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UNDERSTANDING
The Horse’s Boundaries

PAGE 12

Good horsemanship includes recognizing stress, discomfort, confusion, fear, and physical pain.

!
Horses also have boundaries,
preferences, and emotional
limits.

Good handlers pay attention to what
the horse is communicating physically
and emotionally.

✓
S.A.F.E.R. students learn to
notice the whole horse.

Stress, discomfort, confusion, fear,
and pain can all change what a horse
can safely understand or perform.

EVERY HORSE HAS A STRESS LIMIT

1
Nervous

2
Overwhelmed

3
Frightened

4
Confused

5
Uncomfortable

6
Physically sore or
painful

+
Physical boundaries matter.

If a horse is experiencing pain, discomfort, fatigue, or physical limitations, those boundaries
must be recognized and respected during training.

Pause. Investigate. Adjust the request.

■
Horses communicate through body language and behavior.

Learning to see the small signs early helps keep both the horse and handler safer.

Recognize the small signs before they become big reactions.
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HORSES COMMUNICATE
In Stages

PAGE 13

Just like humans use Ask - Tell - Consequence, horses often communicate in stages too.

11 ASK

The first signs are usually
subtle.

• A worried eye

• Tight lips or nose

• Tension in the body

• Ears changing position

• Increased alertness

• Difficulty focusing

■

22 TELL

If discomfort grows, behavior
becomes more noticeable.

• Moving away

• Refusing to stand still

• Becoming reactive

• Tossing the head

• Increased movement or
anxiety

■

33 CONSEQUENCE

If earlier signs are ignored,
the horse may react bigger.

• Bucking

• Bolting

• Biting

• Kicking

• Rearing

• Striking

■

✓
Good horsemanship means recognizing the Ask before the situation reaches the Tell
or Consequence.

The earlier you notice the communication, the easier it is to help the horse remain calm,
confident, and successful.

SEE IT EARLY. RESPOND FAIRLY. KEEP LEARNING SAFE.

The horse is always communicating. Good handlers learn to listen.
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LEADERSHIP WITH
Thoughtful Understanding

PAGE 14

When behavior changes, stop and ask what the horse may be trying to tell you.

?
Example: A horse suddenly becomes uncomfortable during an exercise they normally
perform easily.

That change may be important information. Pain, fear, confusion, fatigue, or stress may be involved.
A thoughtful handler does not simply push harder without asking why.

A SAFER RESPONSE MAY BE TO:

1
PAUSE

Stop the exercise long enough to assess
what changed.

2
SLOW DOWN

Reduce the pressure, speed, or
complexity of the request.

3
ASK EASIER

Return to something familiar so the
horse can succeed.

4
INVESTIGATE

Consider pain, fear, confusion,
environment, or training gaps.

CLEAR LEADERSHIP + THOUGHTFUL UNDERSTANDING

At S.A.F.E.R. Horsemanship, horses learn best when training includes both clear leadership and
thoughtful understanding.

The goal is not to excuse unsafe behavior. The goal is to lead clearly while recognizing when the horse needs
help, clarity, comfort, or a simpler request.

✎
TAKE A MOMENT TO REFLECT

What signs tell you a horse is moving toward their stress limit? When should you pause,
investigate, or make the request easier?

Lead with clarity. Respond with fairness. Train with understanding.Lead with clarity. Respond with fairness. Train with understanding.
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TAKE A MOMENT
To Reflect

Good horsemanship means balancing leadership, safety and thoughtful understanding.

? TAKE A MOMENT TO REFLECT

What signs tell you a horse is moving toward their stress limit? When should you pause,
investigate, or make the request easier?

MOVE ON TO WORKSHEETS  ->

Lead with clarity. Respond with fairness. Train with understanding.
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Worksheet 1

What are your personal safety rules around horses?
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Worksheet 2

What signs tell you a horse is becoming uncomfortable?
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Worksheet 3

What behaviors should never be allowed?

S.A.F.E.R. HORSEMANSHIP • Safety • Awareness • Leadership • Respect

18



Worksheet 4

How can handlers stay calm in stressful situations?
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Worksheet 5

What are some hard and fast rules you have when working with horses?
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Worksheet 6

What are some boundaries that your horse or horses have?
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Worksheet 7

How would you respond if a horse was galloping towards you
and had their attention locked on something besides you?
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