Spook-proofing Series #9: Discovery Sessions-Ground Work

Change Fear to Curiosity

When fear changes to curiosity, it brings wonder, and with wonder, joy!

Once you’ve earned the leadership role with your horse and he’s able to respond to you with respect and trust, you can begin introducing him to new and unfamiliar experiences and things. Through controlled and repeated exposures, you can condition your horse to behave in a calm and trusting manner, regardless of what he faces. Before you start, prepare your horse by making sure that he can lead from both sides (refer to article #6), and perform the Three Acts of Submission without resistance (refer to article #7). Also, make sure that he is comfortable and calm when touched anywhere on his body –by using a whip, a rope and your hands to desensitize him. (Refer to article #8).  Properly preparing your horse before starting will help you and your horse succeed with the following exercises.


For the best communication and control, I use a thin rope halter and a lead or mecate that is between 15-17’ long. If the horse shows unexpected resistance, the longer length will give you an extra few seconds to prepare your reaction and correction. If possible, start in a fenced or enclosed area. Plan on using some basic practical props-things that you would encounter under normal conditions: a hat, a plastic bag, a section of hose, a white towel, a rain poncho, a folding chair. Try not to challenge the horse with too much scary stuff too soon, you can always get creative later.  Put all of your props in one spot-I use a big box. 

There are several steps to go through as you help your horse discover his domestic world. The first step involves picking up a prop and carrying it, as you lead your horse around. Don’t show the prop to your horse yet, It might scare him. It is better to wait for him to get curious. Just hold it in front of yourself so that your horse can see it. Make sure that you are between the prop and your horse so that he feels protected. Positioning yourself between the horse and the prop (or whatever monster scares him) prevents him from jumping into you if he should spook from it. This will keep you safe, and helps your horse feel safe as well. I call this taking a protective position.

If he is reluctant to lead up, don’t force him to.  As long as he is moving forward when you do, let him follow at whatever distance makes him comfortable. Lead him through some sharp turns. As you walk and turn, try to take in a coil of your lead to reel your horse one step closer. Keep leading him, and gradually encourage him to lead up closer.

At first, your horse will be suspicious of the prop you carry and will watch it. As he walks forward with you towards the prop, to him, it will appear like the prop is moving away. This will work psychologically in a positive way, taking the pressure off of him, and will help him build up some confidence. Then, as you both continue walking, he will start to relax and curiosity will set it. He will eventually be willing and want to approach the prop to look at it, snort at it, smell it, touch it with his nose, and maybe paw at it. He may even try picking it up, biting it and throwing it! 


Once your horse is willing to examine the prop, he is ready to be touched by it. You should follow the same touching methods as described in article 8: Starting with predictable stroking, then random stroking, then tapping. Use advance and retreat as needed for sensitive areas.  Stand on your horse’s left side by his shoulder. Hold the lead neatly coiled, about 12-18” from the halter in your left hand and the prop in your right. Before touching the horse with the prop, tap it on yourself so that the horse can hear it. Then step up against your horse and transfer the prop onto his body near his wither area. Start stroking him with it.  If he gets nervous and moves off, keep him circling close around you, but make sure to keep the prop on him.  Pivot to stay with him if you need to. You can help him stop by cueing him, but don’t remove the stroking prop from his body until he stops. When he does stop, remove the prop immediately, and reward him. This will help your horse to think; “When I stop, it goes away”. This is the ultimate lesson you want your horse to learn when something unfamiliar comes into contact with him. Whether it is a hat blowing onto his rump, a vine tangling his leg, or a dragging branch caught in his tail, you’ll want your horse thinking  “If I stop, it goes away.”

Using this patient and passive method,  work the prop all over your horse’s body including his belly, legs, and head. Once your horse stands calmly for the prop touching him, continue his exposure by throwing it a short distance from him. With your horse, go and pick it up and toss it again in a different direction. Little by little start tossing it closer to your horse, letting the horse get used to it’s movement in all directions. Eventually you can even toss it at your horse, gently bumping him with it. Your horse may actually enjoy this activity and turn it into a game, chasing the prop each time you toss it. Make sure you reward him for his discovery and bravery.

Each time you work with a new prop, repeat these exercises, in order. Show your horse things that change shape, make noise, or have reflections. Try to appeal to all of the horse’s senses. Keep in mind that your horse’s behavior is place oriented and that conditioning stems from repetition. Make sure that you repeat these tasks in various locations so your horse has opportunities to practice calming down in a variety of situations and places. Allow him to learn that it’s ok to run into the unexpected.

Incorporate as many short discovery sessions into your riding and training program as you can. Since this method is physically stress-free, it is suitable for horses of any age and can be repeated often. But, be careful not to overwhelm your horse. Don’t work with too many props in one session. Take your time and let each new discovery be it’s own success!
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