
FEEDING FOR 
BEHAVIOUR

FIND OUT WHY YOUR HORSE BEHAVES  
LIKE THEY DO AND HOW TO CHANGE IT 
SO THEY BEHAVE THE WAY YOU WANT!
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Hey there! 
Horses are funny creatures! Some are calm one day but like fire-breathing 
dragons the next. Others are permanently laid back - to the point of comatose.  
It’s frustrating!!

My horses are my teachers in so many ways and in the ‘Hot or Sluggish’ department 
they haven’t let me down. My beloved CoaCoa had a beautiful temperament. But 
underneath her reliable, predictable exterior she was highly strung, claustrophobic 
and could be a real handful. Her son, Poet (now my main riding horse) is the same. 
On his good days you’d happily put a small child on his back. On his freaking out 
days, I’m struggling to stay up there (and I’ve got plenty lot of cling!) 

Quilla on the other hand has been calm, predictable and safe from the get go. But 
for many years she also felt lazy. She was gorgeous but not forward. 

Quilla’s daughter Popcorn is - like her mum - quiet and dependable. But she is very 
forward. ‘Hot’ but not naughty. Super sensitive to aids. She is my ‘mindfulness mare’ 
- I have to be fully with her whenever I ride her.

I have owned all of these horses since they were babies and know them as well as 
anyone could. A lot of the way they are is simply ‘just the way they are’. BUT, the 
way they are educated AND what they eat affects their behaviour too. A whole lot. 

The education side has been a huge area of learning for me. Justin Colquhoun 
(Horsemanship Educator) has helped me so much with this. Read his tips on 
page 30  for helping with hot and with lazy behaviour. His methods are simple  
yet effective.

The rest of this book is designed to help you understand why your horse is hot or 
dopey, and how to feed them.  Follow my 8 top tips for feeding to help you calm 
hot horses down or spi� lazy horses up! Just a few little tweaks and you will have a 
different horse!

Horses are so much more enjoyable when they are calm yet responsive. I truly hope 
this information helps you, to help your horse be the best they can be!

With love!
Team 
FeedXL
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WHAT YOU’LL LEARN...

THE POSSIBLE REASON WHY YOUR 
HORSE IS ‘HOT’ OR ‘LAZY’

HOW EDUCATION PLAYS A FOUNDATION 
ROLE IN YOUR HORSE’S BEHAVIOUR

FEEDING TIPS FOR MANAGING ‘HOT’

FEEDING TIPS FOR ‘LAZY’

HOW FEEDXL CAN HELP BEAT 
FEEDING FRUSTRATIONS

There are many factors that will cause changes in a horse’s 
behaviour. Learn how to identify these so you can manage them.

Just like kids, horses need boundaries, and clear direction. It 
makes them feel safe. And when they feel safe, they become 
calm, yet responsive, and open to learning new things.

Sometimes horses behave ‘crazy’ because of the way they are 
fed, or what they are fed. Learn how to tweak diets to better 
suit your horse and his temperament.

As a rider, ‘lazy’ is hard work! Learn my top tips on helping 
your slow friend feel better and work with more enthusiasm!

Feeding can be confusing! And without help, getting feeding 
right is tough. Learn how FeedXL can clear the way for you 
to feeding with certainty… so you can relax!
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WHY DOES MY HORSE 
ACT LIKE THEY DO?
Behaviour is complex. 
It’s a combination of 

personality, past & current 
experiences, nutrition & 

hormones. 

1. PAIN
No two ways about it, pain will modify 
behaviour. If your horse is in pain they 
will behave in a way that minimises the 
pain. And it can make a horse seem 
both lazy or hot. Let me give you two 
examples to illustrate this. 

Quilla, my little mare, always seemed 
‘lazy’. For many years I rode her 
competitively in low level eventing (big 
fences scared me!). She was awesome to 
ride, she loved to jump and she moved 
nicely... BUT, she was LAZY!! Keeping 
her moving was an effort! Then, a 
friend suggested I ride her barefoot. 
I always suspected she wasn’t terribly 
comfortable in shoes and had tried 

her in all sorts of different shoes, but 
nothing had made a difference. 

So, we took them off, trimmed her 
differently... and she was a different 
horse! She became forward, responsive 
and felt happy to work! Nothing else 
had changed. Same pasture, same rider, 
same saddle, but she was a different 
horse with no shoes. I now believe she 
was in low-level pain with shoes on. I 
can empathise and I am sure you can 
too. Wear heels for too long that make 
your own feet sore and you won’t want 
to walk, let alone run! 

The flipside is where pain can cause ‘hot’ 
behaviour. Horses with gastric ulcers 
are a good example of this. The correct 
treatment and management of gastric 
ulcers often results in calm behaviour. 
Horses with ulcers are frequently 
anxious, distracted and difficult to ride. 
And it makes sense. Ulcer pain must be 
intense. Take the pain away, and they 
can relax and concentrate.



7

2. EDUCATION
Below is the abridged version  of a more 
detailed article by Justin Colquhoun. 
Founder of  Elite Horse Group. Find his 
full article on page 30.

PUTTING THE LAZY HORSE ON 
AUTO PILOT 
I feel that the most common issue 
which creates a lazy horse is over cueing. 

The rider has to remain active with 
their legs and is constantly needing to 
increase energy, just to hold the horse 
in the desired gait.

I aim at having all my horses travel on 
what I call ‘auto pilot’. Where they hold 
themselves in the walk/trot/canter with 
minimal input from the rider.

The way to create this is rewarding the 
horse when they are at the gait you ask 
for. Also it’s important to cue them back 
into the desired gait with consistent 
cues, when they break gait and slow 
down. It is all about making the wrong 
thing hard and the right thing easy. 

DEALING WITH THE HOT OR 
RUSHY HORSE
Rushy or hot behaviours often have a 
trigger point. It can be something as 
simple as leaning forward in the saddle. 
We need to tone down our rushy horse’s 
mind and responses to our cues in order 
to firstly ensure safety.

The main exercise I start to re-educate 
the hot or rushy horse with, is what I 
call the ‘serpentine exercise’. This is 
where you ride a large square or circle 
and begin to ride 3 – 5 meter wide 
serpentine patterns, at the trot.

If the rushy horse starts to duck and 
dive all over, simply start counteracting 
the horse’s movements by asking them 
to move in the opposite direction to the 
one they are wanting to go.

This simple redirection of energy 
and balance slowly but surely starts 
to change the hot horse’s mind about 
rushing.

It is all about 
making the wrong 
thing hard and the 

right thing easy. 

Above: Justin Colquhoun at work. Education 

is foundational in achieving the behaviour 

you want
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If your horse has a 
sudden and dramatic 
change in behaviour, 

mycotoxins shoot to top 
of the list of suspects. 
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5. COMPROMISED  	
    GUT HEALTH 
In human nutrition we are only just 
starting to appreciate the huge impact 
of what we eat on our gut bacteria (I’m 
writing this as I eat sugary biscuits on 
a flight... oops!). More importantly we 
are starting to appreciate the effect of 
our gut bacteria on our behaviour. 

Here’s a fun fact for you... 50% of the 
dopamine (happy hormone) in your 
human body is produced by your gut 
bacteria! So if you mess up your gut 
bacterial balance you will also mess 
up hormone production and short 
change yourself on happy hormone. 
No wonder gut health is linked to our 
emotions and things like depression!

Research in mice also shows you 
can transplant anxious behaviour, by 
taking the gut microbiome from one 
animal and placing it in another! Plus 
studies into behavioural conditions 
like autism are starting to show strong 
links between the gut microbiome and 
this condition with its distinctive ‘anti-
social’ behaviours. In fact the brains 
serotonergic system - which plays a key 
role in emotional activity - does not 
develop appropriately in the absence of 
microbes.

Our microbiota are inexorably linked 
to our behaviour.

For our horses, we don’t have the 
research to say the same thing is true. 
But my guess is that our horses’ gut 
bacteria also play a significant role in 
their behaviour. 

Papers published in the 1970’s 
described changes in behaviour when 
a horse has hindgut acidosis. And  
hindgut acidosis is characterised by a 
shift from the ‘good’ fibre fermenting 
bacteria to the ‘bad’ starch and sugar 
fermenting bacteria. 

While I do believe these shifts in 
behaviour during acidosis are at least 
in part due to pain, I also believe there 
is more to it than this. I think that their 
bacteria are playing a role in hormonal 
balance and brain function, which then 
affects behaviour.

When we create shifts in hindgut 
bacteria we also reduce production of 
the B vitamin thiamine (B1). PLUS the 
bad bacteria actually destroy vitamin 
B1. With these factors combined, it 
is reasonable to expect a horse with 
unbalanced hindgut bacteria may end 
up vitamin B1 deficient. This will also 
lead to changes in behaviour.

50%  
of the dopamine  

(happy hormone) in 
your human body is 

produced by your  
gut bacteria!
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Above: Diagram showing the effect on energy intake 

of feeding a set diet each day versus a daily diet 

that is adjusted for workload

TIP: 
USE FEEDXL TO WORK OUT DIFFERENT DIETS FOR DIFFERENT WORK 
DAYS. FEEDXL WILL HELP YOU ADJUST THE CALORIES	IN THE DIET 
WITHOUT UNBALANCING THE VITAMINS AND MINERALS.

THIS HORSE IS FED 
A CONSTANT DIET 
REGARDLESS OF 

WORKLOAD

MONDAY
(REST DAY)

FRIDAY
(REST DAY)

TUESDAY
(LIGHT WORK DAY)

THURSDAY
(LIGHT WORK DAY)

WEDNESDAY
(MODERATE WORK DAY)

SATURDAY
(MODERATE WORK DAY)

SUNDAY
(MODERATE WORK DAY)

PARTY FOOD! ZERO EXCESS ENERGY

FEED THAT 
MATCHES 
WORKLOAD

EXTRA ENERGY 
FED THAT WAS 
NOT NEEDED

TOTAL EXTRA 
ENERGY FED BY 

THE END OF  
ONE WEEK

THIS HORSE IS FED 
A DIET THAT IS 

CHANGES TO MATCH 
WORKLOAD





1 7

04 KEEP THE HINDGUT HEALTHY
The bacteria in our gut are tightly linked to our behaviour! And the same is almost 
certainly true in horses. So keeping your horse’s gut bacteria healthy is a HUGE 
piece of the puzzle when we are considering feeding for calm behaviour.

When feeding to keep the hindgut and its bacteria healthy, you should aim to feed 
the ‘good’, fibre fermenting bacteria, so their population flourishes. AND to starve 
the ‘bad’ starch, sugar and fructan fermenting bacteria so their population is kept to 
a minimum. 

Check out my list of Dos and Don’ts on the next page, for keeping the hindgut and 
its bacteria healthy. Your horse has around 115 trillion bacteria in their hindgut. 
Keep them happy and you will keep your horse calm.

Keeping your horse’s  
gut bacteria healthy  

is a HUGE piece  
of the puzzle!



1 8

DO FEED LOTS OF FORAGE
For true gut health, feed at least 2% of bodyweight in forage per day. This is 10 kg 
per day for a 500 kg horse (22 lb/day for an 1100 lb horse)

Forage provides lots of fibre. And fibre is the good bacteria’s favorite food. When 
you feed them well, their population will thrive.

DO FEED IN SMALL MEALS
Small meal sizes mean feed travels more slowly through your horse’s stomach and 
small intestine. This gives your horse plenty of time to do the work of digestion in 
the small intestine. This helps to make sure any starch from grains that may have 
been in the feed will be digested before it reaches the hindgut. (Note: if you are 
using a grain-based feed, it must be cooked. Oats is the one exception and may 
be few raw). Getting starch fully digested in the small intestine prevents it from 
ending up in the hindgut and feeding the ‘bad’ bacteria.

How small is small enough? Ideally keep grain based feeds to 1 kg (2.2 lb) per 
meal for a 500 kg horse. If you can’t manage this, just do everything you can to 
keep your meal sizes as small as possible.

DO FEED HIGH ENERGY FIBRES, COOKED GRAINS OR 
OIL FOR EXTRA CALORIES (ONLY WHEN NEEDED)
These high calorie energy sources will keep starch out of the hindgut. They will let 
the good bacteria continue to be healthy and will not feed the bad guys.

DO MAKE DIET CHANGES SLOWLY WHEN 
INTRODUCING ANY NEW INGREDIENT. 
A gut is smart. It knows what nutrients it needs to process and will up or down 
regulate the release of digestive enzymes to do the work of digestion. But this 
means you need to give your horse time to adapt to new ingredients, like grains.

For example, if your horse has been on a grain-free diet, and you want to introduce 
a grain-based feed, do it slowly over a minimum of 2 weeks. This lets the gut adapt 
to digesting more starch and will stop the starch from ending up in the hindgut 
where it will feed the bad bacteria. If you are feeding grain, make sure it’s cooked!

DO DON’T
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DON’T FEED HIGH FRUCTAN FORAGES. 
Temperate (C3 Type) grasses like ryegrass can accumulate large amounts of a 
storage carbohydrate called fructan. Fructan cannot be digested by the horse in its 
small intestine. So any fructan in the diet ends up in the hindgut where it feeds 
the ‘bad’ bacteria.

DON’T FEED HIGH GRAIN, LOW FORAGE DIETS
High grain, low forage diets will feed the bad bacteria and limit food for the 
good bacteria. And even if fed carefully, will still create a shift in a horse’s hindgut 
bacteria. Your horse will always feel and behave better (for multiple reasons) on a 
high forage diet.

DON’T FEED UNCOOKED CEREAL GRAINS
The starch from raw grains, like cracked corn (maize), barley, rice, wheat or rye is 
bundled so tightly that your horse’s enzymes can’t cut it up in the small intestine. 
If you feed uncooked grains, 70% of the starch will end up in your horse’s 
hindgut. Making it party time for the bad bacteria. Behavioural changes in horses 
fermenting starch in their hindgut are well documented. So if you want good 
behaviour, never feed uncooked grains!

Note: oats is the exception and can be fed whole or crushed.

DON’T
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06 NEVER RIDE YOUR 
HORSE ON AN 
EMPTY STOMACH
Riding your horse on an empty stomach 
will put them at risk of stomach ulcers. 
Stomach ulcers hurt! So in an attempt 
to avoid the pain your horse may 
misbehave to stop you riding them. Or 
they may grudgingly work for you, but 
will be sour and unhappy. Neither is fun 
for either of you.

But there is an easy solution! Keep your 
horse’s stomach full. Especially before 
you ask them to work! Why? Because 
the horse’s stomach has been designed 
to always be full. Horses secrete strong 
hydrochloric acid in the lower section of 
their stomach. So the lower section was 
smart enough to protect itself with thick 
mucous. That way the acid doesn’t burn 
the flesh.

BUT, the top part of the stomach is 
totally unprotected from the acid. It was 
protected only by the fact the horse’s 

stomach was always full of fibre. This 
fibre was able to stop the acid from 
the lower part of the stomach from 
splashing to the top part. BUT, with our 
modern day meal feeding practices, it is 
common for horses to end up with an 
empty stomach.

When you ride them, the movement 
of walk, trot, canter, gallop means the 
acid gets splashed around, and ends up 
burning the flesh of the upper stomach, 
causing ulcers.

HERE IS WHAT YOU SHOULD DO

While you are saddling up, let your 
horse eat hay. Chewing the hay will 
make your horse create saliva. This saliva 
buffers the stomach acid, making it less 
likely to burn the top part of your horse’s 
stomach. AND the fibre will create a 
protective physical barrier to stop the 
acid from splashing around and burning 
the top part of the stomach.

How much hay should you feed? See the 
guide above. 

Above: A guide for how much hay 

to feed before work

IF YOUR HORSE HASN’T EATEN  
FOR THE LAST 2 OR MORE HOURS 

HOW MUCH HAY SHOULD I 
FEED BEFORE WORK? 
(FOR A 500 KG / 1100 LB HORSE)

2 KG

1-2 KG

A NIBBLE

(4.4 LB)

(2.2 - 4.4 LB)

IF YOUR HORSE HASN’T EATEN  
FOR THE LAST ½ TO 2 HOURS

IF YOUR HORSE WAS EATING HAY/
GRAZING RIGHT UP TO WHEN YOU 
CAUGHT THEM



2 3

Above: Diagram showing the  effects of a 

full and empty stomach on acid splash onto 

the delicte part of the stomach when a 

horse is worked

TIP: 
FOR EVEN BETTER BUFFERING, USE 
ALFALFA/LUCERNE HAY. IT SEEMS TO 
NATURALLY BUFFER THE STOMACH 
BETTER THAN OTHER TYPES OF HAY.  
BUT IF YOU DON’T HAVE IT OR CAN’T 
FEED IT, ANY HAY WILL DO! 
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Above: A guide to which feeds are 

‘hot’ and which are ‘cool’

HOT FEEDS COOL FEEDS
CORN  
(MAIZE)

BARLEY

WHEAT

RICE BRAN*

OATS

SUGARBEET 
PULP

SOYBEAN HULLS

LUPIN HULLS 

LUPINS

COPRA MEAL

OIL

QUALITY HAY

RICE BRAN*

TH
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G
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IN

S 
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E 
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O
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E 
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D
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*SOME 
HORSES 
STAY VERY 
COOL ON 
RICE BRAN, 
OTHERS CAN 
GET HOT, SO 
IT IS IN BOTH 
LISTS.

Some horses react 
to certain feeds. 

For these horses it 
may take a change 

of ingredients 
to achieve calm 

behaviour.

07 FEED ‘COOL’ INGREDIENTS
Sometimes, despite doing all you can, including implementing all 
the tips above, to manage behaviour, you may find your horse is 
still hot. There are horses that react to certain feed ingredients. 
And for these horses, it may take a change of ingredients to 
achieve calm behaviour.

So, for sensitive horses, that need high calorie feeds, which high 
calorie feed ingredients are typically ‘hot’ and which are not? See 
the lists above. 

It is really important to remember that not all horses will react 
to the ingredients in the HOT list. In fact horses fed properly 
cooked cereal grain based feeds are perfectly capable of being 
extremely calm. As long as calories fed match the calories your 
horse needs. See pages 12-15 for more on this.
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1

2

3

4

6

5

7

RULE OUT PAIN OR HORMONES

ADJUST FEED DAILY

WORK ON EDUCATION

FEED LOTS OF FORAGE

KEEP THEIR STOMACH FULL

BALANCE THE DIET

FEED COOL FEEDS

Rule out pain (for example gastric ulcers) or 
hormones that may be the root cause of your horse’s 
hot behaviour.

Adjust what you feed daily to match the amount 
you feed to your horse’s workload.

Work on education to help the horse understand 
what you want from them and that they are safe 
and can be calm and confident.

Feed LOTS of forage, with free access, where 
possible, to pasture and/or hay. This will keep the 
gut and its trillions of bacteria healthy.

Always keep your horse’s stomach full, especially 
before you ride them!

Use FeedXL to make sure the diet is balanced and 
meeting all vitamin and mineral requirements.

Feed ‘cool’ feeds to help with behaviour.

HOT HORSE 
ACTION PLAN
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EDUCATION
FOR DEALING WITH ‘HOT’ OR ‘LAZY’

While teaching clinics worldwide, 
one of the most common issues I see 
riders struggling with is how to work 
with the lazy or hot horse.  There are 
a few simple steps that I take with my 
students when working with these lazy 
or hot behaviours. And it all begins by 
trying to understand things from the 
horse’s perspective. 

Once we understand that our horses 
are only responding to the circumstance 
and situation we present to them, then 
we can then start to dissect the issue 
further and look for a different response 
from our horse.   

PUTTING THE LAZY HORSE ON 
AUTO PILOT

With the lazy horse, I start by trying 
to piece together the background on 
the horse e.g. regularity of work, fitness, 
soundness, responses to cues, training 

gear used (spurs/whips/saddles/bits/
etc). And then, I watch, as the horse is 
lunged or ridden, and see how the horse 
responds to increased energy from the 
rider. 

Pretty quickly some of the issues come 
to the surface. 

I know some horses are just more 
naturally lazy than others. But the most 
common issue I feel creates a lazy horse 
is over cueing.  For example, when 
completing a lunging exercise with the 
lazy horse, handlers constantly ask the 
lazier horse to keep going, via their 
whip or stick as well as voice cues.  In 
ridden work, the rider has to remain 
active with their legs (heels) and is 
constantly needing to increase energy, 
just to hold the horse in the desired 
gait. 

What I try to do with my students first, 
is get them to understand the situation 
from the horse’s perspective. Then we 
figure out what we need to change to 
get a different response from the horse.  
I aim at having all my horses travel on 

by Justin Colquhoun
elitehorsemanship.com Founder and Horse Trainer

Above: Justin Colquhoun
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what I call ‘auto pilot’. Where they hold 
themselves in the walk/trot/canter with 
minimal input from the rider.  

To achieve this, I take my students 
through a simple process of defining 
and applying primary and secondary 
cues for forward movement. These cues 
translate to a ‘good deal’ then a ‘not so 
good deal’ for our horses. Here is how 
it goes:

Firstly we apply our primary cue (a 
voice or audible cue) and an active body 
position promoting forward at the 
same time. This is the ‘good deal’. If our 
horse doesn’t take the ‘good deal’, then 
we apply a secondary cue, perhaps by 
lifting our energy and body movements 
in the saddle. This is the ‘not so good 
deal’… but it achieves the horse lifting 
his energy up to move forward.  

Then the most important part, I get my 
students to reward their horse, when 
they pick up into the faster gait. The 
reward is a simple pat on the neck while 
softening their seat and breathing out.  
You can probably guess what happens 
9 times out of 10 when the rider 
softens their seat and pats their horse 
on the neck… the lazy horse takes the 
opportunity to break gait and slow 
down.  

This is ok though, because THIS is 
where part of the lazy horse problem 
stems from. We just need to work on 
cueing our horse back into the desire 
gait with the exact same primary and 
secondary cues and repeat the process as 
many times as required.  

Eventually our lazy horse figures out 
it’s better to receive a pat and reward 
for staying up in the desired gait with 
forward energy, than it is to slow down 
and repeat the process all over again. 
The important thing here, as a rider, 

is you must not ask the horse, please, 
please, please to keep going. Let them 
slow down, let them break gait, and 
then, let them know that is not what 
you wanted, by applying your good, and 
not-so-good deal cues.  

We are just making the wrong thing 
hard and right thing easy.  I have found 
this process to be very effective in re-
training the lazier horse to maintain 
forward and both horse and rider seem 
to enjoy the process a lot more than the 
alternative of just pestering the horse to 
maintain forward. 

DEALING WITH THE HOT OR 
RUSHY HORSE

At the other end of the spectrum is 
the hot or rushy horse.  These types 
of horses present a different challenge 
all together. And often we need to 
tone down our rushy horse’s mind and 
responses to our cues in order to firstly 
ensure everyone’s safety. 

These rushy or hot behaviours often 
have a trigger point. Once this is 
defined we can start to re-train our 
horses to respond differently to the 
trigger point (cue) and situation.  For 
example a common trigger for the rushy 
horse can be as simple as a slight weight 
adjustment forward in the saddle. 
Which can make a rushy horse simply 
take off.  

If this sounds like your horse, don’t 
despair. We can counteract this with a 
few simple exercises.  The main exercise 
I start to re-educate the hot or rushy 
horse with, is what I call the ‘serpentine 
exercise’. Here is how it goes:

Start by riding a large square or circle 
(20-30m wide) in your arena. Then, 
begin to ride 3-5 meter wide snake 

I get my students 
to understand the 
situation from the 
horse’s perspective. 

(serpentine) patterns, left and right at 
the trot or seated jog. 

One TIP for success with this exercise 
is DON’T OVERTHINK IT! Focus 
on directing your horse’s energy left and 
right. In the beginning, a lot of rushy 
horses will take liberty and will start to 
duck and dive all over the arena, at pace.  

What we need to do in this situation is 
simply start counteracting the horse’s 
movements by asking them to move in 
the opposite direction to the one they 
are wanting to go. If your horse dives 
left, you take them right. This simple 
redirection of energy and balance 

slowly but surely starts to change the 
hot horse’s mind about rushing. And 
they will eventually start to slow their 
legs and mind down as the exercise 
progresses. 

If you are struggling with the lazy or 
hot horse, give these exercises a try. 
They will help! Seeing both horse and 
rider beginning to enjoy the training 
process a little more, and achieving a 
little more harmony is one of the most 
rewarding things about what I do as a 
horseman and educator.

I look forward to hopefully meeting 
you at one of our events or through my 
online community soon!

All the best,  
Justin.






