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The Long and the Short of It

The short answer is this: attracting the animal into a behavior rather than using pressure, force or pain to get the behavior. 

The long answer is found in the field of operant conditioning, specifically using positive reinforcement, instead of negative reinforcement or punishment. This long answer is filled with lots of multi-syllabic words and, without sufficient caffeine, all those syllables make my brain go on vacation. My quest is to omit needless syllables and show how easy and powerful it is to train using attraction.

Isn’t this Clicker Training?

Although I do use the sound of the click to tell my horses ‘right answer’ my emphasis in not on the click, it’s on what happens before the click. It’s on the ‘how’ I was getting the horse to do the behavior. Was I using pressure, or was I using attraction? I’ve seen horses get really confused when the handler uses excessive pressure to get the behavior, and then clicked. In this case the click becomes associated with something that didn’t feel good. 

I think it really matters to the horse how you’ve asked for a particular behavior. With my horses, especially with my Post Traumatic Stress gelding, just the thought ‘making’ him do something, rather than attracting him, arouses his defenses. He’ll begin to tense up and get ready to run. From what I've seen, my horses learn so much faster in a place where they are attracted or invited to participate rather than forced through pressure or threat of something uncomfortable. I think when the focus is on the how rather than on the click, it shortens the learning curve for both horse and human.

Semantics
When I appear at events to paint with my horses, the very first question I’m always asked is, “How in the world did you get a horse to do that?” I used to say, “positive reinforcement.” I found, however, that most people think positive reinforcement is just saying “Good boy!” or patting their horse on the neck. But when I began using “attraction-based training” as my answer, it was then very easy to ‘show’ how I can attract my horse into a behavior. The great part about teaching a horse to paint is that every step involves attraction. I can’t pressure my horse to hold a brush in its mouth. It has to want to.

When I’d say I clicker train, I hear comments like, “I pointed a clicker at my horse and it didn’t do anything,” or “I can’t use a clicker because it scares my horse.” They figured this type of training wouldn’t work for their horse. Although both terms, positive reinforcement and clicker training, are technically correct, I prefer using the term attraction-based because the focus is on the how (inviting your horse with a choice that feels good), not the what (the clicker).

What Does it Look Like?
Semantics aside, another thing I’ve seen in my travels is that not many people know what attraction-based training looks like. For centuries horses have been trained with force. Those techniques have been handed down from generation to generation. It’s what we collectively know. Attraction-based training will feel a bit foreign at first because it sometimes feels the opposite of what we have been taught.

We also live in a punishment-based society and it’s  second nature to resort to punishment for the incorrect behavior. This makes the “whack ‘em, smack ‘em” approach  feel familiar. I can tell you my horses prefer the attraction-based approach. This is where the focus is on getting what you want from your horse, not what you don’t want.

Training with attraction starts with developing your eye to help you see when you are using pressure or force, and when you are using attraction. Here a few examples from daily life to kick start what training with attraction looks like.

Attraction-based Moth Training
For my first example I will begin with a fuzzy misguided moth that wanted to hang out in my bedroom the other night when I wanted to go to bed.

My usual tactic would be to find a wide mouthed container and spend the next 5-10 minutes playing capture the moth. Traditionally the game of capture the moth involves coordination, speed, accuracy and hunting skills that my daughter’s kitten has, but I lack.  

This particular night I decided to practice what I preach. I simply turned off my bedroom light, grabbed my flashlight and pointed the beam of light on to the ceiling. In seconds the moth was attracted to the beam and began following the light wherever I pointed it. I shone the light down the hallway and right out the back door. I didn’t need my hunting skills after all (or the kitten). This was a total win/win scenario. I got to go to bed without expending any unnecessary time or energy and the moth quickly and easily flew out of my house with its wings and heart rate intact.

The key here is that attraction-based training is always win-win.

Attraction-based Cat Training
My daughter has a new, acrobatic kitten aptly named Sassy. Sassy thinks my kitchen is her personal jungle gym, especially the counter. My first instinct would be to simply remove her physically from the counter. I would have picked her up and put her back on the floor. Although picking her up and placing her on the floor doesn’t appear forceful, it wasn’t her choice. In her mind she probably feels she was forced. I wanted Sassy to decide to leave the counter willingly because the choice felt good.

I also could have sprayed her with a squirt gun, which would be painless, but not a pleasant experience.  A harmless squirt of water is also is also pressure and an aversive. An aversive is anything an animal wants to avoid because it finds it unpleasant. It’s also known as a punishing stimulus, or something that feels bad.

Instead, I found my slotted wooden spoon and mushed a piece of cooked chicken liver between the slots. (Yummy, to a cat.) I gave her a whiff of the spoon and then brought the spoon to where I wanted her -- on the floor. I blinked and the next thing I knew she was on the floor and aiming for the spoon. As soon as her nose touched the end of the spoon, I clicked and let her take a bite of the liver.

I then held out the spoon, told her to ‘touch’ and pointed the spoon where I wanted her to go. The spoon instantly became a target. It completely activated her SEEKING emotion. She experienced the thrill of the chase, the sound of the click and then, a taste of victory when she reached the spoon. 

The kitten now comes running at the site of the spoon or the sound of the click because of the good feelings she associates with both.  If I keep the spoon on the floor, the kitten stays on the floor. She wants to stay where the good feelings are. The counter has no pay off anymore, but the spoon on the floor is tons of fun.

They key word with both species is validation. I got the behavior I wanted from both the moth and the kitten by validating something that was important to them. For the moth, following a light keeps them off the ground and less of a target for predators. For the kitten, the need to chase and pursue a moving target hones its hunting skills.

The key here was that I made the right thing (staying on the floor) so attractive that it never occurred to the kitten to do the wrong thing

So if you can validate and attract a moth with a beam of light and a kitten with a spoonful of liver, how do you attract a horse?

Attracting a Horse
My Paso Fino gelding, Romeo, is one of those horses that thinks and remembers. He remembers the time that he fell into a septic tank and now thinks about how he can avoid any situation that involves unstable footing.

His fantastic memory is not helpful when it comes to trailer loading. Before I knew about attraction-based methods, trailer loading was a nightmare, literally, because it could take us all day and into the night to load him. The outcome was never his choice. It usually was the work of a couple of people and a rope around his hindquarters to hoist him in. This was exhausting. I’m tired just thinking about it.

Now here’s what I do. I engage his brain. I create a series of things for him to target. This works because, like the moth and the kitten, horses are natural born targeters. It’s basically the first thing they do when they’re born. They target mama. They target her udders, they target her body if she moves away. When they reach their target something good happens. I try to duplicate this. In relating to his natural instincts, I feel it validates him by appealing to something that’s important to him.

What’s Important?
I think it’s important for my horses to be able to use their mouths and hooves, just as it’s important for a kitten to chase and capture. This is why I teach my horses to target objects with both their nose and mouth and with their hooves. After they have touched the object they receive a reward, just like they would when they were a foal targeting mama’s udders.

Romeo's self-preservation instinct tells him to avoid shaky footing. I have to appeal to another self-preservation instinct of his that is stronger and feels better to use. This is his instinct to keep what's in his digestive tract moving. It’s my theory that this is one of their strongest instincts, or at least the one they spend the most time working on (eating). Horses naturally use their mouth and hooves in pursuit of food to keep things moving.

Attracting a Horse onto a Trailer
Once Romeo learned the ‘touch’ cue by touching the target stick with his nose and his hooves, trailer loading became a win/win situation for both of us. Instead of standing behind Romeo to ask him to load, I stand in front of him inside the trailer with a target stick. I ask him to target the ramp or if it’s a step-up trailer, the trailer floor. I click when his foot touches the floor. I will then ask him to target the stick, or a stationary object in the trailer, with his nose. Most of the time he's so busy targeting the stick that he steps right in. If he doesn’t, I’ll ask him to keep targeting the floor with each hoof until he gets all four hooves in.

Sometimes I’ll keep a feed bucket (with goodies) as a stationary target.  He’ll often load by himself using the bucket as his focus. It’s amazing how quickly he can forget about the septic tank when his brain is engaged in pursuing something that feels good. I can’t help but smile because it took him a happy two seconds to load as opposed to two pressure-filled hours. 

The important thing to remember is that targeting for food is what the horse knows from birth. For my horses, I can tell that targeting objects feels good to them. In my mind, the use of food is not a bribe. It’s a way to validate what the horse finds important. This ability to validate a horse is the magical moment for me with the horses I work with. It seems that once they know that I know what’s important to them, they’re all eyes and ears, ready for my next invitation. 

The key here was to create a situation for Romeo where he can move towards what feels good, (using his mouth and hooves), rather than away from what feels bad, (a rope hoisting him onto the trailer)

Next month stayed tuned for easy targeting tips for more win/win moments guaranteed to make you and horse feel good!

