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MODULE 4: Stability Training for Riders 

The most common answer you will get from almost any rider when you ask them what they need more 

of, in terms of their fitness, is “core strength”. Indeed, core strength is what allows the rider to sit 

upright on the horse. However, if you ask those same riders what exercises they might do to strengthen 

their core, you’ll likely hear one or more of the following; sit-ups, crunches, planks, bicycles, or any 

number of exercises that strengthen the superficial abdominal muscles and external obliques. You will 

almost never hear back, obliques or psoas in any of the descriptions of their “core” training.  

While it is true that many riders, especially women, need greater abdominal strength, most people have 

been trained to consider their core as simply their abdominal muscles, to the exclusion of every other 

stabilizing muscle in their upper body. While many personal trainers are becoming more aware of the 

need for “functional fitness” and therefore are addressing fitness from more of a whole-body 

perspective, “core” training still carries the mental image of training the abdominal muscles. 

Unfortunately, this completely ignores the host of muscles on the sides and back of the torso, and deep 

within the body, making up the body’s “trunk” or “core”. The reality is that the rider needs a certain 

amount of strength in every muscle from their shoulder blades down to their glutes, rib cage to hip 

flexors, and all the muscles that wrap around their side bodies as well! For the average rider, this can be 

a little overwhelming to contemplate, and they generally have no idea how to work all those muscles. 

This is where Ridefit training comes in, as it addresses all these muscles in a way that translates into 

using them appropriately on the horse. As a Ridefit instructor, you can educate riders about the proper 

strengthening of their core body.  

Without excellent rider core stability, a horse will have difficulty finding and 

keeping its balance as the rider’s balance will constantly shift as the horse 

moves. The rider, being unable to stabilize his or her own balance, will also be 

unable to ride the horse with sensitive or effective aids, and the horse will 

suffer from the rider’s inability to quiet his or her legs or hands. A stable core is 

critical for developing an independent seat. 

A stable core is necessary, not only for a rider to sit upright and apply his or her 

aids with precision and  sensitivity, but a stable core can also protect a rider 

from injury in the case of a spook or sudden, unexpected change in balance.  

In addition, proper core stability can dramatically reduce or eliminate back pain 

and problems, and protect the back from injury. A healthy back is critical for every part of life, and 

without a healthy, pain-free back, a rider will not be able to stay in the saddle for very long. Many aging 

riders come to realize that their youthful indiscretions come to roost as injuries and a failure to maintain 

their physical fitness ultimately end their riding careers. Proper core training, therefore, can greatly 

extend a rider’s longevity. 

A stable core can protect a 
rider in the case of a spook. 
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When discussing core stability, it may be helpful to speak in terms of “stability”, rather than strength, as 

strength can easily be interpreted as “power”, and powerful muscle contractions rarely have a useful 

purpose in riding. 

The Muscles of the “Core”  
Let’s examine the actual muscles that provide core stability for riders. 

In the front body, the major core stability muscles include: 

Rectus abdominis: this is a pair of flat parallel muscles that run from the 

sternum and mid intercostal ribs to the pubis. These are superficial 

abdominal muscles that are activated by most sit-up and crunch-type 

exercises, and which give the look of the “6-pack” abs due to their 

multiple muscle bellies transected by tendinous intersections. These 

muscles are responsible for the ability to bend forward. As such, they 

are of minimal importance to the rider, who is never in a position to 

make a “crunch” nor curl his or her body forward in the way these 

muscles primarily allow. 

External obliques: these are the superficial muscles which run 

diagonally across the abdomen in the direction that one’s hand would 

take while slipping into one’s pants pocket. These muscles are helpful in 

making twisting motions of the torso, as well as bending to the side. 

With fine control of these muscles, the rider can assist his/her horse in 

lateral movements. 

 

Internal obliques: these are deeper oblique muscles which run 

perpendicularly to the external obliques – the direction one’s thumb 

would be pointing in the example of putting a hand into a pocket. These 

muscles can serve the rider well by stabilizing the side body to prevent 

collapsing to either side and thereby upsetting the horse’s balance. 

 

Transverse abdominis: beneath the internal obliques run 

the transverse abdominis, the deepest layer of muscle. This 

muscle runs horizontally across the abdomen and is 

recruited almost any time a limb moves. The transverse 

abdominis helps with the breathing process by assisting in 

exhalation and compressing the internal organs. However, 

its main function is to activate the core musculature and 

stabilize the pelvis and low back prior to movement of the 

body. These muscles allow for the “pushing” movement 
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used in childbirth and defecation; a sensation often used to describe a proper half-halt. These are 

tremendously stabilizing muscles for the rider, which are also used to create the feel of sitting “heavy” 

on the horse – a stabilizing way of sitting that helps a horse that is rushing onto its forehand to find its 

balance under the rider’s seat. 

In the back body there are the following muscle groups that stabilize the rider’s entire upper body: 

1. Latissimus dorsi: this superficial set of muscles is 

responsible for the stabilization of the shoulder blades and 

upper back, and for the ability to flex the spine laterally, 

preventing lateral over-extension of the spine, as well as 

“drawing the shoulders down” which is often considered to 

stabilize the rider’s lower back, and thus improves his 

overall stability on the horse. 

 

2. Serratus posterior inferior: this set of muscles 

complements the external and internal obliques on the side 

and front of the body, with diagonal support on the back of 

the body. These muscles also support the rotation of the 

torso. 

 

3. Erector spinae: this middle layer of muscle runs parallel to 

the spine and supports the entire spinal column, allowing it to flex forward and backward. 

In between the front and back of the body are the deepest stability muscles of all, the iliopsoas and 

quadratus lumborum.  

Iliopsoas: this is a set of three muscles (the iliacus, psoas major and psoas minor) which attach along the 

lumbar spine, run through the body, and connect distally to the lesser trochanter of the femur. It is one 

of the most powerful stabilizing muscles in the entire body. A weak psoas muscle will allow hyper-

mobility of the lower back and lack of pelvic control.  
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Anatomical Differences 

between Men and Women, by 

Cherry Hill 

“Women have a wide pelvis, wide set 
seat bones and hip sockets that face 
outward, and a tailbone set out behind 
the spine. A woman's legs to tend to be 
knock-kneed, making it harder to relax 
the thighs so they hang down along the 
horse's side. The thighs often point 
outward at the knee and come forward 
and upward when riding. Because the 
tailbone is behind the lumbar 
vertebrae, women have a naturally 
hollow lower back. Young female riders 
especially, tend to tip forward on the 
pubic bone, ahead of the center of 
balance, creating an exaggerated 
hollow back. It requires proper 
instruction and effort to bring the seat 
bones under, tuck the tailbone, and 
achieve a flat lower back. 

Men have a narrow, upright pelvis, 
nearly parallel seat bones, hip sockets 
that face forward, a tail bone that is 
more vertical, and a tendency toward 
bow-leggedness. This allows the legs of 
the male rider to conform to the horse's 
barrel. The upright pelvis results in a 
flatter back and a more naturally stable 
position. The male's near-parallel seat 
bones and near-vertical tailbone are 
perfectly suited for a deep seat. The 
seat bones are able to rock freely 
backward and forward in contrast to 
the muscular effort required for a 
female rider to do the same. The 
naturally tucked tail bone of the male 
rider allows him to sit down more 
effortlessly on a jogging or loping horse 
than a female rider who must 
constantly exert muscular energy to 
tuck the tail bone and flatten the lower 
back.”  

 

 

Quadratus lumborum: this muscle runs from the top of your 

pelvis (the iliac crest) attaches to the bottom-most rib and 

spine. It is largely responsible for your ability to lift your hip, 

in addition to providing the ability to bend backward and 

assisting in stabilizing the lumbar spine. A too-tight 

quadratus lumborum muscle can be responsible for a rider’s 

hip being higher on one side than the other, which 

negatively impacts the rider’s ability to sit evenly on his or 

her seat bones. 

The psoas and quadratus lumborum muscles are technically 

considered the deepest of the abdominal muscles, but due 

to their attachments at lumbar spine, they are also 

sometimes referred to as back muscles. However, these are 

the primary stabilizing muscles of what is the “core” of a 

rider – and the stability muscles most needed for correct 

riding. 

As you can clearly see, core stability involves much more 

than simply the abdominal muscles, and all the sit-ups and 

crunches in the world will not sufficiently address core 

stability for riding sport. 

Training for Core Stability 
Common sense dictates that if you wish to increase core 

stability in the human body, one would select exercises to 

isolate and contract all the muscle groups we’ve listed as 

being integral to that stability. A veritable tome could be 

written of exercises that would achieve this objective. 

However, while technically correct, that approach would not 

actually best serve the horse rider. The rider must be able to 

remain upright and stable in movement, not in static 

contraction. Therefore, the rider would be best served with 

stabilization training that also occurs in and through 

movement.  

Exercises which challenge the core muscles through 

movement on a variety of planes will be most effective in 

developing appropriate core stability in the rider. For 

example, the “trainer worship” exercise on the ball directly 

contracts the entire erector spinae, but it does so with an 

element of instability that also challenges the latissimus 



Copyright 2016 Holistic Equestrian, Inc  P a g e  | 5 

dorsi and serratus muscles, in addition to a variety of muscles down the pelvis and hips. Rotating the 

shoulders on the lift phase of the trainer worship exercise also engages the internal obliques at their 

insertion points. Another excellent example of a core strengthening exercise through movement is the 

side crunch on the ball. While challenging all the stabilization muscles around the entire trunk, it focuses 

contraction on the latissimus dorsi as well as the internal and external obliques, and even the quadratus 

lumborum. This exercise has the added benefit of releasing the quadratus lumborum on the side not in 

contraction, which we will discuss in more detail in the next module, in which we will explore mobility 

training for riders. 

Additional exercises in the Ridefit program which challenge the core stability muscles through 

movement are the V-sit pelvic tilts, hip and shoulder twists (which contract muscles on all sides of the 

trunk, from hips to shoulders), and the skip with a twist. There are many traditional exercises, such as 

forward, reverse and side planks which can be modified to maximize their effectiveness for rider core 

stability. These types of “contraction through movement” exercises will stabilize the rider’s body in ways 

that standard gym fitness training generally fails to address. 

 

Module 4 Questions 

1. Why do riders need sport-specific core training? 

 

2. What parts of the body make up the “core”? 

 

3. What muscles do traditional sit-ups and crunches exercise? 

 

4. How would you exercise the iliopsoas muscles? 

 

5. In what key movement does the rider use his or her transverse abdominis? 

 

6. Based on Cherry Hill’s observation of the anatomical differences between male and female riders, 

how might you train a woman for core stability differently than a man? 

 


