What’s

RESPECT
Got to Do with It?
by Leslie Hammel-Turk

S

omewhere early in every rider’s equine education, they are told that they need their
horse’s respect. The conversation generally includes an us-against-them statement
along the lines of “don’t lose a single battle with your horse.” This perspective is based
in the belief that the route to gaining a horse’s respect is an adversarial one. At the other
extreme, there is the view that safety and responsiveness will be achieved through making
our horses “like us” through liberal doses of treats (bribery), placating, and avoiding
anything that the horse might not like. If we look at relationships with our families or
work mates, would we view gaining their respect in the same way? Or how about between
two horses, how is respect achieved there? (See
photos of Respect in the Herd).
Having the respect of others is elusive but
highly desirable, and must be earned. It is a
viewpoint held (or not) by the other in mutual
dealings. It is the realization that the individual
has proven the ability to safely, knowledgeably,
and reliably do the required job of leading.
Respect is earned through a process of testing
the will, determination, and knowledge of the
potential leader. This desirable form of respect
can never be forced or bribed.
Gitanne and Iris
Because Iris, the canine, arrived at the ranch as a
young, only dog, she didn’t learn predatory behavior
toward foals from other dogs. So she has always viewed
the foals as potential playmates (non-predatory) rather
than something to be herded about (predatory). She has
developed this rather unusual relationship with all foals
since her arrival. All of her actions are of a friendly,
respectful nature and the foals enjoy her company
and trust her. Most of the mares reciprocate the trust,
allowing Iris to nuzzle up to the foals within days of
birth (notice, Gitanne’s dam Gadila’s ears and relaxed
expression). Horses base their decisions on actions and
attitude rather than outward appearance.
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Respect in the Herd

The grey mare, Pachamomma (Palo Flechado x
Pewtere), is looking for the respect and attention
of the two-year-old filly Vizla (Arsenal CAHR x
Viveash), (on left), and is not getting it.

Pressure is applied.

There are some valuable gifts that come when we earn
our horses’ respect. Because horses equate respect with
leadership, we get obedience. Because they view said leader
as the one with the best answers for tough situations, we get
relaxation, and because horses are looking for the quietest
cues from the alpha animal that tells them to yield space, we
get response. In the final analysis of problems that we are
having with our horses, lack of obedience, relaxation, and
response to our cues are at the core of the difficulties. Our job
is to use the problem to work on earning the respect that is
lacking in the relationship.
Watching horses interact in a natural setting illustrates
the most effective means of acquiring respect. Horses know
only two types of interaction, between horses within the herd,
and between horses and predators. They can only interpret
our interaction with them as being from one of these two
opposing groups, as another horse or as a predator. The most
desirable model for riders is as the alpha animal in the herd.
When we take an adversarial approach we are viewed as the
predator, when we ply our horses with treats and lack clear
boundaries, we are viewed as a subordinate in the herd.
How to Act Like a Predator:
Never back off. Once a predator locks its attention onto
a likely lunch item it does not back down until the horse

Vizla acknowledges and respects Pacha’s leadership
position. Her left eye and ear are locked onto Pacha (tail
at right in picture).

has successfully escaped through self-preservation behavior,
or the predator has succeeded in bringing the horse down.
The “don’t lose a single battle” attitude reads as predatory
and brings on many types of self-preservation responses
from the horse. A predator’s goal is to control and restrict
the horse physically, hence a restrictive/controlling riding
style engenders a constant self-preservation frame of mind in
the horse.
How to Act Like a
Subordinate Horse:
The handlers that attempt to get their horses to like
them, frequently with the constant use of treats, are viewed
as subordinates to their horses. For horses it is very simple: if
there is a desirable food item and they want it they push to
get it. When the horse is successful it tells them that they are
dominant. They believe that the item has the same level of
desirability for all. In other words, you want the treat as much
as they do — they do not understand the act of giving in the
same way we do. Horses will be interested in the arrival of
the treat lady, but their interest does not translate to respect.
In fact, riders lose a lot of ground with their horses at the
feed dish by tolerating a pushy attitude. Horses want to be in
the proximity of a respected leader. When that leader is the
horse’s rider, the horse will want to be with the rider in a much
deeper relationship than can be induced by bribery.

53 ▪ ARABIAN HORSE WORLD ▪ JULY 2010

RESPECT at liberty

I do not have Avanyu’s (Arsenal CAHR x
*Provodka) attention. At the moment, the pen
of mares he is observing is more important than
I am. If I let his inattention continue, his respect
for me will begin to erode.

He has given me his attention, and therefore I am
gaining his respect.

Attention acquired and maintained while
moving. Notice how similar Avanyu’s carriage
here is to that of the filly in the pasture trotting
around the boss. This is also exactly how I want
Avanyu to shape himself up under saddle.

Since I still haven’t perfected backing my ears, I
use my body language and halter and lead rope to
start the conversation. I am asking him to yield his
hindquarters, which he will do only if I have, or
can gain, his respect.

As I begin to acquire his attention I don’t continue
to apply pressure. Physical contact (in this case
with the end of the lead rope) is not necessary
because he is yielding to the pressure of my
body language.

Horses are highly social animals that live in groupings with a well-defined
hierarchy. The development of that hierarchy is constantly maintained by mostly
subtle dialogue. The hierarchy is not stagnant. New individuals come up through
the ranks and test the more dominant in the group, even in established herds. It
is the life and death implications attached to leadership that drive this constant
testing. Are you still strong? Are you still healthy? Are you still confident? Most
handlers miss much of the dialogue that is going on with their horses, but their
horses miss none of it. This lack of awareness of the horse’s dialogue leads to the
human being categorized by the horse in a predatory or submissive way. Then as
things start to go wrong with the horse, this behavior is misread by the handlers.
There will inevitably be tough spots. Sometimes it can take everything that the
rider has got, especially emotionally and intellectually, to get through them well.
These tough spots occur when the horse is asking how sure the rider is about what
they are asking the horse to do. Is the rider truly a reliable, capable, and fair leader
who knows what they are talking about? It is in these tough spots that the rider
will have to be at their most creative in order to set up situations where the horse
is encouraged to think their way to a solution and not be physically forced into
a false solution. Tom Dorrance used the term “surface worker” to describe riders
who focus on what they got the horse to do physically and not on the mental spot
that brought on the physical manifestation. That mental response is so much more
important than the physical change.
The avoidance of “things my horse does not like” is read by the horse as
unsure, definitely subordinate. The subordinates in the group are not the decision
makers, they are not the individuals that have the acquired knowledge and
toughness to make the right decision to keep the group safe. The presence of a
subordinate rider will not bring relaxation to the group (in this case the horse and
rider combo). A horse ridden by a subordinate rider will always feel that it needs
to take over because, in the horse’s view, it is in a dicey situation. The handler has
left a leadership void and the horse will absolutely fill it, not because it wants to
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RESPECT in Hand
A) I am swinging the lead rope to
apply pressure specifically directed
toward Avanyu’s barrel to ask him
to yield his hindquarters.

A

B

B) He is responding to that pressure.
C) Next the pressure is directed
toward the “outside” shoulder to
ask him to yield his shoulders.

D) Avanyu’s responses (cross over in

C

D

but because it knows that someone has to. Because Mother Nature does not
equip the horse to understand the bizarre stimuli that fill the human world
(cars, strollers, tarps), a horse with a subordinate rider feels as though it has
to assess and react to every unusual stimulus. This dynamic leads to very
reactive horses.
The way that a rider views the horse’s perspective on a problem
will determine whether a successful solution can be found. For example,
comments, whether spoken or internalized, that the horse “does not like”
something turns the situation into one that is insoluble. A more appropriate
approach is to realize that the horse gets agitated and unresponsive when he
is unsure of a situation and does not understand what is being asked of him.
The solution is to find the sticky spots within the problem area and work
them out in such a way that the horse is solving the problem. When all the
little pieces have been “explained” to the horse in an understandable way, the
big problem will be solved. The horse is a naturally good problem solver —
this is necessary for survival. When the problem is presented in a manner that
the horse understands and enjoys, it looks forward to getting the job done.
After all, those paddocks and stalls are boring. The process will get the rider
one step closer to having the horse’s total respect.
To sum up, two of the most important aspects of bringing a horse
along in a positive way that will gain their respect are the realization A)
that the horse is a thinking, decision-making creature that will change its
responses (both positively and negatively) based on what happened in a

front) are soft and immediate
because I have his respect. I am
gaining his respect by asking him
to yield and applying only the
amount of pressure required to
get that change, and no more.
Whips, chains, and 2 x 4s are
not required.

first ride

Matkatamiba (Arsenal CAHR x *Minuet), owned by
Keena Vanhorn, has his attention on his rider, and with
it his respect. Because he already knows to yield to pressure
directed toward his barrel where my leg is, he is bending
beautifully with no “rein” pressure. Once again note how
similar he looks to the filly in the pasture and the colt loose
in the round pen. The halter is familiar to Mat, therefore it
is used in his first ride.
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under saddle

When Prax has moved off my
hand and leg, I keep “riding.”
He is in a spot of no pressure,
and it doesn’t “weigh” anything.
My hands and legs tell him
where I need him to be, but I
am not holding or pushing on
him, as is illustrated by the float
in the reins. In addition to the
light rein, there is no physical
contact between my lower leg
and his body. He knows exactly where my hands and legs are, however, and he stays
between them. The difference between pressure (I need a change here) and release (you
are exactly where I need you and doing what I need you to do) is dramatic and clear to
the horse. It is very subtle, however, for the human eye to pick up.

Here I have lost Praxedes’s (Arsenal CAHR x *Provodka)
attention, again diverted to a bevy of mares in heat. He
has run into my hands and is pushing through with his
left shoulder.

Good riding is good riding. The style of saddle shouldn’t
change the basics. Here Prospecktor (Arsenal CAHR x
*Provodka) demonstrates, in a spring snowstorm, his respect
for me by being responsive to my cues and working in selfcarriage at the trot, and at the canter.

A horse that understands what is expected of him will be
calm and relaxed. Horses in this state of mind are not
physically tight and are better able to stride deeply up under
their body, as Prospecktor is doing in this photo.

previous situation, and B) that the subordinate creature always yields to the
dominant one and never the other way round. In other words, you cannot
get a positive response without respect. It is also very important to realize
that the true yielding is both physical and mental.
The fact that horses show submission by yielding space is at the core
of all their interactions and therefore should be at the core of ours with
them. Horses are so sensitive to this, that it only requires a very subtle yield
on the horse’s part, or ours, for them to have gotten the message, one way
or the other. (See photos of Avanyu in-hand.) To get the horse in a proper
frame of mind it must be his idea to make the change. The horse is already
a highly reactive animal, so it is very easy to get a reactive response. It
requires a great deal more skill and understanding on the rider’s part to be
able to move a horse from a reactive to a thinking frame of mind, and then
maintain it.
Horses and humans alike are born with inherent trust, exemplified by
a foal’s automatic trust of its dam. (See photos of Gitanne and Iris.) In the
case of the relationship between humans and horses, this inherent trust can
be utilized and nurtured through the development of respect. The job of
the handler is to find the balance in which they are doing enough to show
the horse that they are sure about what they are asking of the horse and
not subordinating themselves to their horse, but not so much that they are
forcing. Once trust has been lost it can never be totally regained, and it is
the most valuable asset a rider can have. A horse that has always trusted
and is totally respectful of his handler, gives his rider the ultimate and safest
riding experience; it is a horse that is at peace.
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