
WINTER
HORSEMANSHIP
CHALLENGE

LESSON 4: 
RIDE IN YOUR

GRIT ZONE

2023 Get Gritty



ACTIONS OF CONFIDENCE &
RIDING IN YOUR GRIT ZONE

"Actions of Confidence come before 
Feelings of Confidence."

-Dr. Russ Harris, The Confidence Gap
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 I feel confident about my horsemanship skills and abilities.
 I know what my horse and I are good at, and I am proud of our
strengths.
 I know what my horse and I can improve upon. I can take
constructive criticism that will help me improve. 
 I never feel overly anxious or nervous when I work with my horse.
 I am aware of how my thoughts and emotions affect my riding.
 My inner voice is positive, encouraging and supportive.
 I don't worry about results. Instead I focus on the process, on
improving my horsemanship. 
 If I make a mistake, I don't dwell on it. I move on.
 I see failure as a learning opportunity. Mistakes are proof of effort
and are necessary for growth.
 I have a clear vision and a defined plan with steps to guide my
horsemanship journey. 
 After I work with my horse, I reflect more on the positive
moments than my mistakes.
 I don't focus on other rider's accomplishments or what they are
doing. 
 I don't feel low when I see what other riders are doing with their
horse on social media.
 I am deliberate when I work with my horse. I have a clear mental
picture of what I want before I cue my horse.
 When I encounter challenges along my horsemanship journey, I
keep motivated by remembering why I first fell in love with
horses. 
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CONFIDENCE ASSESSMENT
Answer each question "yes" or "no" 

11-15 "yes" answers: You are authentically confident!
6-10 "yes" answers: You are confident in some areas, but there are areas
where your confident can increase.
Less than 5 "yes" answers: Your confidence could use a boost.

Yes/No 



DEFINING CONFIDENCE

Confidence (noun): A feeling of self-assurance arising
from one's appreciation of one's own abilities or
qualities.

Confidence is trust in yourself.

Here's the thing-we don't magically conjure up
confidence and then go out and do something.

Confidence is earned, little by little, step by step.
Confidence is a choice to go out there and keep
trying, to make mistakes and learn and grow, to be
the best that we can be. 

Confidence is the willingness to try, and trusting that
you will figure out how to achieve whatever it is that
you want to achieve. 

Actions of Confidence come first. 
Feelings of Confidence come later.*

* The Golden Rule of Confidence as stated in The Confidence Gap by
Dr. Russ Harris



BE CONFIDENT 
FOR YOUR HORSE

Horses are very sensitive flight animals. As herd animals, if
one of the herd is fearful, the others pick up on it and
become fearful too. And they react by running away and
asking questions later!

So when we as riders start experiencing thoughts of fear,
anxiety, nervousness and worry, these thoughts quickly
affect our bodies. These thoughts trigger our fight-flight-
freeze response, causing our heart beat to quicken, our
breathing to become fast and shallow, our muscles to get
tense, our posture to change, etc. Our horses quickly
notice this change, and it can trigger our horse's fight-
flight-freeze response as well, and our horse may respond
with dangerous behaviors like bucking, bolting, spooking,
kicking, etc. 

To be a confident cowgirl requires a variety of knowledge,
skills and abilities, including the mental skills to manage
our own emotions in the saddle, the horse sense to read
our horses and assess the situation that we are in, and the
riding skills to safely lead our equine partners. 

Because with horses we cannot "fake" confidence. 
We need to develop authentic confidence.



HOW THE RIDER'S
FEAR/ANXIETY AFFECTS 

THEIR HORSE



SPEAKING OF FEAR.. .

There are two types of fear: Situational Fear and
Psychological Fear.

Situational Fear, also called Real Fear, the fear we experience
as a response to an immediate and present danger. This is
good, helpful fear! 

Psychological Fear, also called Imagined or Irrational Fear, is
fear with no concrete, immediate cause. It can be fear of
what might happen, fear of what other people think, fear of
failing, etc. This fear is generally not helpful. 

Now, the amygdala, the part of our brain responsible for
regulating our emotions, can't tell the difference between
real or imagined fear. So with both types of fear, our brain
activates our sympathetic nervous system, or the fight-flight-
freeze response.

We get a surge of adrenaline, our heart rate increases, our
breathing gets faster, our muscles tense, etc. Our body is
making sure that we have the ability to fight the danger, run
away from the danger, or freeze and hide until the danger
goes away. 

This reaction to fear is normal and is deeply embedded in our
biology-this is the response that ensured that our cave
woman ancestors didn't get eaten by saber tooth tigers. 



Let’s say something scary happens, like your horse is walking
calmly down the trail, then all of sudden a turkey flies out in
front of you, and your horse spooks. In the moment you grab
the saddle horn and hang on. After your horse realizes the
turkey isn't going to hurt him, he slows, and you are able to
use your reins to ask your horse to stop. You realize that you
stayed on, and you probably have a thought like “Whew-that
was close!” and you take a few deep breaths, confirming that
you really are ok now, before continuing on your ride. This
deep breathing signals the amygdala in your brain to dial
down the sympathetic nervous system response, and dial up
the para-sympathetic nervous system, or rest-and-digest
response. 

You might also notice that after a spook your horse often
goes back to grazing-returning from a state of fight-flight-
freeze to a calming rest-and-digest state.  

IMAGINED FEAR CAN BECOME
REAL FEAR

The key here is that after an
incident of real fear, once the
cause of the danger is gone, you
realize that “I’m OK now,” and
your body returns to its normal
heartbeat and respiration rate,
your muscles relax, and you go
on about your day.



Now, with imagined fear, because there isn’t an actual real
and present danger that we can overcome, we might not get
to the point of “Whew-I’m ok now.” So our imagined fears
accumulate, and we stay in this state of anxiety. Our
amygdala never gets the signal to dial down the sympathetic
nervous system/fight-flight-freeze response, and instead dial
up the parasympathetic nervous system/rest-and-digest
response. 

Our horse can pick up on our imagined fears, and their
response might even transform into behaviors that lead to
real fears. 

For example, let's say you are tacking up your horse, and you
are thinking about the how he spooked and bolted the last
time you rode him. You start worrying that he is going to
spook and bolt again, and you start feeling anxious. 

Even though your horse isn’t acting up at this moment, you
are worried about the “what ifs” that might happen. Your
thoughts start affecting your body-your breathing, your heart
rate, your muscles, your posture. 
Pretty soon your horse will start 
picking up on your fear, and he 
will likely respond by getting 
nervous himself, and he might 
start misbehaving. This is how 
imagined fear can become 
real fear. 

IMAGINED FEAR CAN BECOME
REAL FEAR



And here lies the confidence conundrum. If we need to
take actions of confidence before we feel confident to
become confident, yet our horses can sense if we are not
authentically confident, and potentially turn our
psychological fear into situational fear, then how can we
build our confidence?

We need to be like Goldilocks and assess if the situation is
Too Hot, Too Cold, or Just Right. 

Too Hot-This is the danger zone. This is where you don't
feel safe, where the demands of the situation are beyond
your skills/abilities, or beyond your horse's skills/abilities.
Going into the danger zone will greatly decrease your
confidence level at best, at worst, you and your horse
could get hurt. 

Too Cold-This is the comfort zone, 
or the "stuck zone". This is where you 
are comfortable, but you are not 
building your confidence, you are 
not making any progress towards
your horsemanship goals/dreams. 
You are stuck.

Just Right-This is the
GRIT ZONE.

THE CONFIDENCE CONUNDRUM
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THE GRIT ZONE

What is the GRIT Zone?

The GRIT zone is the in between zone, outside of your
comfort/stuck zone, but not into the danger zone.  In the
GRIT Zone you are learning, growing, taking action, and
trying new things. When you are in the GRIT Zone you are
making progress towards your goals. You are building your
skills and confidence.  

Only you can determine what Zone you are in. As you are
working with your horse, occasionally pause and ask yourself,
"What zone am I in right now?"

Comfort/
Stuck Zone

Grit Zone

Danger Zone



When you are in the Grit Zone, it takes a lot of focus and
effort. As such, you cannot always be in the Grit Zone-you
would burn yourself out. 

When you are practicing it works to oscillate between
your Comfort Zone and Grit Zone. Work on something
that requires your focus for a bit, then return to
something you are comfortable with, and repeat.

If you find that you and your horse are always in the
Comfort Zone when riding, it can be a sign that you are
ready to step up a level.

Stay out of the Danger Zone!

If you find yourself and 
your horse nearing the 
Danger Zone when riding, 
that may be a sign that 
you need to step back to 
your comfort zones.

OSCILLATING ZONES



RIDER ZONE/HORSE ZONE

Ideally as a rider, when you are learning new skills or
building your confidence, when you are working in the
Grit Zone, you will be matched with a horse that has been
there, done that, and is working in the Comfort Zone.

If the horse is learning new skills and working in the Grit
Zone, ideally their rider will have been there, there that,
and is working in the Comfort Zone. 

As both horse and rider gain experience, confidence and
trust in each other as a team, it is possible for them to be
in the Grit Zone together without crossing into the
Danger Zone.
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AWARENESS & 
BREAKING THE FEAR CYCLE

What happened before what happened, happened?



There are so many things that you need to be aware of when you
work with and ride your horse.

The most obvious is body awareness, like if you are sitting evenly
and balanced, or if you are applying your aids with proper timing, 

You also need to be aware of your horse's responses. You need to
be aware of your horse softness-or resistance-to a rein aid. You
need to pay attention to determine if that swish of a tail is at flies,
irritation at your leg aid, or warning of pending kick out? Being
aware of your horse's sudden tense muscles, raised head and
alert ears can prepare you to take action before your horse
spooks. 

There are also the subtle cues and signals to be aware of. Were
you consistent in how you applied your leg for that lope
departure? Was your horse's gait steady and rhythmic or
inconsistent before you asked for that transition? Is your horse
tracking straight or crooked beneath you? Are you applying and
releasing aids at the correct time so that your horse can more
easily understand what you want?

Besides the awareness of your physical body, you also need to be
aware of your thoughts and feelings. Your thoughts drive your
feelings, and your feelings drive your actions, so being aware of
your thoughts so you can control them and keep them positive is
important!

At it's core, all of our horsemanship comes down to awareness.
Were you aware of what happened before what happened
happened?

AWARENESS WITH YOUR HORSE



Think back to the last time you felt worried, nervous, anxious,
or afraid about working with your horse.

How did you feel? 

When did you start to notice that you were feeling this way?

What was happening in your body?

What were your thoughts?

What triggers your feelings of worry, nervousness, anxiety, or
fear with your horse?

What can you do in the future to help you notice these
feelings earlier, before they lead to you going into the fight-
flight-freeze response?

SELF-AWARENESS

https://www.ted.com/talks/amy_cuddy_your_body_language_shapes_who_you_are


Think back to the last time your horse was spooky, anxious, or
worried, or a time when your horse had a big reaction, such
as bucking, rearing, or bolting. 

What pre-signals did your horse give before they spooked?
Before they bucked? Before they bolted?

Basically, what happened before what happened, happened?

Are there objects or situations that trigger your horse's fear
response?

What can you do in the future when your horse starts
showing these pre-signals, to prevent your horse from going
into a full fight-flight-freeze response?

HORSE SENSE

https://www.ted.com/talks/amy_cuddy_your_body_language_shapes_who_you_are


In the previous pages, we identified times when you and your
horse went above threshold into the Danger Zone, that is, when
the sympathetic nervous system was pushed to activate the
fight-flight-freeze response. 

Sometimes it is one big event that pushes us into the Danger
Zone. Sometimes it is lots of little things that all add up together,
then a seemingly little, insignificant thing pushes us over the
edge. Whatever these "things" are, is our triggers. We need to be
aware of what triggers us and what triggers our horse, to avoid
going over the threshold.

Now, not all stress is distress. Our sympathetic nervous system
(fight-flight-freeze response) and our parasympathetic nervous
system (rest-and-digest response) don't have a switch between
the two, it is more like each has a dial. As one dials up, the other
dials down. 

We cannot be at a super calm, 
relaxed, rest-and-digest state 
all of the time. The sympathetic
nervous system is engaged 
when we play, when we learn, 
when we need to do things that 
require energy and effort. We
need to practice engaging this 
system and self-regulating it, 
dialing it up and down. 

We need to practice oscillating between our comfort and grit
zones without going into the danger zone. 

THRESHOLDS



Check in with how you are feeling. 
What is happening right here, right now, that is leading to
this feeling? 
Notice what your horse is doing. How is your horse
responding to the environment? How your horse
responding to you?
Is this feeling caused by a situational danger, something
that actually could cause a wreck or hurt you or your
horse? Or is the cause of this feeling a "what if" or
imagined fear, and there is no immediate danger? 
Do you feel that you have the knowledge, skills, and
abilities to guide your horse through this situation?

It is common for us to repress our feelings and emotions,
especially when we are dealing with irrational fears. It is
common to be told to suck it up and get back on the horse,
no matter how we are feeling. That is a mistake, and one that
can lead to imagined fear becoming real fear. 

When you start to get that gut feeling that something isn't
safe, listen to it. Remember, stay out of the danger zone!

I'm sure we can all think of a situation where "If only I would
have trusted my gut and not pushed my horse through that
situation, then maybe that wouldn't have happened."

If you are getting a gut feeling, that sense that you probably
shouldn't do something, take a minute to assess the
situation. 

LISTEN TO YOUR GUT

https://www.ted.com/talks/amy_cuddy_your_body_language_shapes_who_you_are


A good instructor can do wonders in guiding you and helping
you and your horse learn and grow. A not so good one can
further damage your confidence. When you are seeking
assistance, look for someone who has achieved with their
horse what you want to do with your horse. 

In the absence of an instructor, we often find ourselves riding
with well-meaning friends who give advice. If someone is
pushing you to ride through something, you need to assess if
you truly trust that person and their instruction. 

If they haven't in the past done what they are telling you do, if
they couldn't take the reins and do what they are telling you
to do, or if they could but you wouldn't agree with their
methods, then this could be a sign that their advice isn't the
right fit for you and your horse. 

SEEKING ASSISTANCE

https://www.ted.com/talks/amy_cuddy_your_body_language_shapes_who_you_are


BREAK THE FEAR CYCLE
WITH A RISK ASSESSMENT

Risk Assessment Step 1: Get to the Root Cause of Your Fear

Question 1: When do you feel afraid? 

Question 2: What is the worst thing that could happen?

Question 3: Is there anything else that you are concerned
about?

Question 4: What is the root cause of your fear? Summarize the
previous three questions to get to the root of your fear.



BREAK THE FEAR CYCLE 
WITH A RISK ASSESSMENT

Risk Assessment Step 2: Assess the Risk

Question 1: Is the root cause of your fear likely to happen? 

Question 2: If the worst possible case scenario happened,
could you live with it?

Note: If your fear is likely to happen, or if the worst-
possible case scenario did occur and you couldn’t live
with it, then this is a case of situation fear, and seeking
additional help is needed. Taking lessons, sending your
horse to a trainer, or even considering riding a more
broke, safer horse can all be ways to mitigate the risk and
rebuild your confidence. 



BREAK THE FEAR CYCLE
WITH A RISK ASSESSMENT

Risk Assessment Step 3: Create a Courageous "If-Then"
Contingency Plan

Question 1: What knowledge, skills, and abilities do you
have to help prevent the worst case scenario from
happening?

Question 2: What pre-signals might you see before the
worst case scenario happened?

Question 3: What knowledge, skills, and abilities do you
have that you can use to help you get through the
situation if the worst-case scenario started to happen?
The key here is to identify smart actions that you can take
to keep yourself and your horse safe.



BREAK THE FEAR CYCLE
WITH A RISK ASSESSMENT

Risk Assessment Step 4: Write your Courageous "If-Then"
Contingency Plan

Put together the skills you have and smart actions you
can take that will keep you and your horse safe that you
identified in Step 3 to create your own “If x happens, I will
do y,” Courageous Contingency Plan.


