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MODULE 5: Mobility Training for Riders 

Perhaps the #1 most common challenge preventing riders from reaching their potential as effective and 

confident equestrians, is tightness and tension in their bodies. Tension in muscles and corresponding 

lack of joint mobility directly affect many aspects of riding, including the following: 

 Joints that are not fully mobile are unable to compensate for changes in balance 

 Tight muscles prevent the application of precise and subtle aids and very minor balance 

changes, as it undermines coordination 

 Lack of mobility anywhere in the rider’s body will cause compensatory hyper-mobility, which 

can result in strain and injury of the hyper mobile body part 

 Tight muscles, muscles attachments and tendons are much more susceptible to injury in 

unexpected situations, such as a fall from the horse 

 All tightness or tension in the rider directly impacts the horse’s ability to move freely in its own 

body  

Mobility must therefore be addressed in any sort of sport-specific fitness program for riders. How it is 

addressed, however, is an important topic to discuss.  

Mobility vs. Flexibility 
In Ridefit, we have purposely chosen to focus on the term “mobility” as opposed to “flexibility” to define 

lack of excessive muscle tension and restriction in joints. The reason for this is that common perception 

of the term “flexibility” can often lead a rider to misunderstand the actual physical need of their bodies 

in movement with the horse. Flexibility often brings to mind static stretching of muscles, as opposed to 

un-restricted freedom of movement through all the joints.  

On the horse, riders’ bodies are in almost constant movement. Therefore the concept of “mobility” 

seems more appropriate for the rider’s fitness, as it imparts that sense of movement, whereas 

“flexibility” can have a connotation of being static in nature. Additionally, mobility speaks to the 

freedom of the joints, which are often more affected by tight tendons and muscle attachments than any 

inherent shortening or contraction of the muscles themselves.  

Unfortunately, outside of a very few fitness modalities, mobility is rarely addressed in ways that are 

effective for riders in the long term, and in fact, some ways of attempting to create “flexibility” in the 

rider can actually cause more setbacks to riders than they provide in benefit. 

Where Does Tension in Riders Come From? 
In order to fully understand mobility in the rider, we must first understand tension in the rider. The 

types of tension one can witness in riders often has both mental and physical elements. 
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 Physical tension can stem from both muscles that are made strong through strength training, 

but not correspondingly stretched, and muscles that have insufficient strength, causing 

compensatory rigidity or “guarding”. 

 Mental tension may stem from anxiety or even fear related to riding, but it also very commonly 

stems from a rider simply trying too hard. 

While it may seem self-evident that Ridefit can directly address physical tension, it is true that the 

results of Ridefit exercises will also fundamentally address mental tension, as the rider’s body becomes 

more capable of managing the physical challenges inherent to riding, and is able to relax into the 

movement of the horse much more easily. This tends to drastically increase even very timid riders’ 

confidence; especially if they have ever been injured in a fall from the horse.  

The development of fine muscle control can also serve to reduce the mental tension of riders who try 

too hard, as they find their competency increases with the exercises. Over time they may find they do 

not have to think quite so much about how to affect the horse, as their body moves naturally in more 

effective ways. 

Targeted Mobility Training 
In general, riders tend to demonstrate similar areas of restriction in their bodies, and these fall into a 

few different categories: 

 Structural restrictions: restrictions in the shoulders, hips joints, pelvis, and spine are quite 

common and may be due to prior injuries, dis-use, or sustained postures which cause shortened 

muscles, such as sitting all day for work. These types of restrictions respond exceedingly well to 

range of motion and neuromuscular development exercises. Once the brain has created a new 

“feel” for the range of motion, it will often “assist” the body in making that new range of motion 

more permanent very quickly.  

 

Spinal subluxations can “fix” a vertebral joint in a certain position which may be very difficult to 

rectify through exercise. However, depending on the location of the subluxation, these may be 

significantly improved or released completely through appropriate mobility training. 

Subluxations of the cervical vertebra, however, may only respond fully to direct manipulation by 

a trained doctor of chiropractic. 

 

Another type of structural restriction which is not so easy to overcome is when a joint has 

actually developed bony calcifications that prevent it from moving through its entire range of 

motion. These restrictions can be improved by ensuring the proper function of the joint in all the 

other ways of movement, but aside from surgery removing the bony calcifications, training will 

be unable to fully overcome this type of restriction. 

 

 Restricted mobility due to over training: this type of tension shows up in riders who are the 

most physically fit, either from training for and playing other sports, or from intense physical 
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Warming up for Mobility 

Training 
 

In Eckart Meyner’s book “Rider Fitness: 

Body and Brain”, he states that 

movement warms up muscles and 

tendons, which are at their most elastic 

at a body temperature of 

approximately 102 to 104 degrees. At 

these temperatures, the muscles and 

tendons can be effectively conditioned, 

are more resilient under stress, and less 

prone to tearing injury. Therefore, an 

effective warmup routine is 

fundamental to improving rider 

mobility.  

As fitness trainers, we are not likely to 

ask our clients to take their 

temperatures in the middle of a 

workout, but suffice it to say that with 

this awareness we can ensure that our 

clients’ bodies are appropriately 

warmed up to provide maximum 

effectiveness of the mobility training 

that we offer them.  

Different exercises will warm the body 

up at different rates, but there are a 

few ways to quickly warm up the body: 

through contraction of the large muscle 

groups such as the quads and 

hamstrings, and by increasing the heart 

rate. Each rider, being different, will 

warm up at their own rate depending 

on their overall fitness and body type. 

 

 

fitness training. The large muscles of the body become so 

strong and contracted that they actually restrict joint mobility 

throughout the body. These riders may be so conditioned that 

their muscles are in a near constant state of contraction to 

one degree or another. 

 

Overdeveloped leg muscles restrict mobility in the ankles, 

knees and hips, causing the rider to be inflexible through the 

entire seat and preventing the rider from moving in an elastic 

way with the horse’s back. Over-trained abdominal muscles 

restrict the mobility of the pelvis and spine, causing the rider 

to be rigid through the waist and back, and unable to allow 

the horse’s movement to transfer through his or her entire 

body. Overdeveloped arm and shoulder muscles restrict the 

entire upper torso and prevent the rider from having a soft 

feel of the horse’s mouth or properly following the line of 

travel in lateral movements. 

 

In the case of riders who are also body builders, their muscles 

may have developed such great bulk that their joints are 

simply unable to move through a natural range of motion, 

such as in the case of a body builder's overly developed 

triceps and lats causing his or her arms to be unable to hang 

flat to their body. 

 

 Unconscious mental tension: this is muscle tension 

that often shows up in the jaw, neck and shoulders, whereby 

the rider unconsciously tenses these muscles in concentration 

or from anxiety. Holding one’s breath is another form of 

unconscious tension. These types of tension can be helped by 

physical exercise, but must also be brought to the rider’s 

awareness as they are unconscious and habitual, and the 

brain must be retrained through conscious effort. These are 

some of the most difficult causes of tension to retrain in 

riders, due to the fact that they often ride without instruction 

more than with, entrenching these unconscious habits on a 

much more regular basis than correcting them.  

Increasing Mobility through Movement 
As we have stated previously, a rider’s body is in almost constant movement on the horse. Therefore, it 

is logical to assume that challenging the body through movement is a critical component to any fitness 
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program that a rider might benefit from. This is no different for mobility training than for any of the 

other elements of rider fitness; balance, coordination or stability training. Yet, riders often attempt to 

increase their mobility through static stretching, without having actually warmed up their muscles and 

joints before performing those static stretches. This is not only ineffective, but can actually cause the 

muscles to shorten rather than lengthen1 . 

Mobility training for riders should include exercises which require joints to go through their full range of 

motion, appropriate stretching exercises, and range of motion increasing exercises (which generally 

include some form of eyes following the movement). Let’s explore the most important areas of the body 

to include in our mobility training: 

 Spine – The spine is perhaps the most important part of the rider’s body in terms of mobility. It is 

quite literally a string of joints, which can move in any direction. As such, it has the greatest capacity 

to allow for the movement of the horse’s back. At the same time, it may well be the most neglected 

and commonly restricted part of the body for riders! Due to the nature of the spine, it can move 

both forward and backward, and from side to side. Additionally, the spine can rotate on its axis in 

both directions. Restrictions in the spine are the most frequent causes of hypermobility in other 

areas of the body, as the spine, with its ropes of nerve fibers running through it, is most vulnerable 

for causing the rider pain and therefore quite often held stiffly and guarded. The spine should be 

taken through its full range of movements every day, in order to afford the rider protection against 

injury, release restrictions, and tone the many very small muscles and tendinous fibers that provide 

stability to the spinal column. 

 Hips/Pelvis – As a fitness trainer for equestrians, you will see rider after rider that is tight through 

the pelvis and hips. Many of these riders will appear to be quite normal, and until you have trained 

them into greater mobility in their hips, and witnessed the immediate relief and greater willingness 

to go forward in their horses, you might not even realize the tension they are riding with. This is 

because the adductor muscles of the medial hip socket are not visible from the spectator’s point of 

view, and may be compensating for balance inadequacies by gripping to hold the rider stable in the 

saddle, while the abductors on the outside of the hip remain relaxed. Often, riders will have little 

mobility of their pelvis in addition to tightness throughout their hip joints, and therefore mobilizing 

all the joints of the lower part of the body is a reasonable course of action for most all riders. 

Additionally, shortened muscles in this area of the body are quite frequently responsible for leg 

length asymmetries, inability to feel the seatbones evenly, and difficulty keeping the heels down in 

the stirrups. 

                                                           
1
 http://web.mit.edu/tkd/stretch/stretching_2.html  

http://web.mit.edu/tkd/stretch/stretching_2.html
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 Neck and shoulders – Riders are often quite 

restricted in their shoulders, especially if they 

spend a lot of time sitting. Sustained sitting tends 

to shorten the chest muscles, while rounding the 

upper back, a scenario that is antithetical to 

balanced and comfortable riding posture. Injuries 

and/or overtraining can further complicate 

matters, making even nominal relaxation of the 

shoulders a challenge for many riders. Yet, in order 

to allow the horse’s movement through their 

bodies while keeping a steady and even connection on the reins even while the horse’s head and 

neck move, the rider’s shoulders must be able to remain “dropped down the back” in total 

relaxation. Moving the actual shoulder socket joints through their range of motion is necessary, as is 

finding ways to mobilize the scapula and release any 

tension in the muscles, tendons and ligaments in the 

surrounding tissues – an area that can fairly regularly 

be seen to be in spasm. There are a host of small 

muscles and attachments that stabilize and allow 

movement of the shoulders, all of which need as 

much care and conditioning as all the larger muscles 

of the body.  

The same principle applies to mobility of the neck. 

While the neck is one of the parts of the body that 

may become hyper-mobile in compensation for 

restrictions elsewhere in the body, it is also one of 

the first places one may see mental tension become externally visible. The small muscles of the neck 

are vulnerable to strain, and therefore should be gently mobilized with care to warm up and 

condition the muscles and tendons for healthy movement and prevent injury from hyper-extension. 

While the joints of the rest of the body must also remain mobile and free from tension, the ones listed 

above are the most influential in the rider’s ability to move in balance and harmony with the horse. If 

these joints are fully mobile and free from restriction the horse will feel much greater freedom to move 

through its whole body in a balanced and bio-mechanically beneficial way. The other joints, such as the 

knees, ankles, elbows and wrists, are secondary to this aim. 

One final area that riders can frequently be seen holding tension is in the jaw. Concentration, anxiety 

and other mental tensions can result in a rider clenching his or her jaw, and so it is important that one 

recognizes this and brings the rider’s attention to it. This is another situation in which the rider’s physical 

tension in the jaw must be consciously managed, rather than being “trained” or “conditioned” into 

greater mobility, although the over-contracted muscles certainly would benefit from mobilization and, 

sometimes, a gentle massage of the TMJ. 
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Stretching 
Stretching is a much misunderstood activity, and as fitness trainers for riders, it is important for us to be 

very clear on when and why we ask our clients to stretch, what the expected outcome should be, which 

methods of stretching are useful and effective, and which types of stretching can actually be 

counterproductive for riders. In this manual, we have included a supplemental research paper on The 

Physiology of Stretching, written by a student of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and based 

on several authoritative texts on the subject. This paper is an excellent body of knowledge that is 

exceedingly relevant to the discussion of appropriate stretching for improved mobility of the rider, and 

therefore we have included it as part of our printed course materials. An electronic version of this paper 

can be found here: http://web.mit.edu/tkd/stretch/stretching_1.html#SEC4 

Conclusions for the equestrian that may be drawn from this discussion of the physiology of stretching 

are as follows: 

 Sudden or aggressive stretching can actually cause muscles to shorten rather than lengthen, in a 

physiological response called the "stretch reflex”. This may be one reason that muscles remain 

tight over time despite repeated stretching. Stretching must be done gently, and with sufficient 

time given to the muscle fibers to adapt to their new length so as not to trigger the stretch 

reflex response. 

 Of the three types of flexibility, dynamic flexibility is the type most relevant to riders, and 

therefore is integral to a sport-specific fitness training program for equestrians. 

 Temperature plays a significant role in tissues’ ability to be elastic and therefore allow joint 

mobility. This is why raising the core body temperature through movement prior to stretching is 

always preferable to stretching “cold” tissues. External temperature can also play a role in the 

elasticity of the tissues, especially the skin. 

 Water intake is a contributing factor to improved mobility and elasticity of tissues. 

 Overstretching can weaken the less-elastic tendons and ligaments and subsequently 

compromise joint stability. 

 Stretching and strengthening must be paired together for optimum mobility without 

compromising joint stability. 

When evaluating riders for their need of mobility training, it may be useful to assess their range of 

motion in a variety of joints.  The Physiology of Stretching provides normal ranges of motion for each 

joint as a handy reference guide for this assessment. 

In conclusion, the rider’s overall mobility plays a vital role in his or her ability to ride comfortably and in 

harmony with the horse’s movements. Without mobility, balance and coordination are impossible to 

achieve. Mobility also plays a critical role in stability, as the body must be able to absorb sudden 

movements and restore its own equilibrium. The horse will very clearly communicate if his rider’s 

mobility is compromised. Many horses considered “lazy” are simply so restricted by their riders’ tension 

and lack of mobility, that they cannot go freely forward. It is amazing to watch these same horses after 

their rider has performed some mobility exercises, go happily forward. 

http://web.mit.edu/tkd/stretch/stretching_1.html#SEC4
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Module 5 Questions 

1. What is the difference between flexibility and mobility? 

 

2. What is mobility training? 

 

3. What are three possible causes for lack of mobility in a rider’s body? 

 

4. How does Ridefit training reduce mental tension? 

 

5. Why is mobility of the spine so important for riders? 

 

6. What is PNF stretching? 

 


