
Copyright 2016 Holistic Equestrian, Inc  P a g e  | 1 

MODULE 6: The Rider’s Back 

It would be remiss of any riding sport-specific fitness program to not make a particular effort to provide 

the elements necessary for a healthy back to its clients. Correct riding is fundamentally a spine exercise, 

with the legs and arms being largely only guides to help the horse move in a specific direction and to 

shape the quality of those movements. Even in sports where the rider is up out of the saddle, such as 

jumping and racing, the back is still the primary influence of the horse, as it is acts as a fulcrum for the 

rider’s weight and acts as the primary point of support and balance in the rider.  

For the rider, lack of mobility, fatigue and tension often show up first in the back. Since the rider’s back 

is in direct contact with the horse’s back, we can sometimes see the issues stemming from the rider’s 

back in the way the horse is using his own back, even before we can clearly identify any specific 

dysfunction in the rider’s back. Human bodies are also put together in different proportions, a fact 

which has a marked impact on how their back functions on the horse. Similarly, men and women have 

very different back mechanics. All of these variations and potentials make it necessary to adjust the way 

we train these riders for optimum riding fitness. 

Rider Proportions and their Impact on Physical function 
On pages 9-11 of the book “Rider & Horse Back to Back”, Susanne von Dietze has collected numerous 

images of riders with varying proportions, including excellent details on how these different proportions 

may affect the riders on the horse. From studying these images and descriptions, we can see how we 

might train the riders slightly differently for balance and stability in the saddle through making minor 

tweaks to the approach of our rider fitness program. We can use these general guidelines to evaluate 

riders’ body proportions and help them understand their need to focus on stabilizing their torsos, 

releasing tension in a particular area, or even resetting their brain’s sense of balance off the horse, to 

help them become more effective and suffer less strain when they are on the horse. 

As a Ridefit instructor, you will want to pay close attention to the proportions of riders’ bodies as you 

work with them, in order to give them a focus to help their specific body type. For example: 

 In general, a rider with a long waist – 

meaning there is a longer distance between 

the bottom rib and the top of the pelvis 

(iliac crest) – is going to have more difficulty 

stabilizing their lower back than a rider with 

a shorter, more compact upper body, due to 

this extra space between the bony 

structures. Therefore, they will likely need a 

greater focus on stabilizing the muscles of 

the entire core to keep them from collapsing 

in the middle or over-arching their low backs. As these riders get fatigued, they often lose 
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stability through their waists, which then can put their low backs at risk of becoming too arched. 

These riders will benefit from plenty of core strength and balance training on the ball to keep 

their low back muscles relaxed and elongated – being reminded to press their belly buttons back 

towards their spines. At the same time, improving their hip, shoulder and upper back mobility 

will go a long way towards protecting their lower backs from the tendency to become hyper-

mobile.  

 

 A rider with a particularly short torso, on the other hand, may need a much greater focus on 

mobility through his or her entire back, to ensure that it can absorb as much movement from 

the horse as possible, and remain relaxed and free of excessive tension. If the rider is 

overweight, these types of exercise may be quite challenging for him or her, as they may tend to 

carry more weight in their mid-section than their longer-waisted companions. These riders will 

benefit greatly from the mobility work, however, so they should be encouraged to exercise for 

weight loss in addition to the sport-specific exercises of the Ridefit program. 

 

 As we saw in Module 4, because of the angle of his pelvis, a 

man will generally have a less flexible back than a woman, 

whose pelvic angle allows for a greater curve in the lumbar 

spine. The man may require significantly more mobility 

training and a correspondingly lighter focus on the stability 

work, while the woman will require greater focus on stability, 

with equal amounts of mobility work to condition her back to 

allow for the naturally greater movement she will experience 

because of her anatomy. This mobility work should include not 

only rotational mobility of the spine, but longitudinal and 

lateral mobility as well. Because of a narrower pelvic bone and 

generally larger thighs, men will also benefit greatly from hip 

mobility exercises. 

 

 Jumper, event and race riders have unique demands on their backs that other equestrian sports 

do not. In half-seat, jumping and galloping positions, the back acts more as a lever to the 

balance point of the pelvis. These positions can 

become extremely fatiguing for the back, which 

must support the weight of the shoulders, neck and 

head in an essentially bent over position. The legs 

and hips must provide a solid base of support for 

the back, or these riders will suffer great strain to 

their backs. These riders will benefit greatly from 

kneeling balance exercises on the ball to improve 

dynamic balance, strength exercises to the back to 

improve endurance and reduce fatigue, and chest 

Riders galloping cross-country can sometimes be seen 
with a “roached” back - a sign of back fatigue. 

Because of the difference in pelvic shape and 
tilt, the woman’s lumbar spine has a greater 
curvature and is naturally more mobile than 

the man’s. 
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opening exercises to help keep the shoulders and arms hanging naturally while reducing the 

riders’ tendency to round their upper backs. These riders will also benefit from more endurance-

style training – whole body strength and cardiovascular training. Work with heavy ropes would 

be an excellent complement to the Ridefit program, for riders in these sports. 

 

 Show hunter riders, on the other hand, tend to ride with stiff and posed backs. This is equally 

straining to the back, and these riders should be encouraged to develop greater core mobility to 

release tightness in the back muscles that 

comes from holding their backs in this sort of 

“posed” posture. At the same time, they need 

stability work to develop their balance in the 

half-seat position. The lower body must 

provide a solid base of support for these 

riders, and so they should be asked to do 

kneeling work on the ball to develop this 

balance. These riders should also be 

encouraged to ride their horses regularly 

without stirrups in their half-seat (or two 

point) position, to train their balance 

sufficiently that they no longer feel the need to 

use a stiff back to hold the proper half-seat.  

Riders with Distortions or Injuries to the spine 
Riders have a tremendous capacity for riding with pain and through injuries that would sideline most 

other athletes. This is often times to their detriment, but one can never fault them for being “wimps”! 

There are a number of spinal conditions that one may encounter while teaching Ridefit classes. An 

overview of some of these has been provided in this manual, along with some considerations to keep in 

mind while training individuals with these conditions. While this is by no means a comprehensive list, it 

does address the most common spine-related challenges a Ridefit instructor may encounter. 

Spinal Distortions 
 Scoliosis: This is a condition in which the normally vertical spine displays a sideways curve when 

viewed from behind. This may significantly impact the rider’s ability to sit evenly on the horse, 

and Ridefit exercises may be inherently beneficial to such riders as they help the brain re-wire 

the body’s sense of balance, and develop stability and mobility throughout the entire spine. 

 Lordosis: This is a condition of the spine in which the normal concavity of the lower back is 

exaggerated. It is also called “swayback”. Based on what we know of rider biomechanics, the 

challenges this present to riders is clear; with too much concavity of the lower back, the rider is 

likely to suffer from low back strain, will be less effective with seat and weight aids, and will be 

This Hunter rider has not yet developed a strong base of support 
from her lower leg to balance her forward seat and long upper body, 
and therefore is arching her back to keep from falling back in the 
saddle while her leg has slipped too far forward. 
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unable to move freely through the hip joints. Ridefit exercises that mobilize the lower back can 

significantly improve the function and reduce pain for riders with Lordosis. 

 Kyphosis: This condition is the opposite of lordosis and affects the thoracic spine in that the 

normal roundness of the spine between the shoulder blades is exaggerated. It is sometimes 

called a “widow’s hump” as it most commonly seen in older women. It may be caused by 

osteoporosis, but it can also be caused by slouching and sustain postures.  Obviously, a rider 

with this condition will struggle with their upright balance, and may suffer with tightness in their 

shoulders and arms, preventing them from having a soft and relaxed feel of the horse’s mouth. 

Since weight bearing exercise is strongly recommended for improved bone density, and 

shortened chest muscles contribute to rounded shoulders and back, this condition should be 

significantly improved with consistent Ridefit stability and mobility exercises. 

Injuries of the spine 
 Whiplash neck injuries: The muscles in the neck are somewhat small and fragile, and prone to 

tearing with force injuries to the neck. These injuries are most often associated with car 

accidents, but can also happen to riders who fall off their horses, riding through a particularly 

athletic bucking fit, or in some cases even simply through sudden, unexpected acceleration of 

the horse such as a bolt. As with any muscle tear injury, the rider should allow the muscles to 

heal while supporting the neck and protecting it from further injury. However, once the muscles 

are healed to the point that they can be exercised gently, Ridefit exercises that encourage 

mobilization of the neck should be encouraged and can help speed recovery and conditioning 

the neck muscles to prevent easy re-injury of the neck. That said, anytime a rider mentions 

feeling strain in their neck during any of the Ridefit exercises, they should be encouraged to 

support their necks with a hand or arm to prevent over-straining these somewhat fragile 

muscles as they develop greater strength and flexibility. 

 Protruding and herniated disc injuries: Vertebral discs are fluid-filled cartilage sacks that 

provide a cushion between each vertebrae of the spine. These discs cushion the spinal processes 

from concussive injury, but sometimes the protective ligaments that keep the discs centered 

between vertebrae can become torn and the disc can begin to protrude into the surrounding 

nerve fibers, causing pain in certain movements or with sitting or standing. In more severe 

cases, the outer layer of the disc itself may become damaged or torn, causing the inner 

gelatinous fluid to leak out and reducing the cushioning capability of the disc. In these cases, 

severe pain may be experienced as the vertebrae collapse down on each other without the 

benefit of this in-built cushion. Riders with damage to their discs often experience significant 

relief from their pain through the Ridefit mobility exercises. This may have two possible 

explanations: 1) that the increase in mobility improves lubrication between the vertebrae, giving 

relief from some of the wear on the disc, and 2) particularly in the case of protruding discs, that 

the disc may be manipulated back in place between the vertebral bodies, relieving some or all of 

the pressure on the surrounding nerves. Whatever the reason, experience has shown us that 

individuals with disc injuries most often experience immediate and significant pain relief from 

their very first exposure Ridefit exercises. 
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 Fractured vertebrae: while a fractured vertebra is a serious injury because of the proximity to 

the spinal column and the potential for serious nerve injury, once it is fully healed the rider 

should have no serious or lasting ill effects to their spines from a riding perspective. Riders that 

have experienced spinal fractures in the past should be able to perform all Ridefit exercises 

normally, so long as they have recovered fully from their injury. This is, of course, assuming that 

the damage done to the vertebrae does not result in osteoarthritis of the spine. 

 Osteoarthritis of the spine: This is a breakdown of the cartilage of the joints and discs in the 

neck and lower back. Osteoarthritis sometimes produces spurs that put pressure on the nerves 

leaving the spinal column. This is extremely painful and can cause weakness, pain and even lack 

of muscle control in the limbs. If a rider suffers from osteoarthritis of the spine, they will benefit 

from all the mobility work they can stand. It may be very painful at times, but it should 

ultimately relieve their pain as the best treatment for osteoarthritis is to stimulate the 

lubrication of the joint tissues so that they may move as freely as possible around the areas of 

bone spur. It will be critical for these riders to fully understand the difference between “good” 

pain and “bad” pain and to be able to communicate clearly with their Ridefit instructors about 

their pain levels. Ridefit mobility work should be extremely beneficial to the overall sense of 

well-being for these riders. 

 Tailbone bruises and fractures: Anyone who has suffered from a bruised or broken tailbone can 

attest to how painful it is, and how long it takes to heal enough to allow for riding without 

excruciating pain. While fractures of the tailbone may heal relatively quickly, bruised tailbones 

may take months to heal. 

 Surgically fused vertebrae: Vertebrae are sometimes surgically fused after a disc injury or due 

to degenerative disc disease; often times when the pain has gotten so great that the individual 

can no longer tolerate it, and other options have failed to provide relief. When this occurs, the 

two vertebrae that are fused together can obviously no longer flex in movement. As we have 

seen, when one joint is restricted, another must become hypermobile to compensate, and the 

spine is no different in this regard. It is not uncommon for the vertebrae above and below the 

fused vertebrae to show strain from hypermobility related to the fused vertebrae. Sometimes, 

this strain becomes so great that the disc and soft tissues once again break down, forcing the 

fusing of additional vertebrae in something of a vicious cycle of strain. For these riders, 

preventing additional strain on these adjacent vertebral joints is critical, and Ridefit is actually a 

highly effective way to protect and condition these joints for optimum function, while 

minimizing strain. Furthermore, developing greater mobility through the hips and other joints of 

the body can take some of the pressure for mobility off these already over-worked vertebrae, 

and further reduce the potential risk of excessive strain to the spine. 
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A word about pain, injuries and exercising:  

As professional fitness trainers who have more than likely been through sport-related injuries and 

rehabilitation therapy, we know first-hand that sometimes the old adage “No Pain, No Gain” is entirely too 

true. However, it is important to know the difference between “good” or healing/beneficial pain and “bad” 

or injurious pain when you exercise. Therefore, we can offer the following guidelines to our clients so that 

they are able to make their own determinations whether their pain is healing or hurtful pain: 

Suffice it to say, if one has an acute injury, one needs R.I.C.E. – Rest, Ice, Compression and Elevation. Your 

clients should NOT be exercising the injured body part at this point. 

However, if once past the acute stage or if the injury is old and cranky, your clients’ best way of gauging 

whether the exercise is helping or hurting are the following guidelines:  

 Take the exercise very slowly, and breathe deeply into any pain that you feel. It may be that the 

injury has left scar tissue in the muscles or joints, and scar tissue can be extremely painful as it 

“releases”. 

 Immediately after stopping the exercise, when your joints and muscles should be warmed up with 

the movement, see if the pain subsides, or continues past the stopping point. Wait 5 or 10 minutes 

and re-evaluate.  

 You may possibly want to use ice if you continue to experience soreness at this point.  

 The next day, try the exercise again and see if you feel more, or less pain doing the exercise.  

o Pay attention to whether the pain is concentrated in the muscle or actually in the joint 

itself. Muscle soreness is a normal and healthy response to exercises that your body is 

unused to performing. Joint pain, however, is never a healthy response to exercise 

(arthritis in a joint is a slightly different matter, and should improve as indicated in the next 

bullet point). 

o If the exercise is actually benefitting your body, you will generally experience less pain 

when the muscles, tendons and joints are warmed up, and with each repetition over a 

period of about 3 days.  

o If the exercise is aggravating an injury, however, it will become gradually more painful to 

perform the exercise. If you find this is the case, stop the exercise and go see a doctor, as 

you likely have not allowed the injury to fully heal, or may be “overdoing” the exercise. You 

may need some focused physical therapy to bring the joint back to full function.  

o Alternately, if the pain is concentrated in the muscle, you may have overworked that 

muscle and need to let it rest for a day or two before going back to the exercise. 

o Use common sense and never “force” an exercise to happen. Force is the opposite of what 

we want to develop as riders, and has no viable place in physical fitness. 

 

 
Because of the way riding impacts the spine, and the movement patterns and balance requirements of 

riding are inextricably linked to the need for a healthy spine, Ridefit exercises are inherently back-

friendly. Even riders with abnormal spine function or injuries can benefit from a regular and consistent 

Ridefit routine, whether or not they have ambitious riding goals or simply ride for pleasure and exercise. 
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Module 6 Questions 

1. What makes the rider’s back health so important? 

 

2. How might one train an overweight man who has difficulty sitting his horse’s trot? 

 

3. What is lordosis? How does it differ from kyphosis? 

 

4. Why does Ridefit have the potential to benefit the spine health of riders who have suffered from 

back injuries? 

 

5. What types of exercises should someone with a bruised or fractured tailbone avoid? 

 

6. How can someone tell if the pain they are feeling during exercises is beneficial or harmful? 

 


