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CUSTOMIZED REWARDS
I don’t introduce rewards until I get to Create a Yes 

Horse. Respect and Safety is sort of ‘get out of my 
face and then I’ll stop causing pressure,’ which is a bit 
of negative reinforcement. I’m not going to give you a 
treat for not running me over! 

In Calm Connection I also don’t use treats, because 
it is about showing horses that we understand how 
they think and that they can focus on us as a leader. I 
�nd treats don’t work well here because it’s all about 
getting our horses in a ‘green,’ or calm, alert state. 
This is a concept used in humans. Being a nurse, it 
is something I am very familiar with and I apply to 
horses as well. There are three states of mind: yellow, 
green, or red. Yellow is a sort of depressed state, low 
energy; green is calm/alert (the only state where you’re 
able to learn); and then red is anxious or high-energy.

Calm Connection is about helping your horses �nd 
green. How many times has your horse been anxious, 
you put a bucket of grain in the trailer and your horse 
still won’t load? We need to have green. Once I have a 
green state of mind, then I can ask my horse to learn 
– try this, go over and touch, stand here – and that’s 
when I’ll start to use rewards.

I like to follow the philosophy of using a variety of 
rewards based on what my horse may want. I might 
use treats, I might use scratches. For my lazy pony I 
might just let him stand still and chill out for a little 

bit; for my energetic horse I may just move onto 
the next task and do something else fun. Try to be 
perceptive as to what your horse is most craving in 
that moment. 

NO MORE ARENA TROLLS
In general, if you set your horse up to think 

that when you enter an environment – an arena 
or whatever – that you are going to let him sniff 
every corner or go touch or look at everything, 
then you’re setting yourself up to fail. First, you’re 
teaching your horse to focus on the environment 
and not on you, and second, you’re teaching your 
horse that they should be able to check everything 
out. That’s a lie to your horse, because it’s not 
possible to show your horse everything. Somebody 
might walk in the ring and pop up an umbrella, or 
a bunch of birds might �y out of the trees – you 
can’t possibly introduce your horse to everything 
you are going to encounter in the arena or on the 
trail. 

Instead, if you do the Calm Connection exercises 
of shaping the horse around you, your horse goes, 
‘no big deal, I’m in a new environment and I have 
my human.’ That’s why my horses are so brave, 
and I can do so many crazy things with them that 
people don’t usually think you can do with horses 
– because they’re trained to think ‘where’s my 
human?’  

“I like to follow the philosophy of using a variety of rewards 
based on what my horse may want.”

The Boomerang exercise sends the horse out and around a “scary” 
object, and then back - ‘do this, and then come back to my human.’


