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Helping Your Horse Focus

What is Focus?

Focus is defined as to "pay particular attention to" someone or something.

Why do you want your horse to Focus?

You want to be your horse’s focal point or to be at the center of his attention for several
reasons.

The first, and perhaps most important, reason that you want your horse to focus is safety; for
both yourself and your horse. Without focus your horse can forget that you are there.

As a prey animal your horse is very alert to any change in their surroundings. In the wild their life
depends on identifying and avoiding potential predators.

If your horse perceives something as dangerous, their first reaction will be to get as far away
from it as they can, and to do so as quickly as possible.

Being “off your horse’s radar” is a dangerous place to be. 1000 pounds of nervous or panicked
horse is focused on the source of its fear and has forgotten that you are there.

It is in your best interest to get your horse refocused as soon as possible to minimize the
possibility of injury to either of you.

A shy or spook can unseat a rider that isn't expecting it by a sudden shift in speed and/or
direction. If the rider remains on the horse they may then find they are aboard a "runaway train' that
has completely forgotten that they are there.

An uncontrolled or panicked horse is also a danger to itself as it can trip, fall or run into
something and get badly injured.

The second, also very important reason you want your horse to focus is so that you can train or
teach your horse. Like us, some horses are more distractible than others.
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What causes a horse to lose Focus?

Many things (and almost anything!) can cause your horse to lose focus.

A horse is very in tune with their surroundings and with their eye placement they can see almost
all the way around their bodies.

Often, when you change direction, it is as if your horse is seeing an object for the first time when
they see it with their other eye. Being calm and settled in one direction doesn’t mean things will be the
same when you turn and go past it with the other eye!

Loud noises, wind, sudden movements and lack of staying engaged in what they are doing can
cause your horse to lose focus.

Not having a plan when you are working with, and around, your horse can also lead to lack of
focus.

How can we help our horse Focus?

The first step in getting your horse focused is for you to focus. In order for us to focus we must
have a clear intention and be present in the moment.

Perhaps most important is being present. When you are spending time with your horse,
whether for pleasure or training, you should not be thinking about work, what you have to do next or
even how your horse acted yesterday. Be aware of what your purpose is and what you are doing "right
now," in this moment.

If you are not present and tuned in (focused!) your horse will certainly be aware of this. I have
noticed that, even with clear intention and being present, if you shift your focus away from your horse
for a moment they often take advantage of that moment to change what they are doing, or how they
are doing it!

Whether you are riding for pleasure or training, have a clear idea or plan of what you want to do
that day.

The next step is making sure that you are adequately prepared for what you are attempting to
do. If there is any uncertainty or lack of clarity on your part this will be transmitted to your horse.
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Part of being adequately prepared means possessing the skills you need to accomplish what you
are trying to achieve. So, do not try to teach your horse something that you don't have a complete
understanding of yourself.

Perhaps the most important  aspect of  getting your horse to focus lies in not working with a
horse that you are not comfortable handling. Different horses require different types of handlers. If you
aren't a calm, confident person don't try working with a very sensitive, reactive horse. Stick with a
calmer, more laid back partner. Remember, you need to be comfortable yourself in order to be focused.

Establishing yourself as the "leader" will help you to get your horse focused. In the wild horses
always look to their leader to communicate what they should be doing.

This is important both in and out of the saddle. Without both the trust and respect of your horse
you will not have either their attention or their obedience.

Being your horse’s leader means establishing respect, being consistent and making sure that
they behave consistently. For example, don't allow them to rub their face on you or step into your space
uninvited one day and then reprimand them for doing the same thing the next day. This will merely lead
to confusion.

Establish boundaries and rules and then make sure they are consistently followed.

Make sure your corrections are made in a calm, no-nonsense and timely manner. My time rule is
to correct within 3 seconds so that they can connect the correction with the behavior that you are trying
to modify.

There is no place for temper or anger in working with a horse. These emotions are
counterproductive. A horse is by nature a very sensitive and reactive animal. A stressed out horse is not
in a position to focus or learn.

In Review:

1.   From the moment you approach your horse and get him from the stall or pasture be sure
that you are focused and present

2.   Have a plan; know what you want to accomplish that day from how your horse leads and
stands for grooming to whatever "work" you are going to do together. Work can be a trail ride, longeing
session, groundwork, riding for pleasure or training.

3.   Be prepared to be your horse’s leader. Be consistent, make calm corrections and give praise
when things are going well.

4.   Don't work with a horse that you are not skilled enough to handle.
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5.   Work on improving your own skills as a rider and trainer. A horse cannot become any more
well trained than his persons skill set allows him to.

6.   Have a couple of  refocusing exercises in your "tool bag" for when your horse becomes
nervous or distracted so you can redirect his attention and "remind" him that you are there.

7.   Establish consistent boundaries and rules.

Most of all remember that the only emotions that are acceptable when working with a horse are
patience and a sense of humor!


