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7 Areas of Timeless 
Horsemanship 

To Build Unbreakable Confidence 

When you put the extra in ordinary horsemanship,   

                                      you build an extraordinary partnership. 

 

With Kristin Delibero & Jen Rohlen Horses-U.com 
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Welcome to the Horses-U Confidence series. We've put together seven tips to help you be more 

confident in handling and riding your horse. 

Being more confident helps you let go of your fears and enjoy your horse 

more. 

The first tip isn't going to just happen overnight.  

I've been doing this for 40 years, and I'm still a student.  

 

Confidence comes from being in control, and being in control comes 

from having a deep understanding of horses. 

Of how they think, 

of how to read their body language, 

how they're reading our body language. 

 

You can be confident when you know what to do and when to do it when 

things go wrong. 

It's a continuous study and an art 

You have got to have an understanding of your horse- when he has too much energy, and how to 

get it out when he is in a bad mood.  

Reading body language when things are about to go wrong can prevent 

a lot of accidents. 

We've all heard people say that they knew they shouldn't have ridden that day, or they knew they 

shouldn't have done something after an accident had occurred. We have to learn, and have an 

understanding of things, in order to experience those gut feelings. After enough times you make 

sure that you follow them. 

Our foundation of everything that we're doing, no matter what your goal is with horses, you've 

got to make sure that you understand them.  



 

©2016 Horses-U all rights reserved 
 

You wouldn't get on a motorcycle and not understand how to stop, or how to accelerate, or 

switch gears before you rode.  

I've seen so many times people just hop on a horse and don't have that foundation of 

understanding or knowledge.   

 

The first key to being confident is understanding. 
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BUILD UNBREAKABLE 
CONFIDENCE BLUEPRINT 

TIP #2: GROUNDWORK AND CONNECTION  

Tip number two is all about groundwork.  

Groundwork is so important for confidence because we're going to build acceptance on the 

ground.  

If we don't have acceptance on the ground, we will not have acceptance 

when we ride.  

That means if our horse doesn't have a whoa when we're working with them on the ground, 

they're not going to have a whoa when we're on them.  

If we don't do our homework to check and make sure we have a whoa when we're working with 

our horse on the ground, then when we get on them we won't know and can't expect to have a 

whoa. 

Groundwork is so important to start there, so then you know that you have the confidence that 

when you say, "Whoa," your horse will stop.  

You have the confidence to know that your horse wants to be with you.  

You have the confidence of understanding before you get on your horse where they are for that 

day.  

Groundwork can also help so much with an understanding of where our 

horse is today. 

Is our horse a little energetic? 

Do they have a little more energy? 

Understanding where they are before we ever get on them, so that we're confident as we start to 

ride and work with them from the ground first. 

So many people will say, "I just want to ride. I don't want to put the time into the groundwork.  

Let's just get to riding, get right on our horse."  
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But understanding how important that groundwork is before you get on can help with your 

confidence, and also help with any accidents that can happen, and also the connection with your 

horse before you get on.  

Groundwork is just as important as the beginning factor before you ever start riding - to gain 

your relationship and your confidence with your horse.  

You'll find that it's really rewarding to do the groundwork with your 

horse and build that relationship and connection.  

It can actually be a lot of fun. 
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BUILD UNBREAKABLE 
CONFIDENCE BLUEPRINT 

TIP #3: DESENSITIZING AND EXPOSURE 

The third key in being confident in handling your horse is taking the time to desensitize your 

horse.  

That can mean a lot of different things. That's going to depend on your horse, are they a spooky, 

high sensitive type of horse, or a thin-skinned horse like my horse Charlie.  

A lot of times I have to do things just to let him know, even though he's 12 years old this year, I 

just have to keep on over and over again reiterating to him that things are not going to hurt him. 

And it's not only with young horses.  

A lot of times I've had finished show horses that you have to go back and do your sacking 

exercises again, rubbing the bags on them again.  

Your third key is make sure to desensitize your horse. 

Make sure you do not scare your horse. 

You want to build their confidence in you and their confidence in 

themselves. 

The more you can expose your horse to new things and show them the object won’t hurt them, the more 

confident your horse will become. 

Just like a child learning how to react and learn as an infant and toddler, you must allow your 

horse to learn how to react, self sooth and build their confidence in themselves. 

The only way to build a horse’s confidence is to show them and expose 

them to as much as you can. 
 

You must gauge the level of stimulation on the personality of the horse. 
If you have a high sensitive or highly reactive horse start with small stimulation and then build 

as their confidence rises. 

The KEY to successful desensitizing is to START SMALL TO MAKE IT 

EASY FOR YOUR HORSE TO BE SUCCESSFUL!! 
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You start with the easiest of desensitizing and then work your way up. 

You always build slowly with light pressure working up to more pressure while avoiding fear or 

a blow up. 

 

Once you push a horse to that point it takes a while to get them back to thinking and learning 

instead of reacting (as well as trusting you). 

Again, this is all based on the personality type of horse you have. 

Your goal is to teach your horse the confidence and curiosity to stand 

and think when approached with new situations or objects. 

The list of what objects you can desensitize with is endless. 

Just remember to start easy and work up, and start slow with every new object or situation. 

Hauling your horse out to a trail ride, event or a horse show is also a form of desensitizing. 

Each individual horse will react differently and need different degrees of desensitizing. 

Make desensitizing fun! 
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BUILD UNBREAKABLE 
CONFIDENCE BLUEPRINT 

TIP #4: BUILD YOUR BALANCE, COORDINATION AND STRENGTH. 

Tip number four comes back to us.  

You have to build your balance, your coordination, and your strength. This is easy when you're a 

kid and you're out there and you can fall and just keep practicing that way.  

But as we get older, we have to find safer ways to do this on the ground. There are exercises that 

you can do with yoga balls. You can work out at the gym. But, make sure that you are doing 

things for your own physical fitness.  

This is something I have to challenge myself with also. Do things to get yourself strong that will 

make you a better, more confident rider. 

Walk around your house, the grocery store, or anywhere you want to throw in some body 

awareness. Focus on keeping yourself tall and straight. 

Lifting through the front of your body; 

lift through your abdominals, 

lift your chest, 

shoulders softly up and rolled back 

Concentrate on allowing your hip to gently push forward but keeping softness in your seat and 

hip as your leg steps forward. Tightening with your core as you take a walk step forward. Focus 

on this and practice a couple minutes and then come back to it for a couple minutes.  

Work on your body awareness and strength as you drive. This is a great exercise but make sure 

to keep your focus on what is going on around you.  

Feel both seat bones evenly sitting on your seat. Push down through your seat as if you are 

pushing your seat bones apart with even pressure. Then relax back to even seat bone pressure 

with a relaxed hip and seat. Keep your upper body alignment just like in the above exercise. 

Now notice as you make turns if you lean more weight onto one seat bone more so on one side 

or another.  Now focus on balancing and aligning your seat as you drive and make turns. When 
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you accelerate allow your seat to slightly push forward. When you brake stretch up and tighten 

your core muscle keeping even weight on your seat bones.  

These are two fun but very helpful exercises you can use all the time and no horse required.  

Most of us in our everyday lives are not used to handling reins and 

ropes, so don't think that you're just going to go out there and be 

coordinated with this.  

Practice while you're watching TV.  

Practice with rope, lunge lines and holding the whip. Practice without your horse to build your 

coordination and feel first.  

You practice these things and become proficient in it before you go out and handle it with your 

horse. 
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BUILD UNBREAKABLE 
CONFIDENCE BLUEPRINT 

TIP #5: EQUIPMENT CHECK 

For this tip, we're going to check our equipment.  

If we have the knowledge that our equipment is where it needs to be, 

everything is intact, everything is in good working order, then we have 

the confidence that if we need a rein, it's on tightly.  

There is nothing worse when you are riding to have a rein break.  

Check your saddle for strength, make sure leather is not cracked and 

breaking.  

Then we know our saddle's going to stay in place.  

So, any time you can check your equipment - headstalls, reins, make sure your bit fits in their 

correct spot. Check your girth. Make sure it's nice and tight. Check your stirrups. Check all 

connections, snaps, rings and breast collar and noseband adjustments.   

Make sure everything looks like it's in really good condition before you 

ever start working with your horse.  

Now, you have the confidence to know that when you get on your horse, you're going to have all 

the pieces of equipment that you need for that day. 
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BUILD UNBREAKABLE 
CONFIDENCE BLUEPRINT. 

TIP #6: MOUNTING SAFELY 

This tip is our mounting tip.  

We want to think about, as soon as we go to get on our horse, having the confidence in our 

ability to mount correctly.  

If you have somebody who normally holds your horse for you-- for this exercise I like to have a 

handler if I was going to do the whole exercise.  

What you want to think about as you go to mount your horse is-- we've already done all of our 

other tips. We've already done our groundwork, we've already spent a lot of time, we know our 

horse has whoa, all of that before we ever go to mount.  

So we have the confidence that I know he's going to do what I ask him to 

do as I go to get on him. 

I like using a mounting block for this exercise. I don't usually try to swing up from the ground 

unless I really need to. Doing that can pull your saddle and it can be hard on their back and their 

withers if you do that a lot.  

I always recommend using a mounting block, not only to make the ease on us, but also to help 

our horse's back. In this exercise, what you're going to be thinking about is connecting into what 

you're feeling as you go to mount your house. This kind of goes back to our awareness tip 

- being aware of how you feel and being aware of how your horse is responding. 

As you go to mount your horse, for safety you want to make sure you have a hold of the rein as 

you go to mount. I like to stop at the top of my mounting block and stand here for a second, so 

that you can see if your horse is standing still, and if they're relaxed. You'll notice if you get to 

this point, and your horse's head comes up, if your horse starts to get nervous, if they start to 

move around. Again, this is just all awareness as you go to mount. This builds your confidence 

in you, and in your horse, as you begin to mount and to get on. 

At this point, if I felt nervous, I would make sure that I honored how I was feeling, and I would 

stand here until I feel like I was a little more relaxed, or I'd go back to a little more groundwork.  

Feeling confident and safe as you mount can set the tone for the entire ride. If you mount with 

nervousness or worry it will carry over as you sit into the saddle.  
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Take your time……there is no rush to just swing up onto your horse. 

Use this time and this exercise to relax, tune into yourself and tune into 

your horse.  

This is not one of those ‘just push yourself and do it’ times. This is a place that can set you up 

for your entire ride. 

Go slow, be aware and present.  
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BUILD UNBREAKABLE 
CONFIDENCE BLUEPRINT 

TIP #7: GET CONTROL OF YOUR HORSE’S BODY  

The last tip we have for you is to get control of your horse's body.  

Going back to our early example, you wouldn't want to just control part of your motorcycle, you 

want to control all of the vehicle that you're riding.  

We want to control all the different parts of your horse's body. There's an old Chinese proverb 

that says, "In order to go fast, I must go slow." So we're going to break it all down.  

If you can't handle your horse at the slowest speeds with precision and 

accuracy, you're going to have trouble handling him at the faster 

speeds.  

We're going to break down our horse's body parts, and we're going to make sure we control 

everything piece by piece. 

The first and most important thing that you're going to need to have control of when you're 

riding your horse is to stop. The most important thing you've got to perfect before you do 

anything else is your whoa. If you're walking and you say, "Whoa," and your horse doesn't stop, 

there's your first exercise. 

The next thing you've got to have control of is your horse's head. You've got to have lateral 

flexion from right to left first in order to have vertical flexion. Where you want your horse's head 

carriage is going to depend on your breed and discipline. 

You're going to have to have control of your horse's hip. You're going to want to teach him to 

side-pass, and to turn on his hind quarters. 

You've got to perfect your control at your walk. This is going to be different for different breeds 

and different events also. For our Western Pleasure horses, we want them to walk very slow. For 

Western Dressage you want a forward, marching walk. It's different for different breeds and 

disciplines. 

You're going to have to have control of your trot or jog, and then you want to have control of an 

extended trot. Then, you're going to lope. 
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Control of your horse's body parts will give you control of your horse, 

and that will give you confidence. 
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