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He’s tough to bridle, skittish about having his face handled, and forget clipping his ears or bridlepath. Even with a twitch,
you’re in for a fight. The headshy horse can pose a danger to himself and to his handler.

If you raise a foal and handle him properly from day one, you should never have any problems with headshyness. Many
owners, however, will encounter a horse with headshyness problems at some point. The good news is that headshyness
can be overcome. The bad news is there’s no overnight fix to this common dilemma.

Finding the Cause
True, some cases of headshyness can be caused by physical problems, such as ear infections, mites, ear warts, jaw or
tooth pain, poor eyesight or blindness in one eye, even a poorly fitting bridle. But these are not the usual culprits.

Meet the Experts

Lendon Gray, a two-time Olympian in the discipline of dressage, has won more national dressage championships than any
other U.S. rider, and all on horses she has trained herself. She has been a trainer and coach for 40 years. Her Gleneden
Dressage is based in Bedford, N.Y., where she focuses on helping young riders in particular follow their dressage dreams.
Lendon is a show organizer and examiner for the United States Dressage Federation Instructor Certification Program.

Ken McNabb was horseback before he could walk. Ranch-raised in Wyoming, he was already getting paid to break colts
while still in high school. At age 16, he decided to study under John Lyons, and in 1993, at age 18, became one of the first
certified John Lyons trainers and the youngest to graduate with certification. Based in Clark, Wyo., Ken began teaching in
1996 and has since become a popular clinician at expos. He also holds clinics from coast to coast and specializes in colt
breaking, working horses and mountain trail riding. “I think the majority of headshyness is caused by sudden and aggressive
movement on the human’s part toward the horse’s head,” says trainer and clinician Ken McNabb.

“Bad handling is the most obvious cause,” agrees longtime dressage competitor, trainer and coach Lendon Gray, “whether
handlers lose their tempers and become abusive, or through ignorance do things that frighten and/or injure the horse.”

When headshyness is caused by a physical problem, overcoming it is easier than when it is caused by abuse or bad
handling. The first step is to consult with your veterinarian to identify and treat the problem. You will still need to handle the
horse with care, but once the physical symptoms are gone, the headshyness often disappears as well.

If the headshyness is caused by bad handling, you’re in for a longer journey. 

Time & Patience
To overcome headshyness, your job is to regain the horse’s trust, and this can take a long time. “Time and patience are the
biggest healers,” Lendon Gray says. “So much of it is spending time with the horse and using common sense when you
handle him.”

Lendon has had great success working with headshy horses when they are distracted by something that gives them
pleasure, such as eating. She spends time in the stall while the horse is eating and quietly begins rubbing his head. While
she’s rubbing the areas where the horse is sensitive, Lendon likes to talk. “I use my voice all the time; I’m convinced it helps.
It isn’t what you say, but the way you say it. You can recite the Constitution if you want; it’s the tone and your voice level that
matter. You should always sound soothing, pleasant and reassuring.” It may take numerous sessions for the horse to accept
this touching without trying to move his head away. (This method is not recommended with horses that are protective of their
food.)

Lendon often uses massage techniques, such as those recommended by Linda Tellington-Jones, to encourage the horse



to lower his head. Pressure on the hollow spot of the horse’s belly (midline) just in front of the girth area can also prompt a
horse to lower his head. Often a bag of carrots and plenty of time are effective in teaching the horse to put his head down
and allowing you to touch him. 

“Nothing is going to work if the horse doesn’t have confidence, and thattakes time,” Lendon emphasizes. “You want the
problem to go away because the horse gains confidence, not because he develops a fear that something else is going to
happen to him.”

As you are building the horse’s confidence, you still have to halter and bridle him, so you need to take care not to damage
what progress you’ve made. You may need to take the headstall apart for a while to bridle him until you can slip it over his
ears without difficulty. If slipping the halter over his head causes a negative reaction, cup your hand over his eye until he
doesn’t react. If you can’t easily reach the horse’s head, stand on something solid, such as a sturdy mounting block, until he
gains enough trust and confidence to willingly lower his head. 

Training for Success
Anything that forcibly restricts the horse’s movement is not a solution for overcoming headshyness and will not improve the
situation. For example, if you are trying to clip the horse’s ears and he keeps moving, jerking on the lead rope will only make
him more afraid of what you’re doing. The goal is to teach the horse to restrict his own movement.

“Instead of pulling on the rope, pick a part of the horse’s body and ask him to move it,” Ken McNabb says. “I may move his
body forward and ask him to longe several circles around me. While he’s doing this, he’s not concentrating on the clippers
or the fear of something attacking his head. Now he’s thinking, ‘How can I stop working?’ ”  

“Remember that you’re dealing with an animal that has the mentality of a 5-year-old child,” trainer and clinician Ken McNabb
says. “When you have a frightened 5-year-old child, yelling at him and telling him to ‘quit being scared’ doesn’t do one thing
to help comfort him or help him control his fear. It only raises his anxiety level. Likewise, if you start jerking on the lead rope
or reins, the horse has no concept of why you are doing that.”

After a few minutes, offer the horse the opportunity to stand still for clipping. If he still reacts negatively, go back to longeing
in circles. You are setting up a scenario for the horse to learn and accept what you’re doing, not an opportunity to become
more afraid and just “survive” what you’re doing. You want to remove the desire to jerk his head away and instill a desire to
stand there while you work with him. You do this by continually setting up a situation where you ask the horse to move his
body and focus on a training exercise. However, take care not to longe the horse to the point of exhaustion.

Head Handling Exercise

What Doesn’t Work 

Both Olympic dressage rider Lendon Gray and clinician Ken McNabb agree there are a variety of things that don’t help a
horse overcome headshyness, even though many owners resort to such methods. Here’s what doesn’t work: 
Jerking or
pulling down on the lead rope or reins. Yelling at the horse. > Any form of punishment. Losing your temper or becoming
frustrated. Being in a hurry. Tying the horse close to a post to bridle him. This will only teach the horse to become more
frightened and pull back. Closely restricting the horse’s movement when he is frightened so that he can’t get away. When it
comes to handling the headshy horse, Ken uses a simple, but effective technique. With the horse in a halter, begin rubbing
all over his head to discover where he is most sensitive. Once you discover the problem area, you want to focus on being
able to handle that area. 

Don’t tie the horse. Just hold the lead rope in one hand, and with your free hand begin rubbing and petting. Start in an area
he is comfortable with and move gradually toward the sensitive area, often theears or poll. The secret is to retreat every time
you make a little progress. This will build the horse’s trust and confidence.

Even if your goal is to be able to easily handle the ears, you can’t start there. Begin rubbing his lower face and gradually
work upward. Every time you are able to move your hand closer to the ears, move your hand away for a moment before
continuing. This keeps the horse’s anxiety from building as it would with constant touching.

“Each time I raise my hand I want to approach a little closer to his ears,” Ken notes. “I keep backing off and then moving
forward until I can finally pet him all the way up to the base of his ears without him moving his head away. I then begin going
past his ears, rubbing from his forehead to poll, passing over his ears and lightly touching them on the way. This motion
should be rapid. I don’t want my hand to ‘stall out’ on his ears because I want to move from his ears before he has



time to become afraid. I then continue this motion, but start slowing my hand down until I can slowly run my hand over his
ears and move them back and forth without him becoming fearful.”

Once the horse willingly lets you handle his ears this way, you can teach him to lower his head. With your left hand on the
bridge of his nose to steady his head, place your right forearm on the top of his neck so that your right hand is resting on his
poll. Exert gentle pressure with both hands until the horse begins to lower his head. Without removing your hands,
immediately release this pressure once the horse drops his head at all, even if it is not much. This immediate release of
pressure teaches him he’s safe and is not going to be forced to put his head down.

Continue exerting pressure and releasing until the horse learns to “give” to the pressure and lowers his head to around your
waist level. At this point you can introduce the bridle, but for the first several times you should do this without a bit. You don’t
want anything to bump his mouth or teeth. Your goal is simply to be able to move the headstall back and forth over his ears.
Don’t attach the bit until the horse is totally comfortable with “bitless” bridling.

The amount of time it takes to achieve this varies from horse to horse. You can break this exercise into two or three
sessions, but Ken prefers to do it all in one session, providing the horse is accepting each step well. Your goal is always to
have the horse acting better when you stop than when you started the session. If you are running out of time and need to
stop for the day, be sure to quit at a point where the horse is improving.

It helps to talk to your horse in an even, pleasant voice throughout the session.  Horses are experts at reading emotions and
intent. If they pick up on your frustration, they will immediately become afraid, so stay calm and always end on a positive
note, Ken urges.

Getting in a hurry is the kiss of death, Lendon Gray adds. “If you don’t have enough time, don’t work with your horse that
day, or you’ll regret it in the long run.” If you get careless or in a hurry even after making some progress, the situation will
regress. As prey animals, horses tend to remember the bad over the good; the survival instinct remains strong, even in the
domesticated horse.

Avoiding Headshyness
If your horse doesn’t have a problem with headshyness, keep this from becoming an issue by always handling him with care
and sensitivity.

“We’re supposed to be smarter than our horses, so we need to be aware and consciously think of what could happen,”
Lendon notes. “Don’t put your horse in a situation where he’s going to become startled and bang his head. I see this all too
often during trailer loading when the horse starts to back out, and the handler pulls down hard on the lead rope. The horse
lifts his lead to avoid it and bangs his head on the trailer.” 

Common horse handling routines, such as tying and bridling, can contribute to headshyness, so make sure you’re doing
them properly.

“When you’re tying a horse, always put him in a place with plenty of room and tie with a quick release so that if something
does happen and he pulls back, you can get him loose without injury,” Lendon advises.

Many headshyness problems are caused by careless, quick unbridling in which the bit hits the horse’s teeth. Always take
care when removing the bridle. Slip the crownpiece over the ears slowly and hold the bridle until the horse drops or “spits
out” the bit. Then remove the bridle completely.

Ideal bridling and unbridling is when the horse holds his muzzle at the level of your waist and calmly allows you to slip the
headstall over his ears. If at any time he doesn’t willingly accept this, you should back up and repeat the above
head-handling exercises until he does.

“The incredible thing about the horse is that he learns to forgive all past transgressions, as soon as we show him the
situation is no longer dangerous,” Ken McNabb says.

Even extremely headshy horses can overcome this problem with time, patience and proper handling. 

Cynthia McFarland is an Ocala, Florida-based freelance writer and horse owner whose latest book is The Foaling Primer.
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