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COACH DANIEL STEWART, author of the hit mind-and-
body equestrian workout Fit and Focused in 52, is back with 
new plans to power you up, bolster your confidence, and sup-
ply you with the mental tools you need to be all you can be, 
in and out of the saddle. With Coach Stewart’s infectious op-
timism and indomitable sense of fun, readers will find them-
selves embracing exhilarating changes in their outlook and 
their abilities. The evolution from “good enough” to “better” 
begins with:

Understanding the attributes that create success.

Comprehending the four stages of competence.

Improving mindfulness of actions and reactions.

Identifying good stress and bad stress—and handling both.

Eliminating pressure as a threat.

Managing nervousness, hesitation, and doubt.

Overcoming failure and perfectionism.

Removing limiting beliefs.

Moving beyond expectations and comparisons to others.

Becoming a good “mirror” for ourselves and others.

Beating blind spot biases— 
beliefs you’re not aware of that harm you.

Mastering memories and how the brain  
processes information.

INFUSING HIS WORDS with energy and compassion, 
Coach Stewart offers everyone a chance of attaining self-ful-
fillment and joy when working with and riding horses. His 
concepts are friendly, fun, and easy to implement, making his 
book chock full of potential—just like you. 
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As you can see, body envy and shame are caused by 
others, but only you can stop it. Learning to love yourself, 
appreciate what you have, value your strengths, and accept 
your weaknesses are the keys to stopping them. Learning to 
define yourself by your efforts rather than your appearance 
or outcomes is the only way to achieve fulfillment. Perhaps 
your body shape, equitation, or results are different than 
others, but you’re an original, and originals are valuable!

 Being Belittled or Bullied

You might recall riding for a trainer who tried to teach you to be tough 
by teaching you in a tough manner. Instead of reinforcing persistence and 
rewarding effort, the teaching style might have made you feel more like you 
were being belittled and bullied. Unfortunately, overly critical teaching methods 
(intimidation and humiliation rather than motivation) have been proven to 

cause riders to feel inadequate, shame, 
fearful of failure, worried about letting 
people down, and disappointed in 
themselves.
While the intention was good (to teach 
you something), the delivery was bad 
because your brain always responds the 
same way when you’re feeling attacked 
(physically or verbally). You become 
tense, tight, and tentative as your brain 
prepares to flee or freeze. This is why 
so many riders struggle to perform 
for threatening coaches, and why 
many of those riders end up quitting 
the sport altogether. Verbal threats 
cause your brain to freeze (leading to 
frustration because you just can’t seem 

In Buddhism, the word Irshya  
is defined as being envious and 

unable to accept the excellence of 
others. The word Mudita is defined 

as taking joy in the good fortune 
of others. Mudita is therefore  
the antidote to Irshya and the 
solution to envy and shame.
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to do anything right), and 
flee (eventually giving up 
because riding is no longer 
satisfying, rewarding, or 
even enjoyable).

The good news is that 
modern coaching programs 
are now certifying a  new 
breed of trainer—a coach 
who’s educated using the 
latest sport-performance 
and athlete-development 
data. One who knows that 
performance only goes up 
when a rider doesn’t shut 
down. One who doesn’t be-
lieve toughness comes from 
being able to hold back tears 
of shame, or return tomor-
row after crying all day to-
day. A coach who realizes 
that the social and emotion-
al skills learned at the barn 
are just as important as the 
physical ones.

But…not everyone gets 
a trophy!

A good coach can 
change your position, 

but a great coach  
can change your life.

29
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Modern coaches don’t nec-
essarily believe everything is 
about rainbows and unicorns. 
They understand the value of 
failure and mistakes, and help 
their students experience, ac-
cept, and learn from them. 
These trainers don’t give participation 
awards. They know if you’re winning 
every class, you’re entered in the wrong 

classes. They know if you’re 
not failing or making mis-
takes, you’re just not trying 
hard enough. But they’d never 
allow you to take these expe-
riences personally, meaning 
they’d never allow you to feel 

like a mistake just because you made 
one, or feel like a failure because you 
failed. These trainers aren’t necessarily 
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BODY SHAMING

This is making critical or humiliating 
comments about a person's appear-
ance like, “You don’t have the right 

body for riding," or “You’d be a better rider if 
you lost weight.” Always remember that rid-
ing isn’t about how much weight you carry, 
it’s about how you carry your weight! Critical 
or humiliating comments about a person’s 
appearance (such as “You don’t have the 
right body for riding,” or “You’d be a better 
rider if you weren’t so fat”) have no place in 
our sport. 

always warm and fuzzy (and may even use a stern 
voice) but they know that being overly cold and 
prickly will make it nearly impossible for anyone 
to learn what they’ve been tasked to teach.

Inappropriate coaching occurs in many ways. 
Recognizing and becoming mindful of them is 
an important step to overcoming them. The im-
portance of this cannot be overstated. Below are 
10 signs a trainer might be doing more insulting 
than instructing:

Sticks and stones may 
break your bones,  

but bullying will  
break your heart.
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Never pump yourself up 
by putting someone else down…
…Never look down on others 
unless you’re helping them up.

•  Make insulting remarks about your ability.
•  Make shaming comments about your body.
•  Verbally abuse you in front of others.
•  Compare you negatively to other riders (often in front of them).
•  Question your commitment to our sport.
•  Humiliate you by teasing, mocking, or making fun of you.
•  Constantly remind you of your past mistakes and failures.
•  Call you a failure or say that you’ll never amount to anything.
•  Talk bad about other coaches.
•  Insult, gossip, or spread rumors about you, or other riders.

Most coaches who employ these tactics aren’t usually aware they’re doing 
it, but unfortunately some are incapable of changing (or even admitting that 
change is required). Many simply do it because their coaches did it, but it 
doesn’t change the fact that learning can’t occur when a student feels threatened 
or intimidated. The job of a coach is to mentor and motivate. Teaching through 
intimidation or humiliation is simply using the wrong tools for the right job.
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  Why You Do What You Do

A very small percentage of riders make it to the national 
or international level. This means that the vast majority of 
equestrians simply ride for the love of the horse, to enjoy 
the experience, develop physical and social skills, be out-
doors and athletic, and enjoy time spent with their friends 
and teachers. If you feel a coach is standing between you 
and any of this, remember that you have a choice. You 
can break the pattern, take back control, and regain your 
self-esteem by following these four tips:

1.  Remind yourself that coaches 
are doing their best (even though 
it’s not very good). Perhaps they 
coach this way because they grew 
up with a trainer who intimidat-
ed or humiliated them. Doing this 
helps to put you in a position of 
control, and allows you to stop feeling responsible for their 
actions. Taking the high road by trying to see the best in 
the worst teachers, is what’ll start you down the road 
toward regaining your confidence and control.

2.  Have an honest conversation with the coach. Let him or 
her know exactly how you feel and be prepared to give 
examples of when you felt humiliated, insulted, bullied, 
or belittled. You might even want to prepare a written 
script and read from it during the meeting (it’s so hard 
to remember things when you’re nervous!). This will be 
difficult, but without the courageous effort, change won’t 
occur (for you or any other rider).

33
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KIDS 
AND COACHES

Sometimes it can be difficult 
to tell the difference be-
tween a tough coach and 

a bullying coach (especially since 
young riders are taught to re-
spect authority) so here’s a good 
rule to follow. If anyone ever in-
sults you, makes fun of you, or 
makes you feel ashamed of being 
you, you can probably assume he 
or she is a bully. Since the effects 
of bullying can last from a long 
time to a lifetime, stand up for 
yourself by doing the four things 
above, and the four things below: 

1.   Never blame yourself  
for someone else’s bad  
behavior. 

2.  Tell yourself there’s nothing 
wrong with you, only the way 
the message was delivered. 

3.  Remind yourself that bullying  
is never acceptable, regardless 
of where it happens. 

4.  Tell a parent who only wants 
the best for you—and you 
deserve it! 

3.  If coaches accept the conversation 
(many won’t) offer to help them 
by scheduling additional meetings 
so you can offer them periodic up-
dates. This will help them become 
more mindful of their actions (and 
become a better coach) while also 
helping you feel like you’re no lon-
ger the problem, but a part of the 
solution.
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4.  If your coach resists your attempts to help, find a new coach. The time spent 
with your horse, sport, and riding mates is just too valuable to allow anything 
(or anyone) to take it away from you. Maybe you’ll have to drive a little farther 
to get to the new barn, but at least you’ll be looking forward to getting there!

Our sport is moving in a very positive coaching direction. Many of today’s 
young riders are becoming the coaches of tomorrow and are doing so by par-
ticipating in certification courses that employ modern sport-performance and 
athlete-development techniques that differ greatly from the intimidation and 
humiliation coaching styles that were so often taught in the past.

My son Luca 
teaching a 

team-building 
workshop  
to a group  

of equestrians 
enrolled in my 

Lake Placid 
equestrian 

athlete 
training camp. 
The promise 
of our sport’s 

tomorrow 
lies in the 

hands of the 
promising 

young 
teachers  
of today!
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Stop trying 
to always 

fix your body. 
It was never 

broken….

  Fixing Body Envy, 
Shame, and Bullying

You’re wonderful and worthy and deserve to be-
lieve it, but it doesn’t come from hoping you’ll 
get the traits, talents, and toys of someone else, 
and it doesn’t come from being intimidated or 
humiliated. It comes from developing a strong 
inner sense of pride, self-respect, and self-satis-
faction that says, I’m enough. Never try to be like 
someone else or impress someone else. You’re 
too busy liking yourself.

   Self-Schemas 
and Self-Concept

You have ideas and beliefs about other people. 
You think your friend is kind, his brother is smart, 
and his sister is hard-working. Descriptive cat-
egories like these are called schemas. You also 
describe yourself using similar schemas, mean-
ing you can also see yourself as kind, smart, and 
hardworking (or mean, dumb, and lazy). When 
all your self-schemas come together, they form 
your self-image or self-concept. Your vision of you.

Self-schemas begin forming in early child-
hood based on feedback from friends and family 
and continue developing throughout life as you 
meet new people, enter new groups, and experi-
ence new things. They’re shaped by the roles you 
play (i.e. rider, competitor, spouse, or parent) 
and are influenced by your education, appear-
ance, relationships, gender, and age. Successes, 

When perfection  
is driving you, shame  
is riding beside you  

and guilt is that annoying 
backseat driver!

Brené Brown
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