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 Riders largely influenced by the choice of horse 

that they ride.

 Horse compensates for the rider shape and size.

 Horse can also compensate for ability, skill and 

fitness.

 Riders have a range of temperaments and 

personalities.

 Horses have a range of temperaments and 

personalities too!





 A prey species;

 Flight or  fight response 

to danger;

 Roams around a 

grassland environment, 

grazing 18 hours a day;

 Sleeps standing up;

 A sentient animal.



 Hearing – alert

 Sight – eyes at side

 Smell – sensitive

 Feeling – fly, 

movement

 Taste - mints!

 =Athletic and mobile



 A herd society - a hierarchy of dominance with 

an Alpha mare as leader.

 A human assumes a dominance over the 

horse in order to replace the natural security 

that a herd produces.

 A horse feels safe if free from fear, anxiety, 

and feels secure in all of its environments –

stable, school, field.



 Horses have characters just like people.

 Will assess your ability – usually to avoid work, not 

usually malicious.

 Horses behave like a horse, hence we need to 

understand their language and not use 

anthromorphism to assume what they would do if 

they were human! 

 This is the first mistake non-horsey people make.



 The stable is the 

horse’s safety zone.

 Approach the horse 

assertively but quietly, 

assume dominance 

and confidence.

 ‘Ask’ the horse for 

respect.





 Lead the horse with confidence but not tightly, he will 

happily follow if there is trust.

 By being assertive but calm the horse will behave 

submissively.

 Be quick but not speedy, be safe but not tardy.



✓ Remember horses need to feel secure.

✓Talk in quiet low voice.

✓Avoid loud noises and unexpected behaviour.

✓Try to maintain your independent balance.



 What is your body‘saying’to the horse

 What does your brain want you to do

 These often contradict each other!

◦ The brain over rules the body but the 

body carries greater influence over the 

horse



 Where are your strengths?

 Where are your weaknesses?

 When under pressure how do you react?

 When under pressure how does this make the 

horse react?

 Ask yourself, do you want to make a difference 

and how can I communicate better with my horse!



Rider Psychology



 “the effect of sport itself on human 
behaviour”

 “a field of study in which the principles of 
Psychology are applied in a sports setting”

 “an applied psychology: the science of 
Psychology applied to athletics and athletic 

situations”



➢ Attention
➢ Anxiety, arousal and stress
➢ Motivation
➢ Personality
➢ Goals and goal setting
➢ Aggression
➢ Imagery and mental training





Riders accept the 
risks of their 
sport and as 
such move on 
much quicker 
than other 
athletes.



 In the traditional sense:

The ability to approach an achievement 
situation with the confidence and the 
knowledge that the body and mind are 
prepared for optimal performance



External and Internal

Broad and narrow

Ability to re focus

e.g. cross country 
ODE or 3DE



 Relationship between arousal and 
performance is best described in the inverted 
U theory

 Arousal adjustment strategies
◦ For relaxation
◦ For psyching up



 5 stages

◦ ego – threat

◦ physical danger

◦ ambiguity

◦ disruption of routine

◦ social evaluation



Stress

Anxiety 

NoYes

Ok

Appraisal 

Coping 



 Why do we do 
things?

 Intrinsic
◦ Inner achievement / 

recognition / 
Qualification

 Extrinsic
◦ Reward / Prize / 

Money



 Benefits of goals:

 Improve performance

 Improve the quality of practice and training

 Clarify expectations

 Increase intrinsic motivation

 Increase self-confidence & satisfaction

 Develops confidence building, emotional 
control and concentration 



 GOAL
◦ Focus

◦ Specificity

◦ Difficulty

◦ Short

◦ Medium

◦ Long

◦ Flexible

S pecific

M easurable

A chievable

R ealistic

T ime based

E xciting

R ecordable
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▪ OUTCOME goals (other-referenced)

◦ winning (and losing) or beating an opponent 

◦ Depends in part on ability of opponent

 PERFORMANCE goals (self-referenced)

◦ own actual personal performance standards 

◦ Under control of the rider e.g. >60% dressage test

 PROCESS goals (self-referenced)

◦ Performance of a particular skill e.g. jumping a fence height

◦ Often used in training sessions, self-regulating



 Imagery
◦ Ability to visualise to 

imagine situations

 Mental practice
◦ Mental skill that 

needs training to 
build up a 
performance

◦ Riders generally good 
at this e.g. learning 
dressage test




