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Q |another approach

A Pointed
Question

By Stacy Westfall

Should you use

spurs or not?

I FREQUENTLY GET ASKED ABOUT THE USE OF
spurs. Do I use them? When are they appro-
priate? Should-someone always use spurs?
Will spurs make a horse dull? I hope this
article can shed a little light on the subject.

There are two important things to know
about spurs; first, a spur is nothing more
than a motivator and, second, and this may
be a surprise to you, spurs won’t fix your for-
ward motion problems.

A motivator is something that encourages
your horse to make a change in his behavior.
Other common motivators are halters, bits,
your legs while mounted and so on. We use
these things to communicate with our hors-
es, to cue them as to what it is we’re asking
them to do.

For instance, when you're leading your
horse and you want him to stop; you'll put
some backward pressure on the halter. When
the horse stops moving, you release the pres-
sure. In this case, the halter is the motivator
that delivers the cue to the horse. The release
indicates to your horse that he has done the
right thing.

If you're riding your horse and you want
more speed, you'll first motivate by squeez-
ing or bumping with your legs. When the
speed you want is achieved, you stop the

pressure. The motivator here is your leg.

But what if you want to be more precise
with your request? Imagine pointing with a
wave of your hand to indicate a general direc-
tion vs. pointing to an exact location with
your finger. That’s where the use of spurs
comes in for me; they add a higher degree of
accuracy in communicating with my horse
because I can have more cue spots in a small-
er area. They also can motivate a horse that
knows what I'm asking, but is bent on being
sluggish or reluctant about responding. It’s
an added incentive when that spur pressure is
removed.

But spurs aren’t the best answer for all
horses. Consider this scenario:

Employee One arrives at work early every
day, happy to be there and ready to perform a
good day’s work.

Employee Two goes to work every day, but
is often the last one in the door. Although
slow to get going, once on the job, his work
can be generally good.

Employee Three gets to work late and
misses entire days regularly. On the job, this
employee performs poorly. Repeated repri-
mands have little or no effect. As time goes
on, this employee does less and less each day
in an effort to find out how little he can do

Getting Started With

If you have never used spurs before, be sure that your horse
understands that your legs mean go forward. Test this by
using only your leg cues to ask your horse to walk, trot and

lope (no voice cues, whip, etc.) If your horse can’t pass this
test, you need to do some retraining.

If you have never used spurs before, start with the small
slip-on kind. This style is small enough that you will be
less likely to unintentionally spur your horse. If your legs
are shorter, you may always need shorter-shanked spurs
because your foot is closer to the horse’s barrel. If you have
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longer legs that hang past your horse’s barrel, you can gen-
erally get away with longer shanks because your legs are
less likely to be bumping your horse’s sides.

Using spurs will not cause you to always need spurs.
Just as with any other training, you can make a horse over-
ly dull or overly sensitive to any cue because of your tim-
ing and release.

Not all horses need spurs. Evaluate your reasons for want-
ing to use them and if you are not sure, look up an AQHA
Professional Horseman in your area for personal advice.
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and still pick up a pay-
check.

Figure out what type of
“employee” your horse is,
and then find an appropri-
ate motivator. You can’t
take away your horse’s food
or water (a form of pay-
check), but you can take
steps that an employer
might take in setting conse-
quences for inaction.

Both employees Two
and Three need to be
reminded the basics of
their job. If your horse
falls into either of these
categories, he has some-
how learned that ignoring
your legs is an acceptable
answer. Resorting to spurs
in such cases will only
make your problem worse,
and you could even end up
training your horse to
ignore your spurs.

These horses need to go
through some of the same
steps that a young horse
goes through to learn for-
ward motion. This includes
everything that must hap-
pen before a horse’s first ride
such as groundwork, voice
cues and moving forward
using a dressage whip or
something similar. Then,
the same lessons need to be
reinforced from the saddle.

A few horses in the
Employee Two category are
clear about what you want
but they’re slow in respond-
ing. While spurs can be of
some use here, you'll want
to make sure you review the
basics before you give them
a try. Make sure the prob-
lem is the horse’s laziness
and not confusion about
what it is you're asking.

So when are spurs appro-
priate? Spurs can help to
motivate your horse effectively on/y after the horse has a thor-
ough understanding (training level) of what it is you are ask-
ing him to do and is willingly complying (Employee One
characteristics). As your horse progresses to greater levels of
training, less and less pressure is required to communicate a
request. Spurs, rather than being a harsher cue, can actually
be gentler. With spurs, a concentrated point of light pressure
can communicate what would require more pressure from a
larger surface, such as a heel.

When spurs are used correctly, horses don’t really mind

~

them at all. The key here is “used correctly.” It is important
for you to know your own limitations. Don’t use spurs if you
know you might jab when you don’t intend to. And remem-
ber, using spurs when your horse doesn’t understand is like
talking louder to someone who doesn’t speak your language;
it doesn’t help.

Stacy Westfall is an AQHA Professional Horsewoman from Mount
Gilead, Obio. Visit www.westfallhorsemanship.com 70 learn
more about her.
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