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LEADERSHIP LESSONS FROM NATURAL HORSEMANSHIP TRAINING

‘Horses never lie. If your horse doesn’t respect you, you haven’t earned his respect. If your horse is afraid of you, you probably have not given him any reason to trust you.’

These words, spoken by our Swiss trainer, Markus Eschbach-Kindler, set me thinking. I had booked on a two day course entitled ‘Communication with horses in the round pen,’ set in a beautiful corner of Worcestershire. Approaching it as a consultant and coach, the parallels between natural horsemanship methods and management theory and practice are simply inescapable. 

Standing alone in the centre of a round pen with a horse unencumbered by bridle, halter or lunge line, you realise that it is up to you to win its trust and respect through the use of your focus, the clarity and confidence of your body language and the quality of your energy.

The key is to communicate with the horse the way an alpha mare or stallion would signal to the herd. We humans have to learn horse language rather than expecting the horse to learn our ways.

This reminds me of one of the presuppositions of *Neuro-linguistic Programming, : ‘The meaning of your communication is the response you get’. It’s up to us to achieve the outcomes we want, refining our message according to our receiver.

Another principle is: ’Everyone has their own map of the world. The map is not the territory.’ To establish excellent rapport with employees or customers we need to learn their language and understand their maps of the world. NLP teaches us how to listen for whether people are using visual, auditory or kinaesthetic language, indicating their preferred sensory system. 

If we reply to: ’I can’t grasp this.’ with :” You’re not looking at it right”, we’ve missed an opportunity for creating rapport through matching sensory channels. If we pay attention to our employees’ maps of the world, we may notice if they prefer the big picture to consideration of detail, the security of procedures to the freedom of options and a focus on people rather than on systems. (These are metaprograms, one of many NLP diagnostic tools).

Above all, we need to pay attention to people’s non-verbal cues which account for 55% of influence in any face to face communication. In delicate negotiations or day to day management situations, being able to read others’ body language signals differentiates an excellent communicator from a mediocre one.

Learning to communicate with a number of different horses in the round pen tested our ability to read the cues of each horse and apply our energy accordingly. Too much energy produced a frightened horse, whereas too little energy resulted in an unmotivated creature which was able to ignore our instructions. Does this seem familiar in terms of management effectiveness?

The horse provides a faithful mirror of ourselves. It sees through any sort of façade and picks up the degree of confidence and determination we are actually feeling rather than how we may wish to appear.

When the horse follows our signals we reward it, not with a carrot, but by turning away and relaxing, releasing the pressure on it to perform. Releasing pressure is becoming a rare event in our target and deadline driven workplaces. 

Klaus Ferdinand Hempfling in his book ‘Dancing with Horses’ explains how, if a rider overburdens a horse’s forehand (front legs), it causes it to fear collapse and bolt, finally jettisoning the rider. Freed of the threatening burden, it stands around grazing with no further desire to run. Some organisations seem to cause such an overburdening, leading to a frantic flight forwards to get things done under immense pressure. The employees have the choice of collapsing (going off sick with stress) or ridding themselves of an intolerable situation through leaving the company.

The work intensification we are witnessing in this country, which involves us working longer hours with less productivity than in the rest of Europe, weakens our ties to our loved ones and alienates us from our true needs.

Recently in my practice I coached a senior manager who displayed every possible stress symptom. He was trying to achieve the impossible, a project requiring two merged organisations to work together in a short time frame. The groundwork was not in place and co-operation was minimal. It took courage for him to argue for a new and longer- term approach. He feared being seen as someone who couldn’t achieve as required. Interestingly, the other managers looked heartily relieved when he dared to say what they had all been thinking. Having restructured the project, his stress symptoms vanished. Had he carried on as before he was undoubtedly heading for a breakdown.

 Working with the horses, we respect their signals that they have had enough of fulfilling our wishes and allow them back to their field to relax and feed. If we worked them for too long they simply became unco-operative, snorting or kicking their heels. Employees may not demonstrate their objections so clearly, but we can pick up the clues by observing facial expressions and body language and a drop in performance.

 It is in the nature of horses to test us as they would the herd leader. Only a clear and competent leader will assert his authority consistently. The leader must protect the herd members, so if he allows them to be hurt or hurts one of them himself, he will lose their trust and respect and ultimately be replaced. 

The horses that become leaders are not the strongest physically. They are the ones that possess the best leadership qualities. They display similar qualities to those we seek in human leaders such as presence, dignity, magnetism, thoughtfulness, intelligence and experience. In order for us to become the leader when working with horses we need to demonstrate a number of qualities: honesty, intelligence, fast reactions, empathy, ability to give clear instructions, know-how, gentleness, firmness, patience, ability to encourage.

Though lower ranking horses fight each other to move up the pecking order, higher ranking horses assert their authority in non-violent ways, using their natural authority. In his book: ‘Horse Follow Closely,’ GaWaNi Pony Boy, a North American Indian who has studied the Indian way of communicating with horses advises:” Remember, when you are the itancan (leader) of your two member herd, you can only do one of two things at any given time. You can either enhance your relationship or diminish it. Take care to enhance it twice as much as you are inadvertently destroying it.”  

Managers can easily inadvertently destroy relationships with staff, as I regularly encounter in my consultancy work. I know of two situations recently where good, experienced employees were seeking other employment in response to their manager’s insensitive criticism. (In one case a reconciliation was achieved thanks to my intervention). Of course, the problems do not only lie with management, but ultimately managers need to learn to gain the trust and respect of their staff and, as we experienced with the horses, a harsh look or tone creates a feeling of resistance and dispels motivation, damaging the relationship.

When employees leave feeling hurt and sometimes even traumatised, their performance in the new company will be impaired, as they are less willing to trust their new manager and may have lost confidence in their abilities. The cost to organisations of staff leaving and then underperforming elsewhere must be huge. Emotionally vulnerable employees are much more likely to become sick or take time off through stress.

Indeed stress in the work place is reaching epidemic proportions. According to the Health and Safety Executive, about half a million people in the UK experience work-related stress at a level they believe is making them ill. Up to 5 million people in the UK feel very or extremely stressed by their work. Even if stress has not brought about illness, it lowers performance as the hippocampus (the memory area in the brain ) loses dendrites causing poor memory and concentration lapses.

Returning to the round pen, we learn that we never chastise our horse partner. If he refuses to carry out our requests we start again, perhaps using simpler tasks and rewarding him for everything he does right to build our rapport. (This corresponds with Tom Peters’ ‘Catch someone doing it right’ approach.)’.

 We even reward the horse’s intention. Trying to teach one horse to do an inside turn, we reward him for turning his head inwards. We wait, breathless, as, on the third attempt, he slowly decides to turn around facing inwards. Once he has understood the signal, he repeats his turn to assure us that he has got the idea. Harmony is established. The horse wants to please and shows off his new action.

As the horse moves around the pen his inside ear is cocked in my direction and when I turn inwards to take the pressure off him, he looks over to me, wondering what will come next. He is attentive, curious and willing to grant me the status of leader. All this is because I have sent him the right signals and approached him with the right degree of positive energy. When asking him to canter, I picture him cantering in my mind. As  leaders, it is important for us to see, hear and feel the power of our positive vision and communicate this to our team. 

In another recent coaching session, I was helping a man with great qualities and ideas but a little lacking in confidence. He had recently been interviewed for a job and been turned down. I helped him connect powerfully with his vision and his face lit up as his body straightened. Any employer would have offered him the job, seeing him like that, and any team would have been inspired by him. All it took was a shift in focus from considering the possible problems he might encounter in a new post to what he could bring and create once there.

Focus is the key means of communication between rider and horse used by Native Americans and those applying Alexander Technique to their riding. GaWaNi Pony Boy writes: “Another way we use focus is to try to convey a message to someone or something else. Herd animals are experts at this, possessing the ability to sense or know what the other members are focusing on. Although part of this awareness may be visual, a larger part of it is mental.”

In terms of motivating teams the leader needs to keep a positive focus on the vision and communicate this powerfully both verbally and non-verbally. Negative body language and energy will be picked up on by employees who, like horses in the herd, will be affected by what they sense in their leader. When I was running an Away Day for GPs, a doctor was made aware that he never greeted the reception team at the beginning of the day. This, together with his somewhat negative demeanour, was damaging to his relationship with the staff and lowered their morale.

Another GP who had been feeling very stressed and overloaded, felt he had lost touch with his staff. One afternoon’s team building session enabled him to reconnect positively with them, clearing up some previous misunderstandings that had affected them adversely and allowing a new way forward to be found.

We should never underestimate how beneficial taking time out with employees can be. Problems that fester over time use up precious emotional energy and can lead to a climate of hostility and distrust.

 GaWaNi Pony Boy describes how a Native American elder he consulted on how to deal with a horse which was behaving erratically. The elder asked him many questions to which he did not know the answer and thus advised him to spend a whole day observing his horse in its field, noting its relationship to the other horses and its eating habits. 

The horse is a prey animal and, as such, is prone to anxiety. As potential predators we have to overcome its innate distrust of our species to establish true rapport. If we frighten a horse badly it will remember and react with suspicion at our or others’ approach. When dealing with employees it is useful to bear in mind the three most prevalent types of anxiety found in the workplace and in schools. 

Performance anxiety may manifest itself in competitive or sometimes challenging behaviour. There is a desire to be in control and the response to conflict or stress is aggression, the fight end of the fight or flight mechanism.

Someone with acceptance anxiety is more likely to want to please, will tend to avoid confrontation and look for praise and approval. When things get tough the person with this anxiety will freeze, preferring submission to defiance. The third type is known as orientation anxiety. The person with this approach wants to be recognised for their contribution but tends to get on with things quietly and methodically. They may be self-critical and tend to perfectionism, liking to plan ahead and go into detail. In situations of stress or conflict they want to avoid confrontation or criticism.

Understanding others’ ‘maps of the world’ is key to establishing good management relationships and being accepted as a leader. Crossing the species boundary in terms of developing understanding and communication skills presents a particular challenge that leaders can benefit from enormously. 

For details of a leadership training course run in Tenerife at Markus Eschbach-Kindler’s beautiful riding centre call Sue Bayliss in U.K. on 01603 720666. The course will involve working with horses in the round pen with Markus followed by reflection, together with a programme of NLP leadership training. 

www.roundpen-training.com

english: www.indian-riding.com
