various undesirable behaviors a horse might do. Let’s say you are trying to teach your
horse to lengthen the trot … take a longer stride. But every time you reach a certain
speed he breaks into a canter. What’s the incompatible behavior?
Or, let’s say you are a fairly sophisticated rider and you want your horse
traveling in a certain posture and longitudinal and lateral balance. Then he drops his
left shoulder and shifts his balance to the forehand. Now he’s beating up his left knee
and hoof with every stride. You don’t want it to go on any longer than necessary. Quick,
what’s the incompatible behavior?
Second, by asking a horse to do something incompatible with an undesirable act,
you may inadvertently teach him something you would rather not teach him. Take the
example of the horse reaching down for the grass. Each time he did so, you ask him to
walk forward. Eventually, the horse may figure out if he doesn’t want to stand still all
he has to do is yank his head down. Then he gets to go forward. Sound far fetched. It’s
not. I’ve seen people accidentally teach their horses all sorts of weird things like this. In
Ten Golden Rules,20 I gave several examples of things I inadvertently taught horses to

Nock, B.: Ten Golden Rules Of Horse Training: Universal Laws for all Training Levels and Riding Styles. Half
Halt Press, Inc., 2004.
20
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do over the years. 21
Third, and this is the game breaker for me, by asking a horse to do something
incompatible you may, in fact, be inadvertently encouraging the undesirable behavior,
not discouraging it. The incentive for an undesirable behavior conceivably might be to
avoid doing something. So if you stop doing what you want to be doing in lieu of a
behavior incompatible with some undesirable one that popped up, then you have given
the horse exactly what he wants. The example in the proceeding paragraph would
apply. Let’s say the horse is yanking his head down, not to get to the grass, but because
he doesn’t want to stand still. He wants to do something, go someplace. Then, by asking
him to go forward, the undesirable act of yanking his head down did what he wanted it
to do. And you can’t be right about a horse’s motive all the time. You are bound to get it
wrong occasionally. So, sometimes the incompatible behavior you choose is likely to be
just what the doctor ordered … from the horse’s point of view.
The change of gait I mentioned might be a more understandable example: Maybe
the horse breaks into a canter because he would rather not do an extended trot. Seems
perfectly reasonable. Horses naturally do change from a trot to a canter at a certain
speed to save energy. 22 So you ask him to do something other than the canter. If what
you ask him to do, isn’t the extended trot, then you have reinforced the shift to the
canter. The change to the canter ultimately got him what he wanted … to stop doing an
extended trot.
And therein lies the answer to what you should do. It’s the only option that makes
sense, is consistent with natural strategies of learning/training, is widely applicable,
doesn’t inadvertently reward the undesirable act and is tactful to boot:
Actually, in the example, the horse taught the rider to allow/ask him to go forward when he pulls his head
down. Horses, and other animals for that matter, are very good teachers. They follow natural strategies
inherent to learning/training principles. My animals have taught me to do many diﬀerent things on command
over the years: Open the door when I do this, pick me up when I do that, give me a treat when I do this,
scratch me here when I do that and so on. Yep, I’m trainable and darn proud of it.
21

22

Budiansky, S.: The Nature of Horses: Exploring Equine Evolution, Intelligence, and Behavior. Free Press, 1997.
18

When a horse does something undesirable,
return him to doing what you want him to be doing …
what you had him doing at the moment when the undesirable act occurred.
Let’s call it Preventative Reciprocation. I know it’s a mouth full. But give it a try. It
kind of roles off your tongue when you get used to saying it. In fact, it sort of gets stuck
in your head like one of those catchy songs you can’t stop singing. Preventative
Reciprocation. Preventative Reciprocation. Or maybe if it still doesn’t feel right to you, how
about “PR Training?” Seems appropriate too. Think about it.
Preventative Reciprocation. What does it mean? In a nutshell, the horse does
something you don’t want him to do and you reciprocate simply by reversing it … by
returning the horse to doing what you want him to be doing. It prevents the horse from
benefiting from the undesirable behavior. Sound hard to do? It isn’t in most cases.
The routine stuff, like unwanted changes in direction, speed, gait, body
alignment and balance, is especially easy to deal with by preventative reciprocation:
The horse changes direction when you don’t want him to. Bring him back to the
direction you want to go. The horse changes speed. Bring him back to the desired speed.
The horse changes gait when you don’t want him to. Bring him back to the gait you
want him to be in. The horse changes his body alignment or balance. Readjust it to
where you want it to be. The horse pulls his head down to get grass. Bring his head
back to the level you want. The horse starts to walk forward when you want him to
stand still. Back him to where you want him to be. And so it goes.
If you want you can think of preventative reciprocation as asking the horse to do
something incompatible with the undesirable behavior. But in all cases, the
incompatible behavior is what you were doing when the undesirable act occurred. The
answer is always the same. You don’t have to give yourself a headache by thinking of
different actions for each undesirable behavior. Also, it avoids the possibility of
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inadvertently rewarding an undesirable act that is meant to escape from doing what
you were doing when the act occurred.
The hard part, as I said, is convincing people something so simple can be so
widely applicable and effective. But it is. You just need to be sufficiently skilled with the
aids to get it done. And most people can at least deal with the routine stuff. Even
inexperienced riders can use the reins to change direction, speed, and gait. Balance and
body alignment might be a different story. But if you are sufficiently advanced to worry
about such things, then you are probably also sufficiently skilled to adjust it.23
Here’s the thing, the quicker you reciprocate, bring him back to what you want
him to be doing, i.e., what you were doing when the undesirable act occurred, the more
effective it is and the sooner the horse will stop doing the undesirable act (See sidebar).
If you can feel the horse preparing for an undesirable behavior and catch it early, that’s
the best thing. It’s more effective and easier to foil an undesirable behavior in its
germinal stage than after it has
reached

full

bloom.

Timing

IS IT REASONABLE?

is

everything. I’ve written previously
that the difference between effective
and ineffective training is often just a
nuance. More often than not that

Make sure what you were asking the horse to do
when the undesirable behavior occurred was
reasonable … something the horse is mentally and
physically capable of doing. If you cause an
undesirable act by asking the horse to do something
he is not properly prepared for, the reciprocation
will not be eﬀective.

“nuance” is timing. Time and again
in lessons I say, “You were too late.”
Take the example of the horse walking forward when you want him to stand still.
The horse’s first action is to lean forward. If you can reciprocate at that point by
readjusting his balance back, that’s the best thing. The more expeditiously you
reciprocate, bring the horse back to what you want him to be doing, the better. After
you reciprocate and he stands still for a short time, two or three seconds say, then
23
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reward him for doing so by signaling
ALWAYS REWARD COMPLIANCE

him to go forward … reward him by
asking him to do exactly what he
wanted to do (See sidebar). Wait until
he’s taken a few steps or so and the
process falls apart or at least is less
effective.
Use

the

aids

tactfully,

not

harshly … just firmly enough to get the
job done expeditiously, with speed and
efficiency. Your aim is to bring the
horse back to what you want him to be
doing

as

swiftly

as

possible

…

But don’t get stuck thinking the only way to reward
a horse is with a treat or by telling him he’s a “Good
Boy.” Often undesirable behavior can provide
insights about how to reward a horse. For example,
if a horse changes gaits to save energy, give him an
opportunity to rest after he did what he was asked
to do for a period of time. Or, let’s say your horse
keeps trying to eat on the trail. A good reward
would be to allow him an opportunity to browse
after a period without making an attempt. In Ten
Golden Rules, I describe an occasion when I
rewarded Gabriel by taking him to a pile of manure
he was curious about and letting him investigate it.
In essence, the horse gets what he wants most at the
moment … but only on the rider’s terms. Just keep
in mind that a reward should always be a consequence
of the rider’s initiative rather than that of the horse.
Don’t get tricked into letting the horse do whatever
he wants to do.

definitely, absolutely and positively not
to use the aids to punish the horse or
make him uncomfortable in any way, shape or form. But get it done. Don’t mess
around.
And be consistent. Don’t make exceptions … ever. Every time you fail to
reciprocate makes it that much harder to eliminate the undesirable act from your horse’s
repertoire. The effect of making exceptions or just failing to reciprocate is … well,
dramatic. Be inconsistent and you are likely to be dissatisfied with the results over the
long run.
What about more severe undesirable behaviors, like bolting, rearing or bucking?
Same thing. Return the horse to doing what you want him to be doing. There is no
reason for you to get angry or upset. Stay focused on what you want the horse to be
doing and reciprocate as early, in the behaviors germinal stage, and as quickly as you
can.
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Now, I know some riders do not have the skill to bring a bolting, rearing or
bucking horse back to doing what they want him to be doing … at least, not until
they’ve remounted. And that’s too late. So, my advice is to have someone else ride him
—someone who does have the skill to return a bolting, rearing or bucking horse back to
doing what he/she wants him to be doing … expeditiously. Such behaviors are
dangerous. Nevertheless, preventative reciprocation works just as well on these severe
behaviors as the more routine ones. Here’s a story I wrote about my Morgan stallion,
Gabriel, in Ten Golden Rules. 24
When I first started to ride Gabriel he bolted when, in his opinion, he was
working too hard. Each time, I immediately brought him back to doing what I wanted
him to be doing. As his attempts to bolt were repeatedly thwarted, he tried to do it less
and less often. As time went by, he rarely attempted to bolt and, frankly, even when he
did try, his heart really wasn’t in it. Eventually, he gave it up completely.
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So, that’s my story folks. The first contribution of this new series based on
natural strategies of communication and learning/training. Preventative Reciprocation.
It’s

the

science-based,

broadly-applicable,

personally-tested

and

Liberated

Horsemanship certified natural strategy to tactfully eliminating undesirable behaviors.
Said another way … it works. For now, preventative reciprocation done consistently,
and tactfully is the only alternative I know to nagging or outright punishment. Oh, I
forgot! You can continue to ignore things your horse does that you would rather he
didn’t do and work around them. But, then neither you or your horse will be as happy
as you could be. Your choice.
A couple more things I should mention. Advice, I suppose. I can’t help myself.
No, I think it’s more like pleading. Don’t expect preventative reciprocation to be magic.
If you haven’t taught your horse speed control, don’t expect to reciprocate effectively
when he changes speed. If you haven’t taught your horse to back up, don’t expect to
reciprocate effectively when your horse walks off. And so on. Take the time. Make the
effort. Teach your horse to do the things you want him to do. Surprisingly, it is the
tactful pathway to eliminating undesirable behavior. And follow the Ten Golden
Rules. 25 You will not be successful otherwise. The Golden Rules are natural laws of
communication. Fundamental principles. I didn’t invent them; nature did.
Along the way, work to improve your skill with the aids, particularly the reins. It
is unbelievable how often I see people that can barely ride worrying about weight aids
and seat aids, for example. Get really, really good with the reins first. Ninety percent of
reciprocations can be effectively done with just the reins … they’re sufficient to stop a
bolting, rearing or bucking horse along with most of the other more routine undesirable
acts. If you can’t use the reins, your hands, effectively to make adjustments to what your
horse is doing, you are not going to be effective with leg or weight aids either. It is very
25
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common to see riders trying to get horses to do fairly sophisticated things before they
have a clue about how to use the reins. Using our hands to do things is the most natural
thing for us humans to do. And, there are an infinite number of adjustments that can be
made to a horse’s posture, lateral and longitudinal balance, speed, direction and
behavior with the reins alone. When you can effectively do such things, and put a horse
authentically “On The Bit”26 with just the reins,27 then, that’s the time to start focusing
on using your core and weight aids.
Take the time to learn and take the time to teach your horse. Otherwise, you are
most likely being unkind to your horse even if you believe otherwise … science-based,
personally-tested, eye-witnessed and Liberated Horsemanship guaranteed.

26
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“Learning is experience. Everything else is just information.”

Albert Einstein

Like I said … You can’t learn to play Ping-Pong by reading a book.28

R

Wondering what in the world Ping-Pong has to do with anything, see Chapter VIII, Epilogue, When It’s
Finished in Nock, B.: Ten Golden Rules Of Horse Training: Universal Laws for all Training Levels and Riding
Styles. Half Halt Press, Inc., 2004.
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I added this section for those looking for help with horses that bolt, rear, or buck. It was
an after thought. It occurred to me that I might possibly be a little more help than just
sending you off to find someone, a professional, who knows about preventative
reciprocation to fix the problem. As you are looking for such a person, there are a couple
of things you might want to keep in mind and key questions to ask.
Remember when I said above,
“They may not be able to explicitly explain the concepts but, at the very
least, they understand and apply them intuitively. Otherwise, they would
not be successful trainers.”29
This is likely to be one of those times. Just because they don’t know the term
preventative reciprocation doesn’t mean they don’t use the strategy. So, you might want
to direct them to this article and see what they think. Or maybe ask them some
questions based on the information below.
Bolting: When a horse bolts, he typically “drops” a shoulder, then, bolts toward that
general direction. So, if he drops his left shoulder, which is more common, he will tend
to bolt somewhat to the left although a he can also go straight forward while in such a
posture.
Typically, riders will then do one of four things (I will assume he has dropped his
left shoulder in my comments.):
1. Pull on both reins. This is ineffective if the horse is in a snaffle bit and may end up
with the horse going even faster.
2. Pull on the right rein, i.e., the rein opposite to the direction the horse is bolting
toward. This is the most instinctive/natural thing to do. However, it over bends the
horse throwing his weight further toward the dropped left shoulder. It is 99%
29

See page 9.
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ineffective.
3. Apply a so-called one-rein stop. Effective? Maybe. But this is a highly dangerous
thing to do on a bolting horse because it significantly unbalances the horse and
interferes with his ability to see/anticipate the terrain a head. It markedly increases
the risk of tripping and falling.
4. Scream. Also ineffective and may frighten the horse making matters worse.
Instead, assuming the horse is in a snaffle bit, keep the horse slightly bent with
the inside rein … the rein on the short side (See Ride For Tomorrow available at
LiberatedHorsemanship.com). That will be the right rein if the horse dropped his left
shoulder. The horse will already be slightly bent to the right if he dropped his left
shoulder. So it is a matter of maintaining the bend with the right rein. Then, the left rein,
the rein that is opposite to what most riders instinctively pull on, will have significant
stopping power. Pulse pressure on that rein while maintaining the bend. Don’t just
apply constant pressure. And follow the guidelines for Preventative Reciprocation.
Key psychological reaction: If you aren’t able to reciprocate quickly enough and the horse
reaches full speed your mantra should be: “I Can Ride As Fast As You Can Run.”
Seriously. And stay calm. It’s true. If you can ride a canter, a full out run is even easier to
ride. Sit back and enjoy while you wait for that moment when he hesitates. Then, apply
the aids outlined in the previous paragraph.
Key question to ask a trainer: Which rein stops a bolting horse?
Rearing: Often rearing is caused by the rider, at least initially. But in time, it can become
a general strategy. There are two types of errors riders commonly make that causes it:
1. Sometimes, rearing is caused by the simultaneous application of opposing aids. The
rider traps the horse between driving and restraining aids and, in trying to comply
with the signals or find a way to escape the confinement of the aids, he rears.
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2. Horses can also rear when they are relentlessly pushed to do something they don’t
want to do … cross a stream, for example. In this case the horse is trapped between
the driving aids and avoiding something he doesn’t want to do. “In essence, the
rider’s will and that of the horse clash.”30
Obviously, the best way to prevent a horse from rearing is to never do things that
can cause it … things you shouldn’t be doing anyway. However, if it becomes a general
strategy, you can prevent a horse from rearing if he has been well-trained to “give to the
bit” by asking him to bend and lower his head. To be effective, you have to do it early
… at the first sign he is preparing to do it … before he has actually reared.
Key question to ask a trainer: How do you stop rearing? If he says something like, “I pull
the horse over backward” or some such nonsense that can get the horse hurt, my advice
is to move on to the next candidate.
Bucking: Horses buck for a variety of reasons:
1. Bucking can be an expression of exuberance and joyfulness. That’s the case when a
horse bucks upon being turned out after too much time in a stall. It can be the same
under saddle. Here’s something I wrote in Ten Golden Rules:
“Although Gabriel [my Morgan Stallion] was already reasonably well
behaved in general, he nonetheless bucked when I first began to ride
him on trails. There was nothing malevolent about it; it clearly was an
expression of joyfulness and exhilaration. He only did it at the very
beginning of the first gallop of the day. It was as if he was saying
“Yippee! I’m free to run.” Bucking of this type, that is done out of
playfulness or exuberance, is sometimes referred to as capering or
gamboling to distinguish it from bucking that originates from more
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serious causes. The truth is, when Gabriel tried to buck, it usually
brought a bit of a smile to my face because I knew that I was asking him
to do something that he truly enjoyed. I never punished him for it. If I
did, it might have suppressed the bucking, but it also would probably
have sapped some of his enthusiasm for the trail.”31
2. Horses sometimes buck for protection, say when a dog runs up unexpectedly from
behind out on the trail.
3. Bucking can also be a sign that the horse was not sufficiently desensitized when
started under saddle. The solution here is pretty straight forward. Have a
professional or someone who truly knows what they are doing start the horse over
again and do it right. Make sure they understand “Approach and Retreat” as
described in Ten Golden Rules.32 What many trainers call “Approach and Retreat” is
actually “Flooding” even if they smile and tell jokes and stories while doing it. It is
not tactful and can do permanent psychological harm to a horse and to your
relationship with him.
Key question to ask a trainer: When you Approach and Retreat, do you retreat before the
horse has moved or when he stops moving. If you read Ten Golden Rules33 you will
understand the importance of the difference.
Horses prepare to buck by markedly lowering their head and rounding their
back in an exaggerated manner. They can’t buck if their head is at a normal level.
Bucking can be stopped or, if you catch it early enough, prevented by activating your
core and bracing your weight down into the stirrups while using the reins to bring the
Nock, B.: Ten Golden Rules Of Horse Training: Universal Laws for all Training Levels and Riding Styles. Half
Halt Press, Inc., 2004, pages 67 – 68.
31

Nock, B.: Ten Golden Rules Of Horse Training: Universal Laws for all Training Levels and Riding Styles. Half
Halt Press, Inc., 2004.
32

33

Ibid.
29

horse’s head back up to a normal level. Your ability to do this is enhanced markedly if
you simultaneously bend the horse slightly in one direction or another … just enough
so you can see his eye. This diminishes the horse’s ability to brace against you.
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