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THE TRAINING SCALE
CHAPTER EIGHT

The hardest thing for me to teach people is how to apply 

pressure effectively. I generally come across two types of 

horse people.

 

Nagging Mother’s Association

On one end of the scale, there are the people who beg their horses to do things. I refer to this end of the 
scale as the Nagging Mother’s Association. A Nagging Mother is a person who keeps begging and nagging 
their horse to do something, “Come on Precious, please take a step forward.” They try to bribe their 
horses with buckets of oats or treats and as a result, their horses run over them, don’t pay attention, take 
advantage of every situation and are just plain disrespectful. Like a fly that keeps buzzing around your face, 
Nagging Mothers keep annoying the horse until he either gets frustrated or reacts violently.

Nagging Mothers keep annoying 
the horse until he either gets 
frustrated or reacts violently.
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Barbarians have no empathy for their horses and use force to get them 
to do everything. As a result, their horses are fearful and perform 
inconsistently. This student is applying too much pressure at this  
moment, and the horse is reacting to that pressure.

Barbarian’s Association

Then there’s the other end of the scale that I refer to as the Barbarian’s 
Association. These people whip and beat a horse to get him to do 
anything they want. The problem with this method is that it causes  
the horse to be extremely fearful, or makes him defensive in an effort  
to protect himself. In turn, he wants to fight more. The results from  
this training method are inconsistent at best.

Balancing the Scale

I don’t want you to be a wimp or a barbarian. I want you to be effective 
and to stay in the middle of the scale. If you want your horse to 
understand what you’re asking him to do, you have to be effective. The 
best way to turn your horse into a willing partner is to be a great leader.  
 

 
 
How do you become a great leader? By being black and white with  
no shades of gray. You’ll make the right thing easy and the wrong  
thing difficult.

Just because you want to be in the middle of the scale doesn’t mean  
that you get to stay there all of the time. The middle of the training 
scale is like a line drawn in the sand. If your horse is disrespectful 
toward you and doesn’t pay attention, you’ll step toward the harder  
side of that line. Once you get his attention, you can jump back to the 
easier side. Your horse may not be perfect, but as long as he’s trying, 
you’ll stay on the easier side of the line. 

I don’t have a problem with people being gentle, in fact, I want people  
to be gentle with their horses. But if you’re being gentle and the horse  
is ignoring you and flicking cigarette butts at you, it’s time to turn up 
the heat and add more pressure. 
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Once you’ve made your horse feel uncomfortable, maintain the pressure and wait  
for him to figure out the answer. Training horses is nothing more than putting 
them in a bind and waiting for them to solve the puzzle. Here, I’m waiting for the 
horse to soften to the halter. Don’t make it happen—“let” it happen.

Respect without Fear 

The bottom line is that you want your horse to respect you, 
but not fear you. If a horse is afraid of the person training him, 
he’ll spend more time worrying about the situation and trying 
to escape it than trying to figure out how to do the lesson. 
People are the exact same way. It’s nearly impossible to learn 
something if you’re not relaxed and comfortable. 

For example, imagine that you’re in a classroom trying to 
figure out a difficult math problem. The teacher calls on you 
to share your answer, and it turns out that you figured the 
problem incorrectly. She calls you an idiot in front of the class 
and walks over and smacks your knuckles with a ruler and 
tells you to try again. When you go back to the problem, you’re 
a little nervous because you know if you don’t get the correct 
answer, the teacher is probably going to humiliate you more 
and you’re going to be made to feel even more uncomfortable. 
To add pressure to the situation, she stands over your shoulder 
and impatiently taps her shoe while you work on the problem. 

Then she asks you to say your answer out loud, and again, 
you’re wrong. She gets even more upset than the first time 
and whacks your knuckles a little harder. This time when  
you go back to the problem, you can barely concentrate on  
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what you’re supposed to be doing because you’re too worried about 
the repercussions of getting the wrong answer. Most of your brain is 
worrying about getting in trouble and the pain of your knuckles. You 
certainly don’t have your concentration on the problem at hand. 

The same is true of your horse. You can’t act like a Barbarian and 
immediately start whacking him because he isn’t giving you the 
response you’re looking for. You have to establish a starting point and 
then build from there. Once you’ve made your horse feel uncomfortable 
and you know he’s trying to find the right answer, maintain the  
pressure and wait for him to figure out the correct response. 

Remember, you don’t want your horse to be disrespectful, and you  
don’t want him to be frightened of you. Your goal is to get respect 
without fear. 

 

You’re Both Responsible

You have certain responsibilities and your horse has certain 
responsibilities. Your responsibility is to be black and white—to make 
training easy for the horse to understand. Whenever you are a shade of 
gray, it makes you unclear or inconsistent, which is unfair to the horse 
and makes it hard for him to understand what you want him to do. 

Your horse’s responsibility is to respect you. He may not always do 
everything right, but he should always try to find the right answer. A 
disrespectful horse doesn’t try. He doesn’t care. He is only concerned 
about what he wants and what you can give him. 

Your job is to teach the horse to be respectful by moving his feet 
forwards, backwards, left and right and always rewarding the slightest 
try. You’ll always start gently and finish gently, but you’ll be willing to do 
what you have to do to get the job done. You’ll do it as easy as possible, 
but as firm as necessary.
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One good whack is better than a 
thousand little taps. Gordon McKinlay 
shared this piece of advice with me and 
it taught me to be an effective horseman. 
Nagging a horse only teaches him to 
be resentful and dull. When you apply 
pressure, expect an immediate response. 
There are four stages of pressure: low, 
medium, high and extra high. Every 
time you apply pressure, you do so 
in four beats—one, two, three, four; 
one, two, three, four. With each set of 
four numbers, increase the amount of 
pressure until the horse gives you the 
correct response, then immediately 
release the pressure. That’s the horse’s 
reward for doing the right thing. The 
faster you can reward him when he finds 
the right answer, the quicker he’ll catch 
on to the lesson. 

Expect an Immediate Response
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