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Why Do Horses Misbehave? 
Why Do People Give Up? 

	  
Too many people give up on horses because of fear, frustration and feeling like a failure.  This 

mostly happens because of not knowing how horses think.  If you can understand a horse’s 

behavior has its root in primal instincts as a prey animal, this is the first step in solving the 

mystery to confusing, difficult or dangerous behaviors like… 

 

Kicking, biting, bucking, rearing, 
spooking, bolting, refusing, resisting… 
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There are only three 
reasons horses have ‘bad’ 
or unwanted behaviors: 

1. Fear 

2. Dominance 

3. Confusion 

 
1. Fear 
Tension, anxiety, nervousness are all 
about fear.  Then there’s the full-blown 
fear where horses totally panic and fall 
apart. 

Every year hundreds, if not thousands, 
of horses and people are unnecessarily 
hurt, even killed because they don’t 
understand the situation and are not 
prepared or able to prevent it.  

The good news is that you and your 
horse can stay safe together.  It all starts 
by understanding the horse’s point of 
view:   

Horses are prey animals and people are 
predators.  We have completely 
different ways of thinking -  we don’t see the world like they do and that’s why we get into 
trouble. What scares us does not scare them… and vice versa. 

2. Dominance 
Being herd animals, horses have a pecking order.  They need to know who is the alpha (boss 
hoss), and then who is #2, 3, 4… and so on throughout the whole herd.   

Horses ‘vote’ to maintain this order every day by playing dominance games.  All that kicking, 
biting, pushing, chasing – especially at feeding time – is about maintaining their position or 
vying for a higher one. 

Now, if your horse is kicking, biting, pushing and chasing you, you can be pretty sure he’s not 
afraid of you and is trying to figure out who is the leader. Horses don’t understand punishment, 
and they are afraid of aggression in people, so you need to learn how to be a leader for your 
horse - without using aggression or punishment.   
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3. Confusion 
Just like people, when horses are confused they either lose confidence or argue with you.   
Shy and unconfident horses tend to be fearful, whereas bolder, more confident horses tend to 
‘argue’ and try to dominate you. 
 
Invoking fear or dominance in a horse is way more than frustrating, it can be downright 
dangerous. 
 

 
Believe it or not, fear and force is not a good way to train horses. 

The goal is to develop trust and respect by becoming   
the leader… and then a better LEADER. 

	  

Did you know… 

 

Horses play dominance games to 

establish the herd hierarchy, or 

“pecking order.” Once they establish 

who is #1, it continues throughout for 

#2, #3, and so on.  

 

Let’s say your horse is #10 in the herd.  

He’s spends his day submitting and 

ducking away from #1, #4, #9…  

 

But when you come through the gate 

he sees you and goes:   

“Oh Boy!  Here comes #11!” 

 

Let’s find out how good a leader you really are, and how good your horse’s behavior really is. 

Take the Better Horse Behavior Test.   

 

It will not only reveal the root of most problems, it contains the keys to having a BETTER 

HORSE. 
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______________________ 

 
 

If you follow this step-by-step advice from 
master horseman, Pat Parelli, 

you’ll know more about horse behavior than 
most riders and trainers all over the world. 

 

You’ll also learn the secrets of how to  
CHANGE it for the better.  

 

______________________ 

 

 



 

	   6	  

Test Your Horse’s Behavior and Responsiveness 

Both On The Ground & Riding 
 
You’re going to test if you can… 
 

1. Lead your horse calmly with slack in the line – no pulling, pushing, dragging. 
2. Back your horse up 20 steps – in a straight line, without resistance. 
3. Handle or shake a plastic bag - and your horse stay calm. 
4. Load your horse into the trailer - without leading him in, you stay outside. 
5. Mount your horse and stand still - all on a loose rein. 
6. Back up 20 steps – in a straight line and without force or fight. 
7. Go sideways for 60 feet – without using your spurs. 
8. Ride over a tarp – with calm confidence. 
9. Slow down without pulling the reins – just with a change in your energy. 

10. Ride calmly in the company of others – no anxiousness, jigging, defensive behavior. 
 
 

On the next page is  
The Better Behavior Test itself.   

 
Get ready to try it  

and take your score! 
 
 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE:  Do not force your horse. 
Just check if your horse can do it or not. If you 
get into force or fight you might get hurt. The 
goal is to see what’s working and what’s not… 
then you will know what you need to improve!
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The Better Horse Behavior Test 
 

# TASK SCORE 0-10 
DIFFICULTIES 

Which were yours? 

1 Lead your horse calmly 
with slack in the line 

 Dragging / pushing / pulling / leaning / jigging 

2 Back your horse by the 
halter for 20 steps  

Pushing / crooked / rears / strikes /  
head goes down / shakes head / opens mouth / 
grinds teeth 

3 Handle or shake a  
plastic bag  

Horse spooks / pulls away / rears / snorts / 
strikes / kicks 

4 
Load your horse into a 
trailer without leading 
him in (you stay outside) 

 
Refuses to go inside / resists / pulls away / 
doesn’t stay inside / panics / paws 

5 
Stand still when 
mounting: for 5 – 20 
seconds on loose rein 

 
Horse cannot stand still / moves as rider 
mounts / walks off as soon as rider is in the 
saddle / bites or kicks during mounting 

6 Back up 20 steps  
Backup is difficult / resistant / does not go 
backwards  / tosses head / opens mouth / pulls 
reins out of rider’s hands / goes crooked / rears 

7 Go Sideways 60 feet  
Sideways is difficult / resistant / does not go 
sideways / tosses head / kicks out / rider kicks 
or uses spur strongly 

8 Ride over a tarp  
Horse is scared of tarp / refuses /  
panics / spooks while crossing / jumps over / 
goes around it 

9 
Go forward without using 
your spurs (in walk, trot, 
canter) and slow down 
without using the reins? 

 

Horse does not go forward from rider’s seat / is 
resistant / dull / rider has to use spurs or kicks. 

Rider has to use reins to slow or stop the horse 
/ horse takes over / takes off 

10 Ride calmly in the 
company of others 

 
Horse is nervous / ‘competitive’ /  
scared of the other horses / attacks, kicks / 
difficult to control 

TOTAL 
 

 

______ 

100 
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Your Score:  How did you do? 

0 – 50 
A horse that scores in this range is quite challenging and could be quite 
DANGEROUS.   
You need information and strategies FAST to keep from getting hurt or angry or so scared that 
you feel the need to get rid of the horse. When you learn to use Parelli behavior-based training 
you will not only understand why your horse has problems, you’ll know what to do to fix them.   

 

50 – 80 
This is average but your partnership could be a LOT better!   
You’re probably able to do some or most of the tasks but with scores that are too low. This 
usually means you get frustrated on a regular basis because you have to deal with behavioral 
issues almost every time you ride or handle your horse. While your horse is not necessarily 
dangerous, scores in this range reveal the reason people have accidents, get hurt, lose patience 
or give up on owning or riding horses. They give up on their dream.    

 

80 – 100 
This is pretty good! You have a great relationship with your horse and a lot of 
harmony.   
If there were some areas that you scored low, or even a task or two that you could not 
accomplish, imagine how much better your horse can still get. Make the effort to improve your 
scores by practicing the weaker elements of the test every time you ride and then learn how to 
help your horse pass the ones you could not do. The secret is to develop better horse behavior 
every day. 

 

Now it’s time to see what each element of the test reveals about the origin of these 
behavioral problems. Some of them may be quite obvious but others might really 
surprise you. 
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If your horse FAILS some, or ALL of the Test,  
what does this tell you? 

 

Did you know that most common problems with horses occur because they are not educated 
well enough in basic tasks such as leading, backing up, respecting your space and standing still?  
…And when you have problems while riding, it’s because most horses have never really accepted 
the human, the saddle, or the bit, let alone been taught to understand the rider’s hand or leg 
aids? 

 

The sooner you improve the relationship and communication with your horse, 
the quicker you will experience the fun and results you got into horses  

for in the first place, not to mention avoid the dangers and so-called ‘accidents’ 
that end up destroying your dream. 

 

 

 

You may never want to ride without saddle or bridle, but your goal should be to attain this level 
of trust, harmony and understanding in your relationship with your horse. You’ll never have a 
bad horse day again. Read on to discover how the Better Horse Behavior Test – and solutions – 
will help you transform your relationship and results with your horse.   

Your horse will thank you! 
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The Seven Secrets are based on this key premise: 

“When in horseville, do as horses do.” 
 

This is the only way you are going to be able to communicate effectively and have your 
intentions be understood. 
 
Horses can’t speak and they really don’t comprehend very much when we speak to them. What 
they do understand are the laws of nature and rules of the herd. And, they are experts at reading 
body language. 
 
Humans are the opposite. We rely so heavily on talking that we are largely unconscious of our 
body language, especially when it comes to horses, which is why we get confused when horses 
misbehave and fear or misread our intentions. 
 
Here is the language of horses.  It’s called the Parelli “The Seven Games” and is based on the 
games horses play to establish friendship and dominance. 
 
Learning how to play the same games horses do will end your frustrations, calm your horse’s 
fears, and take away the fight. It is the secret of better horse behavior and a more harmonious, 
happy relationship. 
 
Pat Parelli defined the Seven Games in 1991.  Since then, millions of horse owners, riders, 
breeders, competitors, instructors and trainers all over the world have used this approach to 
improve their safety and results, no matter what discipline or activities they pursue. 
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The comprehensive Parelli Program became a global phenomenon, transforming the lives of 
horses and the people who love them, making its way into college horsemanship programs, 
helping competitors win gold, and has kicked off the careers of equine professionals, some who 
have become famous in their own right. 
 
 

Learn the Parelli Seven Games and More 

In the New Online Parelli Savvy Club! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Access A Complete Educational Pathway: Track Your Progress, Connect with other 
Students (in 73 countries!), find Events, Earn Achievement Awards, and More! 
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Visit parellisavvyclub.com 
To Start Transforming your Horse-Human Relationship Today! 

 

 

 

For upcoming event information, go to  

www.parelli.com/events 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Parelli Natural Horsemanship 

Toll Free: 800-642-3335   Phone: 970-731-9400    

Fax: 888-731-9722 or 970-731-9722 

7 Parelli Way, Pagosa Springs, CO 81147 

PO Box 3729, Pagosa Springs, CO 81147 USA 

Email: pnhusa@parelli.com 

www.parelli.com 
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