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Have you ever experienced pre-show jitters? Have you ever wondered why you couldn’t 
recall how you got down centerline during your last dressage test? If you think you’d like 
to confront these kinds of feelings and actually achieve your desired outcomes, then 
taking a look at developing mental strategies for training can be just the boost you need. 
One of the goals of athletic counseling is to help you remove the roadblocks toward 
success. Whether that means enjoying a trail ride without visions of moving at the speed 
of light, or winning an FEI competition, athletic counseling can provide equestrians with 
strategies for success. 
 
What is the goal of athletic counseling for equestrians? Achieving desired outcomes in 
our sport and beyond. Athletic counseling assists in providing individuals with tools for 
solving the challenges that are known to exist in the equestrian arena. In preparing 
ourselves and our equine partners physically, we must not overlook the process of being 
mentally prepared.   
 
A question I often encounter is, “how can I deal with my nervousness at a horse show?” 
It’s easy to say that being nervous is natural when competing. In fact, the ability to 
maintain certain levels of anxiety can be identified as having a competitive edge. But 
when that nervousness and anticipation turns into debilitating thoughts and feelings, it 
can really ruin your show day! 
 
If nerves are holding you captive, sit down before the next show and make note of the 
onset of nervousness, to the height of your anxiety, to when it subsides. Make a list of the 
physical effects of your anxiousness, things like sweaty palms, elevated heart rated and 
nausea. Yes, acknowledge your anxiety because it’s time you make friends with your 
anxious foe. 
 
Now, put your list next your competition day “to do” list. Whatever activity coincides 
with your escalating nerves, tell yourself to face (or embrace, if you will) your anxiety 
and invite it to participate in the preparation process. Hey, you created the energy it takes 
to sweat buckets and jack up your heart rate, now it’s time to learn how to refocus that 
energy into action working for, rather than against you. For example, if grooming your 
horse triggers sweaty palms on show day, stop for a moment, recognize the physical 



 

manifestation of anxiety, and put it to work bringing up the luster in your horse’s 
coat…and tell it to get busy doing so! 
 
It’s important that you plan for feelings of anxiety so that you can fit them into your prep 
work at first. If tacking up brings on a wave of nausea, breath…more than once. Take a 
moment to check in with where you are in the pre-show process. Take stock of what you 
have done and what still needs doing. Then get on with it, deliberately and with intention.   
As a start to re-framing anxiety, what most people find is that they begin to take more 
control of their actions, rather than succumbing to the mind-numbing affects of anxiety. 
What once held you hostage now evolves into the resources you need to move into the 
competitive arena. Learning to live with anxiety is one thing; turning the tables on it is 
quite another, empowering both you and your horse!     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 


