Glossary

Aid: Any of the signals used to elicit responses in horses. Rein, leg, whip and spur aids are initially learned
through negative reinforcement and then transformed to light aids (light rein, light leg, voice, seat) via
classical conditioning. The difference between cues and aids is that aids may vary in intensity, whereas
cues are typically of the same intensity. Traditionally, the aids are divided into two groups: natural aids and
artificial aids. This distinction is misleading as it refers to what is ‘naturally’ available to the rider, but it
neither identifies nor correlates with the two learning modalities through which the horse acquires its
responses to the aids.

Approach conditioning: An operant conditioning technique that reduces flight behaviours using the
natural tendency of horses to investigate and approach unknown objects, in combination with systematic
desensitisation. The horse is encouraged to approach the object that it is fearful of, which then retreats as
the horse approaches. The horse may then be signalled to stop before it reaches its fear threshold, so that
the object retreats even further. The horse is then signalled to catch up. As soon as the horse slows its
approach it is deliberately stopped and this is repeated until the horse comes as close as possible to the
object. The horse usually becomes increasingly motivated to investigate the object.

Blocking: A form of interference with classical conditioning; once an animal has learned that a given
stimulus predicts a certain event the animal may fail to learn new associations, i.e. a second stimulus may
not become a conditional stimulus because learning has been blocked by the presence of the first conditional
stimulus.

Classical conditioning: The process whereby an animal learns to correlate external events, e.g. the animal
is presented to a neutral stimulus (e.g. a sound) which is followed by a biologically important stimulus (e.g.
a noxious stimulus such as a shock, or a positive stimulus such as food). In equitation, classical conditioning
is the process where learned responses are elicited from more subtle versions of the same signal or to
entircly new signals, e.g. when a horse learns to react to voice commands, visual cues, or rider seat cues.

Cognition: The mechanisms by which animals acquire, process, store and act on information from the
environment. The study of cognition covers many topics such as perception, learning, memory and
communication.

Conflict behaviour: Stress-induced behavioural changes that arise from conflicting motivations, especially
when avoidance reactions are prevented. Conflict behaviour may be agonistic behaviours, redirected
aggression or displacement activities. If the stressor is recurrent, conflict behaviour may manifest as
repetition and ritualisation of original conflict behaviours. Stereotypies and self-mutilation may develop
from severe, chronic or frequent stressors. In equitation, conflict behaviours may be caused by application
of simultaneous opposing signals (such as go and stop/slow) such that the horse is unable to offer any
learned responses sufficiently and is forced to endure discomfort from relentless rein and leg pressures.
Similarly, conflict behaviour may result from incorrect negative reinforcement, such as the reinforcement
of inconsistent responses or lack of removal of pressure.

Contact: The connection of the rider’s hands to the horse’s mouth, of the legs to the horse’s sides and of
the seat to the horse’s back via the saddle. The topic of contact with both hand and leg generates
considerable controversy relating to the pressure that the horse should endure. In classical equitation,
contact with the rein and rider’s leg involves a light pressure (approximately 200g) to the horse’s lips/tongue
and body, respectively. A heavy contact may cause progressive habituation leading to diminished reactions
to rein and leg signals as a result of incorrect negative reinforcement and/or simultaneous application of the
aids.

Counter-conditioning: A type of training based on the principles of classical conditioning that attempts to
replace fear responses to a stimulus with more desirable responses. The term means training an animal to
show a behaviour which is opposite or different to the one the trainer wishes to eliminate. The technique is
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widely used in combination with systematic desensitisation. By ensuring that the preferred behaviour is
more rewarding, the animal learns to perform the new behaviour when exposed to the problematic stimulus.

Cue: An event that elicits a learned response.

Ethogram: A list of the type of behaviours performed by a species in a particular environment. The list
includes precise descriptions of each behaviour. It is fundamental to any study of animal behaviour to define
which behaviour types are being observed and recorded.

Ethology: The scientific and objective study of animal behaviour, usually with a focus on behaviour under
natural conditions, and viewing behaviour as an evolutionarily adaptive trait.

Extinction: The disappearance of a previously learned behaviour when the behaviour is no longer
reinforced. Extinction can occur in all types of behavioural conditioning, but it is most often associated
with operant conditioning. When implemented consistently over time, extinction results in the eventual
decrease of the undesired behaviour, but in the short-term the animal may exhibit an extinction burst.

Extinction burst: A sudden and temporary increase in the frequency or magnitude of a behaviour, followed
by the eventual decline and extinction of the behaviour targeted for elimination. Extinction bursts are more
likely to occur when the extinction procedure is in the early stages.

Flooding (response prevention): A behaviour modification technique where the animal is exposed to an
overwhelming amount of the fear-eliciting stimulus for a prolonged period of time while avoidance
responses are prevented, until the animal’s apparent resistance ceases. The method is generally not
recommended because there are severe risks associated with the method, e.g. injuries due to exaggerated
fear reactions.

Foundation training: The basic training of a young horse to respond to aids and cues that control its gait,
tempo, direction and posture for whatever purpose may be required. Foundation training may also include
habituation to saddle and rider.

Freeze: The sudden alert motionless stance associated with a highly attentive reaction to an external
stimulus.

Habituation: The waning of a response to a repeated stimulus that is not caused by fatigue or sensory
adaptation. Habituation techniques include systematic desensitisation, counter-conditioning, over-
shadowing, stimulus blending and approach conditioning.

Hard/tough-mouthed: Describes horses that have habituated to rein pressure. This is generally a result of
incorrect negative reinforcement and can result in learned helplessness and conflict behaviours.

HPA axis (Hypothalamic—Pituitary—Adrenal axis): An organ system comprising the hypothalamus, the
pituitary gland and the adrenal gland. The activation of the HPA axis is heightened when an animal is
challenged with a stressor, and HPA axis products, such as cortisol, can serve as a physiological indicator
of stress in animals.

Hyper-reactive behaviour: Behaviours characteristic of an activated HPA axis and associated with various
levels of arousal. Such behaviours typically involve the horse having a hollow posture and leg movements
with increased activity and tempo, yet shorter strides. Hyper-reactive behaviours are quickly learned and
resistant to extinction because of their adaptiveness in the equid ethogram. Behavioural evidence of hyper-
reactivity ranges from postural tonus to responses such as shying, bolting, bucking and rearing.

Learned helplessness: A state in which an animal has learned not to respond to pressure or pain. It arises
from prolonged exposure to aversive situations or insufficient environments without the possibility of
avoidance or control. It may occur from inappropriate application of negative reinforcement or positive
punishment, which results in the horse being unable to obtain release from or avoid the aversive stimuli. If
this continues over a period of time the horse will no longer make responses that were once appropriate,
even if they would be appropriate under the present conditions.
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Negative punishment (subtraction punishment): The removal of something pleasant (such as food) to
punish an undesired response and thus decrease the probability of that response.

Negative reinforcement (subtraction reinforcement): The removal of something aversive (such as
pressure) to reward a desired response and thus increase the probability of that response.

Operant conditioning (instrumental conditioning): The process whereby an animal learns from the
consequences of its responses, i.e. through positive or negative reinforcement (which will increase the
likelihood of a behaviour), or through positive or negative punishment (which will decrease the likelihood
of a behaviour).

Overshadowing: The effect of two signals of different intensity being applied simultaneously, such that
only the most intense/relevant will result in a learned response. It can explain why animals sometimes fail
to associate the intended cue with the desired behaviour in favour of a different stimulus that was happening
unintentionally at the same time and which was more relevant to the animal. The term overshadowing also
denotes a desensitisation technique where habituation to a stimulus is facilitated by the simultancous
presentation of two stimuli that elicit a withdrawal response (such as lead rein cues/pressure and clippers
or a needle).

Positive punishment (addition punishment): The addition of something unpleasant to punish an
undesired response and thus decrease the probability of that response. Incorrect use of positive punishment
can lower an animal’s motivation to trial new responses, desensitise the animal to the punishing stimulus
and create fearful associations.

Positive reinforcement (addition reinforcement): The addition of something pleasant (such as food or a
pleasant scratch) to reward a desired response and thus increase the probability of that response.

Punishment: The process in which a punisher follows a particular behaviour so that the frequency (or
probability) of that behaviour decreases. See also Positive punishment and Negative punishment.

Reinforcement: The process in which a reinforcer follows a particular behaviour so that the frequency (or
probability) of that behaviour increases. See also Positive reinforcement and Negative reinforcement.

Reinforcement schedule: The frequency of the reinforcers used in training. The schedule may be
continuous, intermittent or declining.

Reinforcer: An environmental change that increases the likelihood that an animal will make a particular
response, i.e. a reward (positive reinforcer) or removal of an aversive stimulus (negative reinforcer).

e Primary reinforcer: A stimulus that is considered naturally rewarding (e.g. food).

e Secondary reinforcer: A stimulus that has become associated with a rewarding stimulus and thus
has been conditioned to be rewarding for the horse (e.g. the sound of a clicker which has been
associated with a food reward).

Shaping: The successive approximation of a behaviour toward a targeted desirable behaviour through the
consecutive training of one single quality of a response followed by the next.

Stereotypy: A repeated, relatively invariant sequence of movements that has no function obvious to the
observer. Stereotypies are abnormal behaviours and are generally considered as a sign of impaired welfare.
Stercotypic behaviour arises from frequent or chronic stress and may help the animal to cope with adverse
conditions. The behaviours may persist even if the triggering factors are eliminated. A number of
stereotypic behaviours, such as box-wandering and crib-biting are seen in horses and are erroneously
referred to as stable vices.

Stimulus blending: A desensitisation technique that uses a closely resembling stimulus, to which the
horse is already habituated, to systematically desensitise the horse to the fear-inducing stimulus. The fear-
inducing stimulus is applied simultancously with the known, non-fear-inducing stimulus, and then
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systematically increased in intensity. The aural and tactile characteristics of the two stimuli are gradually
mixed, making identification of the new one difficult and different. The old benign stimulus can then be
diminished and finally terminated after which the horse will show habituation also to the new stimulus.

Stimulus control: The process by which a response becomes consistently elicited by a light aid or cue.

Stress: Stress is a state which is characterised by the behavioural and physiological responses elicited when
an individual perceives a threat to its homeostasis (‘internal balance”). The threat is termed a stressor.

Stressor: Anything that disrupts homeostasis, e.g. physical and psychological threats incl. lack of fulfilment
of natural behavioural needs. Stressors appear to be stressful to the extent they contain elements of loss of
control, loss of predictability, and absence of outlets for frustration.

Stress response: The body’s adaptations evolved to re-establish homeostasis. Stress responses are elicited
when an animal anticipates or faces a stressor and involves a range of endocrine and neural systems. The
responses are somewhat non-specific to the type of stressors that trigger them. Stress responses are in nature
adaptive; however, when these responses are provoked for a long duration or repeatedly, they can cause
negative effects such as increased susceptibility for diseases, gastric ulceration, abnormal behaviour,
reproduction problems and reduced performance.

Systematic desensitisation: Systematic desensitisation is a commonly used behaviour modification
technique for the alleviation of behaviour problems caused by inappropriate arousal. In a controlled
situation, the animal is exposed to low levels of the arousing stimulus according to an increasing gradient,
until habituation occurs. An increase in the level of the stimulus is not made until the animal reliably fails
to react to the previous level. In this way, the technique aims to raise the threshold for a response. The
decrease in arousal can be reinforced by either negative or positive reinforcement.

THE QUADRANT OF REINFORCEMENT AND PUNISHMENT

Reinforcement
Increases the likelihood of a behaviour

Punishment
Decreases the likelihood of a behaviour

Ex. The horse approaches when called
for and receives a carrot,

Negative The removal of an aversive stimulus to | The removal of a desired stimulus to
(Subtraction) reward a desired response punish an undesired response
Ex. Rein tension is applied until the horse | Ex. The horse begs for food but food is
stops and the removal of the tension | withheld until the behaviour ceases.
rewards the stopping response.
Positive The addition of a pleasant stimulus to | The addition of an aversive stimulus to
(Addition) reward a desired response punish an undesired response

Ex. The horse bites and receives a slap on
the muzzle.

Original source of the glossary: McGreevy, P. D., McLean, A. N., Warren-Smith, A. K., Waran, N., Goodwin,
D. (2005) ‘Defining the terms and processes associated with equitation’. In Proceedings of the st International
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