
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Disclaimer 
 

The content in this document is for illustrative purposes only.  It serves as an 
example and should not be regarded as definitive, exhaustive, or without potential for 

improvement. 
 

Please note that the material was developed and assessed according to the 2021 
ABTC Standards.  It does not reflect the updates or changes introduced in the 2024 
ABTC Standards.  Revised versions aligned with the 2024 ABTC Standards will be 

made available as soon as possible. 
 



Behaviour Modification Report for Buzz

Horse Details: Buzz 10 year old Welsh Section B Gelding (approx 13hh) 

Main presenting behavioural problem: Spinning and bolting when ridden 

Dear XXX

This report outlines the assessment of Buzz’s behaviour and recommendations for you to put in 

place.   

History 

Buzz is on loan to you with the intention of being a ridden pony for your 8 year old daughter.  Buzz is 

legally owned by the person who bred him and was only put out on loan in July this year; you had 

not met him before he arrived.  Buzz has been out of ridden work for approximately 1.5 years 

previous to arriving at his loan home.  Buzz had been at the yard for 3 weeks when you saddled him 

and sat on him on the arena, then the following day did the same again and attempted to take him 

out a hack with another livery.  Buzz spun on the hack resulting in rider fall and Buzz bolting away from 

you and his hacking companion.  Eventually he was caught, remounted and the same thing happened 

again.  Buzz was too over aroused to be remounted a second time out the hack, he was taken into the 

school and remounted.  Buzz bolted a soon as leg pressure was applied, running into the back of 

another horse resulting in another rider fall and a trampling injury.   

Buzz has experienced significant trauma on two occasions that are known before this incident.  He 

was sold as a foal and his new owners put him in a field with stallions who rejected him resulting in 

injuries, it is unclear how long he was with these new owners.  He was returned to his breeder on 

welfare grounds and was underweight.  The second trauma was when he was being gelded by the vet 

he suffered significant injury to his penis resulting in severe blood loss and emergency surgery.  Buzz 

becomes distressed during veterinary procedures.  You have reported he does not fight back if 

‘hobbled’, indicating part of his previous handling was aversive leading to a shut down response from 

Buzz to help him cope. This has not been seen in the behaviour assessment.    

Breeder has said he ‘lets you do anything to him’, and did not have any concerns with him being a 

Childs pony as he backed him and he has been out on loan as a lead rein pony before the pandemic. 

It is unclear what techniques were used to back him.  His veterinary care has been neglected and he 

has had little handling in the last 1.5 years before arriving with you.  

Behavioural Assessment 

The presenting behaviour was not assessed, spinning and bolting is an extreme flight response due to 

fear or pain. It is likely in this situation it was a combination of both due to an ill-fitting saddle and fear 

due to lack of ridden training and not enough time settling into new yard.  Buzz has been observed at 

the yard and he is showing signs of over arousal in the field, waiting on you at the gate despite there 

being plenty of grass and friends in the field.  He shows signs of over arousal in the mornings, he is 

now stabled at night where he was at grass 24/7 previously.  Buzz has had an infected fly bite on his 

elbow and he is distressed at you cleaning it and is showing signs of discomfort when being groomed.  

Buzz shows vigilant behaviour when walking out in hand and when assessed in the arena he was let 



loose and had a very brief explore but tended to hang round the gate showing signs of anxiety looking 

for an escape, although he did eventually graze he did not move far from the gate.  You have 

attempted to long line him and he was very frightened of the long line touching him.   

Diagnosis 

Due to Buzz’s history and behavioural signs he is suffering with general anxiety and fear of procedures 

where he has no control.  He is trigger stacking where the stressors are mounting leading to an 

escalation of the flight response.  

Differential Predisposing factors Initiating factors Maintenance factors 

General Anxiety Possibly breeding 
(genetics) 

Inappropriate 
socialisation with 
stallions as a foal. 

Long journey to new 
home  

New yard (new field 
mates, different 
environment – feeling 
unsafe) 

Daily handling with new 
people (no relationship 
yet – feeling unsafe) 

Stabling at night 

Fear of 
procedures 
(veterinary and 
ridden/long lines) 

Painful gelding 
experience  

Possibly aversive 
handling with lack of 
control at backing 
stage/previous 
procedures 

Re-backing too quickly – 
communication signs 
missed indicating 
discomfort 

Hacking out too quickly 
– as above

Lack of training – no 
understanding negative 
reinforcement, which 
was applied for the first 
time in a very stressful 
situation. 

Scoping for strangles 
before the move (negative 
experience, was 
blindfolded) 

Problematic fly bite, 
holding and tying up for 
treatment , discomfort 
signs missed leading to a 
kick 



Pain Painful saddle when re-
backed (fit for a wide 
pony, Buzz is very lean). 
Vet check has been 
carried out, mouth 
ulcers identified, 
possible pain with bit. 

Prognosis 

The prognosis for Buzz to be relaxed enough to cope with being a child’s ridden pony is guarded.  

However, he is already showing a strong bond with you which is very positive and this plan will work 

towards reducing general and situation specific anxiety by increasing his feelings of safety and 

introducing cooperative care.   

Treatment plan for Buzz 

Safety Protocols 

Buzz must not be ridden until his levels of anxiety reduce and all of the steps are followed. Riding Buzz 

is a welfare concern for him and a huge safety risk for the rider.   

Recognising discomfort:  Equine discomfort signs have been discussed (tight chin, tight lips and 

straight lip line, triangular eye, high head carriage with muzzle out, tight muscles, swishing tail or 

clamped tail, pulled back / flared nostrils, ears stiff and back (behind the poll line), high blink rate / 

reduced blinking (staring).  Please observe Buzz closely and monitor any changes in comfort levels.   

Keeping below threshold:  Buzz must be kept below threshold as much as it is possible.  A horse above 

threshold cannot engage successfully in training and will start to trigger stack, leading to an escalation 

to the flight/flight response.   Keeping below threshold at the moment means no grooming, veterinary 

procedures (unless essential) or taken out anywhere on his own where he feels uncomfortable.  If 

there are veterinary procedures that must take place, then offer lots of high value food to help Buzz 

through it. Ideally, he will be loose and opting in, with the ability to walk away and take breaks when 

needed.  This is not always possible depending on the procedure.  In time Buzz will progress with 

cooperative care protocols in place.   

Avoiding all training temporarily:  Negative reinforcement training will be too much for Buzz at the 

moment, and positive reinforcement training is likely to create food conflict.  Training will be 

reintroduced slowly and gradually and will include fun activities to help with owner bonding (including 

Amelia), and cooperative care to help Buzz cope with veterinary procedures before moving on to re-

backing and ridden work.  Lunging should be avoided long term as there is no reward or ecscape (with 

rein or leg pressure the release of pressure is the reward) and this is not a good activity for the horse-

owner relationship.   

Reducing Anxiety 



Stable Enrichment: Buzz is struggling with anxiety being in a stable.  He will benefit from enrichment 

where he has to use his natural instinct to forage, browse and problem solve.  Activities include treat 

ball, assortment of branches and plants in stable, treats hidden in stable (throughout hay, in egg boxes 

covered in hay). This will also help him problem solve reducing his anxiety in challenging situations.  

There are lots of creative ways to provide enrichment and ideas can be found here:  

https://www.bluecross.org.uk/pet-advice/horse-enrichment-activities  

https://www.thedonkeysanctuary.org.uk/what-we-do/knowledge-and-advice/for-

owners/environment-enrichment 

https://view.pagetiger.com/EnvironmentalEnrichmentforDonkeys/EnvironmentEnrichmentfordonke

ys  

Freedom, forage and friends: Horses naturally live in the same herd for many years, with lifelong social 

bonds.  Lots of time outside is advisable  (as long as they are settled) with their friends and forage 

(they graze 70% of the time, reduction in food leads to frustration).  Stabling is often unavoidable 

therefore ensure he can see (and preferably touch) other horses and he doesn’t have any time alone.    

Owner-horse relationship: This is an essential part of Buzz’s safety plan; the relationship should be 

built on a strong foundation of a secure attachment where there is containment of emotions (as 

opposed to escalation) due to reciprocal communication. There is strong evidence of this progressing 

very well.  To help build this reciprocal communication the owner should become very aware of equine 

calming signals https://calmingsignalsofhorses.com/rachael/.  If Buzz moves away when you try to do 

something he is showing anxious avoidance and you should immediately stop what you are doing and 

retreat.  Activities to build a good relationship involve spending time with your horse without doing 

anything to him, grazing in hand is a good example and very de-stressing due to it being a very natural 

behaviour involving head down (relaxed posture) and chewing.  Build this up with a field friend until 

you are doing mini hacks in hand with grazing breaks.   

In the stable Buzz anticipates something may be done to him if you are present.  To reduce his anxiety, 

randomly put handfuls of chaff in a bucket while you are pottering about beside him.  Build this up 

until you can do more in the stable with Buzz looking less worried about your intentions.  Use calming 

body language at all times (slow respiration, side or facing away posture, no direct staring). 

Create daily positive associations by rewarding Buzz for standing to get his headcollar off in field 

(reward once free) and also reward when coming to be caught. 

Overcoming fear 

Buzz is often scared by novel objects and has become sensitised to grooming (moves away), lunge 

lines touching him and possibly saddles (not assessed yet).  Saddle desensitisation will not be tested 

yet – this will be at a follow up with a mini plan to follow.  He has also become fearful of the arena. 

Creating positive associations with the arena:  graze round the arena daily (he is comfortable here).  

Open gate to arena, walk in (observe body language) give a bucket with a few handfuls of chaff.  Walk 

out and give another few handfuls of chaff in another bucket.  Repeat 7 times so she should finish in 

the arena.  Once finished close arena gate, let him lose and give him some enrichment (grazing, treat 

https://www.bluecross.org.uk/pet-advice/horse-enrichment-activities
https://www.thedonkeysanctuary.org.uk/what-we-do/knowledge-and-advice/for-owners/environment-enrichment
https://www.thedonkeysanctuary.org.uk/what-we-do/knowledge-and-advice/for-owners/environment-enrichment
https://view.pagetiger.com/EnvironmentalEnrichmentforDonkeys/EnvironmentEnrichmentfordonkeys
https://view.pagetiger.com/EnvironmentalEnrichmentforDonkeys/EnvironmentEnrichmentfordonkeys
https://calmingsignalsofhorses.com/rachael/


ball, treats on different objects to explore).  The aim is to increase his natural seeking drive and reduce 

his fear drive (they cannot be switched on together). Also let him graze and explore the arena with a 

field friend beside him. 

Lunge lines:  Buzz has not to be touched with the lines at this stage.  As part of Buzz’s daily grazing 

walks in hand, use a long line to create a positive association without touch. 

Desensitising to grooming: Buzz is comfortable with you running hands over him but not with a brush.  

With Buzz loose in stable, if he is relaxed hold a brush at a distance and when he looks and doesn’t 

move retreat (hide brush behind your back for example) follow with a good wither scratch.  Repeat 

this activity reducing the distance.  If Buzz moves away, he is not comfortable stop what you are doing.  

Once the distance is close enough touch his neck quietly with the brush and then retreat, wither 

scratch for not moving.  Keep building on this until you can touch along his neck and along his body 

with the brush without him moving. It is important to use wither scratches at this stage rather the 

food as we do not want to put him in conflict. 

Cooperative care:  Before we introduce cooperative care we have to introduce feeding safely without 

over-arousal.  Please watch this video first:  https://connectiontraining.com/get-relaxation-training/ 

Overcoming Pain 

Buzz’s vet will be contacted for referral.  Buzz has been examined lately and there are no known  

medical problems.  The main pain issue was a badly fitting saddle; once Buzz gets to that stage an 

appropriate saddle will be used.   

Summary of Plan including longer term goals – check in’s and mini plans will follow  

Activity Purpose Green (do now), amber (can progress but monitor 
closely) red (not yet) 

Stable 
enrichment  

Problem solving and 
stress reduction 

Green 

Walking /grazing 
in hand  

Owner bond, stress 
reduction, becoming 
familiar with 
environment  

Green 

Walking in hand 
(mini hacks) 

Owner bond, habituation 
to hacking, movement 
and physical conditioning 
to prepare for riding  

Amber -always with a friend and monitor body 
language.  Have regular breaks for grazing  

Desensitisation to 
school 

Positive emotional 
response to school after 
an trauma (preparing for 
ridden work) 

Green – once body language looking comfortable 
going into school stop gate game and do more 
enrichment in the school.  Explore school with an 
field friend. 

Desensitisation to 
grooming 

Owner bond and 
acceptance of grooming 

Amber – monitor body language closely and keep 
scratches as the reward 

Introduction to 
food rewards for 
relaxation 

Build an understanding 
of positive reinforcement 
with a relaxed emotional 
state 

Amber – monitor arousal levels and only do it 2-3 
times per week for short periods, otherwise you 
will become a vending machine!  Have a finish cue 
– drop last treats in a bucket hold hands up and say 
‘all done’.  

https://connectiontraining.com/get-relaxation-training/


 
Once established introduce games using positive 
reinforcement for Amelia to practice with him 
(games to follow) 

Cooperative care Emotionally managing 
procedures with choice 
and control 

RED- Mini plan to follow once food rewards 
established with relaxation  

Long lining in 
school 

Prepare for ridden work, 
learning verbal cues 

RED – mini plan to follow.  On hold until very 
established in new yard 

Desensitisation to 
saddle  

Preparing for ridden 
work 

RED – mini plan to follow (desensitisation and 
counter conditioning with wither scratches) 

Re-backing  Preparing for ridden 
work 

RED – Mini plan to follow (positive reinforcement 
combination of wither scratching and very low 
value food rewards) 
 

 

Update 17/8/21 

Buzz has progressed very well.  He is very settled with his field companions, is grazing in hand in a 

relaxed manner (in his comfort zone round the yard, not out with yet), and is showing signs of 

relaxation and exploring when in the arena with a friend.  He is responding to your call at bring in time 

and opting to come in to his stable.  He is ready to introduce training with food at Kirkland’s, however 

I would give settling time in new yard before doing this as his arousal levels will be too high for several 

weeks.  

New yard: spend time on all the ‘green’ parts of the plan for the first 4 weeks then monitor progress 

before introducing the ‘amber’.  Arrange catch ups every 4 weeks to monitor progress.  Never jump 

ahead, give time for relaxation and processing of information to set Buzz up for success.   



Update Report for Buzz   

  

Horse Details: Buzz 10-year-old Welsh Section B Gelding (approx 13hh).   

Main presenting behavioural problem: Spinning and bolting when ridden  

Thank you for the kind referral of this client.  The following report outlines the presenting problem, the 

diagnosis and the behaviour modification plan.    

Background  

Buzz is on loan to Stephanie McMillan for her 8-year-old daughter Amelia to ride.  Buzz is legally owned by 

the person who bred him and was only put out on loan in July this year; his loaners had not met him before 

he arrived in July this year.  Buzz has been out of ridden work for approximately 1.5 years previous to 

arriving at his loan home.  Buzz had been at the yard for 3 weeks when Stephanie saddled him and sat on 

him on the arena, then the following day did the same again and attempted to take him out a hack with 

another livery.  Buzz spun on the hack resulting in rider fall and Buzz bolting away from owner and hacking 

companion.  Eventually he was caught, remounted and the same thing happened again.  Buzz was too over 

aroused to be remounted a second time out the hack, he was taken into the school and remounted.  Buzz 

went bolted a soon as leg pressure was applied, running into the back of another horse resulting in another 

rider fall and a trampling injury.    

Behavioural Assessment   

Buzz has been observed at the yard and he is showing signs of over arousal in the field, waiting on his 

owner at the gate despite there being plenty of grass and friends in the field.  He shows signs of over 

arousal in the mornings, he is now stabled at night where he was at grass 24/7 previously.  Buzz has had 

an infected fly bite on his elbow and he is distressed at owner cleaning it and is showing signs of discomfort 

when being groomed.  Buzz shows vigilant behaviour when walking out in hand and when in the arena (in 

hand).  Owner has attempted to long line him and he was very frightened of the long line touching him.    

Diagnosis   

Buzz is highly vigilant and showing signs of anxiety and has a fear response at any handling and ridden 

work.   He is trigger stacking where the stressors are mounting leading to an escalation of the flight 

response.   

Buzz is very unsafe to ride, particularly for a child, and needs to feel safe himself before he can start any 

training.  

Summary of Behaviour Modification Plan   

- Give Buzz time to settle into his new herd and minimise any handling   

- Keep Buzz below threshold and help caregiver recognise when he is struggling  

- Reduce general anxiety through species specific enrichment   



- Increase feelings of safety through activities to strengthen human-animal bond  

- Once Buzz is more settled and feeling safe the pan will focus on introducing positive reinforcement 

for husbandry and eventually re-backing and ridden work if he relaxes enough for it to be safe to 

proceed.  

  

There is no requested veterinary involvement at this stage, I will keep you updated of progress and happy 

to chat to you about this case at any time.    

  

Best wishes,  

  

Behaviourist 

  



 

Case 3 

Buzz was a 10 year old Welsh Section B gelding at the time of booking.  He had several 

behavioural issues including: 

- Bolting when ridden 

- Panic with husbandry procedures 

Buzz was taken on loan as a child’s pony. The child’s mother tried to take Buzz out on 

his first ride with an unknown horse, in a borrowed ill-fitting saddle.  Buzz was very 

anxious, could not stand at the mounting block and bolted twice out the hack, and a 

third time in the arena.  The client was trampled and broke her ribs.   

At this point in time Buzz was not rideable and he will never be a safe child's pony due 

to a high level of fear and anxiety.  Buzz appears to feel very unsafe on the ground 

being handled by people and extremely unsafe being ridden.  He is quick to activate into 

flight mode. 

Owner very traditional but has had a huge fright so this has been a huge turning point 

with a shift in mindset. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Risk Assessment for ridden work and general husbandry 



                   Severity of incident 

Likelihood 
Of  
Incident 

 Very Low Low Moderate Severe Very 
Severe 

 Almost 
certain 
 

5 
 

10 
 

15 
 

20 
Buzz wants 
to escape 
on any 
handling 
procedures
, he is very 
small but 
could hurt 
the person 
on the 
ground if 
he is forced 

25 
High risk of 
bolting = 
rider fall, 
traffic 
collisions 
etc 

 Likely 4 
 

8 12 16 20 

 Possible 3 
 

6 9 12 15 

 Unlikely 2  
 

4  6 8 10 

 Very  
unlikely 
 

1  
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Differential Diagnosis 



Differential Predisposing 
factor 

Initiating 
Factor 

Maintaining 
factor  

Cause and 
evidence / rule 
outs 

Bolting when ridden 
 

Learning theory – 
lack of training 
for pressure 
(negative 
reinforcement)  
  

Herd animal 
with a dislike of 
pressure and a 
high flight 
response 

Lack of 
training 

Flight 
response 
successful.   

Rule in History / 
timeline 
showed he has 
never been 
trained for 
ridden work 

Pain 
 

Undiagnosed 
pain  
 
 
Other 
musculoskeletal 
pain or disease 
process  

Saddle not 
fitting 
 
 
Pain on being 
mounted 

Flight 
response 
successful   

Rule out - 
Nothing 
diagnosed and 
no other 
reasons to 
suspect pain.   
 
No NCR to 
approach with 
the saddle  

General anxiety 
 
 

Herd animal in 
new 
surroundings  

Stabling – as  
a youngster 
was loaned 
out and kept in 
a stable with a 
Shetland with 
little food, 
there was high 
level of 
aggression 
between them 
and he was 
severely under 
weight  

Species 
specific needs 
not being met 
 
Anxious in 
stable which is 
repeated daily.   

Rule out - very 
unsettled in his 
stable, relaxed 
out at grass 
with herd.   
 
No evidence of 
general anxiety 
when needs are 
met. 

Flight response with general husbandry  

Fear 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Herd animal 
with hard wired 
flight response  

Negative 
experience 
being gelded 
(severe 
trauma)  

Negative 
experience 
repeated (on a 
lesser scale) 
with no choice 
and control  

Rule in - 
Evidence of 
NCR to vets 
(and blue 
gloves!), any 
constraint / 
ropes makes 
him panic.   

Pain Undiagnosed 
pain 

As above 
 

As above 
 

Rule out 
undiagnosed 



 
Fear of painful 
procedures 
 
 
 
Anticipated pain 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Trauma  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Flight is an 
effective 
response to 
avoid  

pain as no 
evidence of 
pain in between 
husbandry 
procedures.   
 
Rule in 
anticipated pain 
due to trauma 
 

General anxiety 
 
 

Herd animal in 
domestication 

Painful and 
negative 
experiences  

Lack of 
training, 
choice or 
control  

Rule out - 
Generally 
copes well 
when nothing is 
being done to 
him, not 
hypervigilant in 
the field with 
company.   

 

 

Diagnosis 

The consultation unpicked the timeline for the development of these behaviours and 

evidence suggests the main reason behind the behaviours are fear and panic 

 

My treatment plan focused on: 

- Bringing Buzz’s arousal down by increasing enrichment and give more choice 

and control. 

- 24/7 turn out to reduce stable anxiety 

- Owner education on body language and thresholds 

- Manage expectations of likelihood of being a child’s pony 

- Stopping all pressure training and ridden work 

- Introduction to positive reinforcement training for all husbandry and ground work   

Outcome measure: 

Short term: 

- General arousal reduced  

- Lack of exposure to triggers 

Medium term 



- Stable anxiety reduced  

- Habituation to touch 

- Owner learning how to train using positive reinforcement  

- Owner learning to spot the signs of anxiety 

Long term 

- Relaxed with husbandry procedures through positive reinforcement training 

- Ability to do some light hacking, all retraining with positive reinforcement so he 

has choice and control 

- Needs continually being met to improve welfare 

Buzz has now been a client for 4 years.  His general arousal and situational fear and 

anxiety has greatly reduced, he has been re-backed using positive reinforcement where 

he can opt in, and is hacked out by the client and she is very aware of his limitations.  

We have worked through husbandry procedures, he can now have all feet handled, can 

be groomed and we have started some injection training with him.    

 


