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MODULE 12: Developing Fitness 
Programs for Riders 

Creating a fitness plan for riders is a critical skill that a Ridefit instructor must possess. Understanding 

the rider’s physical requirements for comfort, confidence and longevity in the sport is just one 

component to teaching a sport-specific rider fitness program. Knowing how to maximize the rider’s time 

in the saddle through the appropriate application of the exercises out of the saddle is, perhaps, even 

more important for a Ridefit instructor. 

There are a few philosophies that underpin the Ridefit program: 

 Good riding is a combination of excellent balance, relaxation, feel, timing, and fine muscle 

control. 

 Freedom from restrictions in the joints and tension in the muscles is the foundation and 

gateway to all the other elements of good riding. 

 Every rider is inherently crooked, and must continually train their bodies to improve symmetry 

in strength, coordination and mobility in order to reduce the impact of the rider’s asymmetries 

on the horse’s body. 

 Every rider, no matter how skilled, can become a better rider – if only in total body control and 

awareness. Aids can be refined, made more subtle, balance can be ever perfected, and timing 

can be even more highly developed. 

 Tension creates false strength in both the horse and rider. Strength can only be honestly 

developed through the contraction of muscles that are relaxed and able to fully release the 

contraction. 

 It is not possible to hold tension in the body when one is focused on deep breathing. 

 Every major muscle group that is required to work in contraction in a single workout should be 

stretched or included in the mobility period.  

 A rider’s workout should never leave him or her so exhausted that the rider is unable to safely 

mount up and ride afterwards. 

 Every Ridefit workout should leave the rider’s body immediately more prepared for riding than 

before the workout. 

Effective sport-specific fitness programs for riders should, therefore, be designed with these 

philosophies in mind. 

Designing the workout 
As instructors, it is our job to help our clients achieve their fitness goals. As fitness trainers for riders, our 

clients may not have specific fitness goals, but instead have riding goals. This means that we must clearly 

understand the physical requirements of our client’s preferred sport, and be able to translate those 
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requirements into physical capabilities. We must then also have a very solid understanding of what 

physical capability each exercise will train, so that we can match the exercise to the physical 

requirements of the sport in order to design workout programs that will actually help our clients reach 

their riding goals. 

We briefly discussed the physical requirements and common challenges of the various riding sports in 

Module 7, but it behooves every Ridefit instructor to have or develop an understanding of the more 

subtle requirements of the sport they wish to assist their clients with, beyond the most rudimentary 

basics outlined in this manual. Because these complexities are vast, some Ridefit instructors may prefer 

to specialize in one or two sports, rather than generalize to all equestrian sports, if they wish to assist 

their clients at a very high level of their chosen sports. 

Components of a Ridefit workout  
Ridefit workouts should include the basic “top down” warmup, a period of higher intensity work, and a 

“cool down/mobility” period. This fits nicely into a 60 minute timeframe, if the warmup and cooldown 

period are both 15 minutes, and the higher intensity period is 30 minutes.  

Because the warmup and mobility sections are so integral to the rider-specific nature of the program, if 

the workout must be shortened to less than 60 minutes, the time should be taken from the higher 

intensity section rather than from either the warmup or cooldown sections. If the rider is in a higher-

intensity sport, the higher intensity exercises can be carefully chosen for maximum intensity in a shorter 

workout (e.g. substituting a squat pelvic tilt for a V-sit pelvic tilt, or a walking lunge instead of a crescent 

pose). Workouts that are more than 30 minutes long should be designed to allow for at least one 60 to 

120 second water break about mid-way through the workout. The more intense the workout is, the 

more water breaks should be made available. 

Workouts can be designed in distinct groups of exercises, or “series”, based on the time required for 

each exercise. In general, a balance and coordination exercise can be paired with four stability exercises, 

creating increments of approximately 5 minutes each. This ratio may be modified if a single exercise 

serves as a combination exercise. It is also highly recommended that each exercise grouping include an 

upper body and lower body component. This prevents muscle “burnout”, which can result in unsafe 

levels of fatigue for the rider who wishes to mount up and ride directly following the workout. 

When riders are performing Ridefit workouts more than twice per week, it is advisable to have one 

session be slightly less intense than the other two sessions. This may be a largely mobility-focused 

workout, during which exercises that have cross-over benefits may be utilized. 

An interval training methodology fits nicely with the Ridefit program, whereby higher intensity exercises 

are alternated with lower intensity ones, effectively giving the rider a “rest” between the higher 

intensity exercises, without stopping the workout. This can be very effective for clients with a lower base 

level of fitness, as it gives their muscles and respiration a chance to recover before the next high-

intensity exercise. This will help prevent muscle “burn out” and will allow the rider to go on to ride their 

horse safely after the workout, should they choose. 
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Sample Ridefit fitness plans 
The following are some sample plans for both Stability- and Mobility-focused workouts. Each is 

approximately 45-50 minutes long. Each grouping of exercises includes at least one of each type of 

exercise, with the goal being to NOT burn out any one muscle group, unlike many fitness programs tend 

to promote. As mentioned above, after a Ridefit workout, the rider should still be able to safely ride 

their horse after a Ridefit workout, with overall fitness benefits being cumulative.  

You will notice that these plans combine Ridefit specific exercises with more traditional whole-body 

fitness training and exercises derived from yoga and other fitness methodologies, to provide “functional 

fitness” training for the rider, which can only benefit the rider’s overall health and well-being. 

Sample Stability Workout #1 

Series Exercise Duration 

Warmup Series Nose Circles 30 seconds each direction 

 Raised-arm Shoulder Circles 1 minute 

 Torso Twist 1 minute 

 Seatbone Walking Down mat and back twice 

 Skip with a twist 2 minutes 

Stability & Balance Series 1 Balance on ball sitting 1-2 minutes 

 V-sit pelvic tilt 1 minutes 

 1-arm Pushup 1 minute each side 

 Side to Side crossovers with a twist 2 minutes 

Stability & Balance Series 2 Trainer Worship on ball 1 minute 

 Side Crunches on ball 1 minute each side 

 Diagonal Ball lifts 1 minute each side 

 Reverse Plank 1 minute 

 Lunge Walking 1 minute 

Stability & Balance Series 3 Ball balance with leg raised 1 minute each leg 

 Mountain Climbers with twist 1 minute 

 Diagonal Foot Touch forward and back 2 minutes 

 Hamstring curls with ball 1 minutes 
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Flexibility & Cool down series Crescent Pose Flow 6 minutes 

 Hip and Shoulder twists 4 minutes 

 Chest Opener shoulder circles 4 minutes 

 Forward Fold 2 minutes 
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Mobility Workout 

   

Warmup Series Nose Circles 30 seconds each direction 

 Raised-arm Shoulder Circles 1 minute 

 Torso Twist 1 minute 

 Seatbone Walking Down mat and back twice 

 Skip with a twist 2 minutes 

Prone Mobility  Bridge pose Complete 3 times 

 Hip Opener Twice to each side 

 Rocking to Plough Pose Hold 30 seconds 

 Rocking to Seated Pose Breathe for 30 seconds 

Sitting Mobility Seated Twist with hip stretch Twist twice to each side 

 V-sit twist with raised arms Twist twice to each side 

 Eagle Arms Hold 5 breaths each way 

 Cow Face shoulder stretch Hold for 5 breaths each 

way 

Standing Mobility Tree Pose 5 breaths each leg 

 Triangle Pose (& reverse triangle) 3 breaths each way 

 Warrior Pose 3 breaths each way 

 Downward Facing Dog Hold for 5 breaths 

 Cat / Cow / Childs Pose flow Repeat 4 times each way 

 Yoga Mudra Hold for 5 breaths 

 Corpse Pose 6-part breath for 5 minutes 
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Stability Workout #2 

Series Exercise Duration 

Warmup Series Nose Circles 30 seconds each direction 

 Raised-arm Shoulder Circles 1 minute 

 Torso Twist 1 minute 

 Seatbone Walking Down mat and back twice 

 Skip with a twist 2 minutes 

Stability & Balance Series 1 Balance on ball sitting 1-2 minutes 

 V-sit bicycle legs 1 minute 

 Normal Pushup (on knees or toes) 1 minute  

 Kick backs (heels to butt) 2 minutes 

Stability & Balance Series 2 Table Top Balance Pose (add modifications 
as desired) 

1 minute each diagonal 

 Abductor Leg Lifts 1 minute each leg 

 Reverse Plank on Ball with Leg Lifts 2 minutes (alternating 
legs) 

 Squat with pelvic tilt 1 minute 

 Diagonal knee raise 2 minutes 

Stability & Balance Series 3 Starfish / Superman 1 minute 

 Sideways leg lifts on ball 1 minute each side 

 Low rows with lead rope 1 minute 

 Backwards skip 2 minutes 

Flexibility & Cool down 
series 

Runners lunge with quad stretch 30 seconds each leg 

 Pigeon stretch 30 seconds each leg 

 Hip and Shoulder twists 4 minutes 

 Cross shoulder stretch 30 seconds each arm 

 Forward Fold 2 minutes 
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Guiding the rider through a workout 
Remember: your client is NOT you. Most of your clients will be much less fit than you are. It will be rare 

that you meet a client who is more fit than you. Therefore, you must be able to accurately judge the 

client’s capabilities, and while pushing them to their limits, never push them beyond their physical 

capabilities, either to exhaustion or to injury. 

There are a couple of pieces of information we should gather before we ever start a workout with our 

clients. These include: 

 Any previous or current injuries the client may have suffered – how recent and any lingering 

effects 

 What they believe they need to work on 

Furthermore, we should be constantly soliciting feedback from our clients as they perform the exercises, 

about how it feels, what sensations they are experiencing, and if they have any questions about the 

exercise. 

That said, you will likely encounter clients who feel muscle, fascia, and joint pain and believe that is a 

reason to either not try an exercise or to do it at a lower intensity than they safely can, and should. 

Some clients who have recovered from injuries will be fearful of re-injuring themselves, and may guard 

against movements they know have hurt in the past, even if the injury has long since healed completely. 

This is an entirely natural response to an injury, and as fitness instructors, we must acknowledge and 

empathize with this sense of self-preservation. Our first response to complaints of pain should be to 

question where, and what exactly the pain feels like. This should start to give us an idea of why the 

client is experiencing pain, so that we can help them.  

If their pain is due to incorrect posture, we should be able to resolve it immediately. If it is due to lack of 

strength, we will not be able to resolve it, but should be able to explain to the client why they are 

experiencing what they are, so that they can move on. 

If the pain does not seem to be injurious in nature, we must also be able to gently encourage our clients 

to try an exercise the first time and see how their bodies respond to it. It will be invaluable for us to 

teach our clients how to identify “good” pain vs. “bad” pain (Module 6) and help them find their way to 

healthy function through the “good” pain, while avoiding the “bad” pain. 

It can be helpful for us to remind our clients that muscle pain, burning, aching, etc, is just part of the 

process, whereas joint pain, strain or aching should be brought to our attention immediately. Many 

individuals who are very aware of their body sensations, but who are unaccustomed to the normal pain 

of working out, may be overly cautious about every sensation they experience. It will be critical for us to 

normalize the experience for these clients, and let them know what pains are actually signs that they are 

doing the workout correctly, and getting the full benefits of it. 

As we perform each exercise, it is absolutely critical that we clearly explain the correct posture, form 

and execution of the exercise. For many of the exercises, form is one of the most important factors in 
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the safety and effectiveness of the exercise. We must always be watching our clients, and able to correct 

their posture straight away, when we see something amiss. We must also be listening to our clients, as 

sometimes an expression of pain may indicate that their form is improper and therefore the exercise is 

causing undue strain. It can also indicate that the client has reached their current strength or endurance 

threshold.  

And expression of pain, however is NOT always an indication that the client needs to back off from the 

exercise. Sometimes it is a reason to encourage the client to keep working at the exercise, paying special 

attention to the correct form, as the pain will either resolve in doing the exercise, or resolve after 

developing greater stability or mobility provided by the exercise. This is a critical distinction we must be 

able to make quickly, as we train our clients. 

Training riders in person 
There are distinct advantages to training riders for fitness in person. One of the primary ones is that if a 

client does not quite understand, or is struggling with a specific exercise, we can reach out and touch 

them, to guide their bodies through the proper form and execution of the exercise. This is particularly 

invaluable when we are training clients with fear and “guarding” issues, and old injuries. Sometimes, 

simply guiding the client’s body through an exercise passively the first time will give them the 

confidence and muscle memory they need to be able to perform the exercise themselves. 

Training clients in person also allows us to be less accurate with our descriptions of the exercises, since 

we can not only demonstrate and exercise for them, but then can guide them physically, point, or 

gesture to help them understand. 

Training riders online 
Training riders online has other advantages over in-person sessions, in that there is no travel required, 

no time wasted, and clients may be more comfortable in their own space and less self-conscious than 

they might be in a gym or barn surroundings. It is very convenient for both clients and instructor, and 

may actually encourage greater consistency in the client. 

However, there are some key elements that must be well considered and addressed before starting an 

online fitness training program: 

 Equipment 

 Lighting 

 Communication 

One must possess the proper equipment to train clients online. This includes a computer with a 

broadband internet connection, preferably wired, not wireless. There must be a reasonably high 

resolution camera attached or built into the computer, as well as an audio device and speakers, so that 

the trainer can both speak to and hear their clients. A larger monitor or viewing screen is highly 

recommended, so that you may see your clients in as great a detail as possible. Some people have 
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computers that can connect to their television screens, providing excellent and large images of the 

clients. The larger the better, when it comes to being able to see form and function of your clients. 

Fortunately, technology gets cheaper by the day, so quality equipment should be readily available at 

reasonable prices for the average person. 

Lighting in the workout area must be good enough that the clients can clearly see your demonstrations, 

but not so bright that you cannot see the clients. This can be a trick. The video camera should never be 

pointed towards windows, but away from a window, so that the light of the window is behind the 

camera. This will allow the clients to more easily see you. However, if the light coming through the 

window is too bright, it will compromise your ability to see your clients on the screen. If you have 

insufficient lighting in your workout space, adding a single, inexpensive shop light to the room, pointed 

away from you (and the camera) can remedy any and all lack of lighting issues very quickly. These lights 

get very hot, however, so caution must be used to keep them away from flammable materials, or from 

being too close as you workout, lest you overheat. 

When you are unable to gesture to, or guide your clients by touch, you must become very good at 

verbally communicating the exact details of each exercise to your clients. This means that you must also 

have a very good physical feel for each exercise, and enough body awareness to describe to your clients 

exactly how it should feel in their bodies. Being able to clearly communicate form, function and feel of 

the exercises to your clients is something of an art, and certainly a skill that can be developed over time. 

It would serve a Ridefit instructor well to think of as many ways of explaining the same exercise as 

possible, so that if a misunderstanding arises, you have a toolbox of handy references, imagery and 

descriptive words that will help your clients successfully perform all the exercises. 

Putting it all together 
Being a Ridefit instructor can be a fun and rewarding activity or career. When taught with awareness, 

forethought and care, the Ridefit program is effective at helping riders see immediate improvements in 

their riding. It is an excellent way to marry a love for riding and horses with a love for fitness and helping 

people. As Ridefit instructors, we have the best of both worlds to enjoy for many years to come. 
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Module 12 Questions 

1. List four of the foundational philosophies of Ridefit. 

2. What is the appropriate ratio of warmup, high intensity and cool down/mobility exercises for an 

effective Ridefit workout? 

3. How can we help riders achieve their riding goals? 

4. How should we handle clients who complain about pain during their workouts? 

5. Why is communication so important for a fitness instructor? 


