
 
 
BOUNDARIES 
 
 In the life of a young horse, learning about boundaries is something that happens first with its 
mother, and then with the whole herd.   Some of the important lessons are: 

• what signals indicate that it is OK to approach another horse? (a ‘yes’) 

• when to back off and wait? (a ‘no’) 

• where do I fit in the herd? 

• who eats and drinks first? 
The foal can return to the safety of mother’s side, but the whole herd teaches the lessons. 
A young horse also learns about danger that exists from beyond the herd. The herd shares the 
responsibility of watching and listening for things that are known or unknown danger.  Usually 
the lead horse(s) will make the decisions and the rest will follow their lead.  In the horse world, 
leadership is about who moves who. Often there is more than one leader in a herd. 
Young horses that are testing the limits of the herd leaders will get pushed to the edge of the 
herd until their behavior changes.  In the wild, this is a place of greater danger.  Horses like to 
be with their herd and are motivated to respect the boundaries expected of them.  This is a 
normal way for young horses in adolescence to test their limits. 
We have come to think of boundaries as keeping people far enough away from us to feel we 
have some control.  As in “don’t push my boundaries!”  This is sometimes an important aspect 
of personal relationships, but boundaries are much more than that. Healthy negotiated 
boundaries can make a relationship the best it can be. They are in a state of change and 
updating. Sometimes on a moment by moment basis. 
 
Setting Physical Boundaries 
In the horse world, the horse that can move another horse is the leader.  Horses constantly set 
boundaries and move each other around with head, neck and ear gestures, the lifting of a hind 
leg, a piercing look.  A person learning how to stand their ground and how to move a horse, will 
experience setting a boundary with their body and their intention.  One that is congruent 
between thought and action.  
The body language must match the request.  Being able to stop a horse with a strong stance, a 
lifted chest, and an impermeable wall of energy is a memorable feeling.  Powerful and clear, yet 
free of aggression.  Embodying this feeling allows the lesson to be taken into other relationships 
to allow a boundary to be more respected than using words. 
In the herd the horse that has set a boundary (or said ‘no’) may later share food or scratches 
with the same horse. Boundaries continually change. 
 
Sight, Sound and Smell 
We can observe how movement and noise will create an orienting response in a horse.  When a 
horse stops and puts its head up, ears forward, neck high, it is instinctively seeking more 
information to determine the presence or absence of danger.  With a prey animal of the plains, 



such as a horse, this can happen from a great distance.  A boundary has been stimulated. 
Certainly the horse is well aware of the presence of others long before there is physical 
proximity.  Reacting quickly means survival. 
When approaching a horse, if you pause, soften your core or rock back and sigh on seeing the 
orienting response, the interspecies boundary dance begins.  Pausing when you see a turned 
ear or slight angling of the head, you begin to be more horse-like in your response. You are 
seeing the horse say a ‘soft no’. By noticing each layer of boundary of the horse by mirroring it 
with your soft body, you begin a conversation that often has the horse walk right up to 
you.  You are recognized as someone potentially safe and approachable. 
 
The Other Senses and Energetic Boundaries 
Anyone who has spent time around horses knows that they are extremely responsive to their 
environment and any changes in it.  Their sight, hearing and sense of smell are acute but they 
seem able to take in information before those senses have registered.  It has been observed 
that wild horses can sense when there is an intruder on their land, too far away to be explained 
by sound or even vibration.  
Work at Heart Math has demonstrated that receptors in the heart can pick up information from 
a great distance from the body, and they have measured the heart rhythms feet away from the 
body.  Candace Pert found receptors that pick up information and react emotionally right in the 
heart and in the gut.  This is sometimes referred to as the heart brain or the gut brain.  As Linda 
Kohanov has been known to say, “You have a brain in your heart; use it!”  
Energy healers know that there is a flow of energy throughout and between our bodies.  Rupert 
Sheldrake’s work with telepathy supports the possibility of knowing the mind of another from a 
distance that, like in the example of the horses, cannot be explained by the usual five senses. 
his heightened awareness uses all of the senses we know, and some that we are only beginning 
to understand.  Working with horses can stimulate an awareness of these energetic boundaries 
that have been long ignored in people.  
Simple Boundary Rules 
If you approach the horse, it determines the boundary.  If the horse approaches you, you set 
the boundary. This is a good guideline for all relationships. Look for the ‘soft no’ of an ear 
looking away or a shift in weight of the horse. Notice if you shift back, smile nervously or freeze. 
These are ‘no’ indications. There needs to be a ‘yes’ from both for any contact to occur. 
Whoever is being approached sets the boundary. 
Follow the wisdom of your body.  If it feels uncomfortable don’t do it!  Back off until there is 
comfort and reassess. Ask yourself if you are in physical danger.  You can be uncomfortable and 
be perfectly safe. Being aware of the sensations in your body is the best guide to being attuned 
to your own boundary needs and that of another. 
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