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MODULE 7: Assessing Rider Fitness 

Traditional fitness assessments include numerous measurements of the client: height, weight, resting 

heart rate, strength testing, endurance testing, body fat percentage and/or body mass index, 

circumference measurements, sometimes blood pressure and a variety of other “numbers”. Based on 

these numbers, the fitness trainer can extrapolate general guidelines for how fast, hard and long to train 

their clients, without a great deal of concern for individual body types and tolerations.  

The Ridefit instructor, on the other hand, has a much more difficult job assessing his or her client’s 

fitness for riding, as our “numbers” are not so readily apparent, nor are they so easily calculated. Our 

clients include both the rider and his or her horse, which means we must not only understand rider 

biomechanics and the inherent stresses on the rider’s body, as well as being able to recognize 

dysfunction in the biomechanics, but if we wish to give our clients the very best chance for successful 

improvement, we must also be able to understand the non-verbal communications of the horse. It’s not 

enough to simply make the rider more physically fit. To serve our clients in the best way possible, we 

will also be called on to help them become more aware of how their bodies are affecting their horses, 

and be able to recognize how their horses are responding to those effects. 

That is not to say that we cannot successfully help riders improve their riding without ever seeing them 

on the horse, but that if we include a ridden assessment in our overall strategy, and we develop our 

eyes for understanding the physical interactions between the horses and their riders, we will be able to 

help our clients reach their goals much more readily than if we leave out the equine half of the overall 

equation. 

The question then becomes, how do we train our eye to see the rider’s needs and the horse’s 

communication, and differentiate between the horse’s own challenges and those that are rider-

induced? The answer to that is by watching hundreds of riders of all levels, comparing their 

biomechanics and their horses’ movements, expressions and mistakes, and by riding, ourselves – 

experimenting with our own bodies and paying close attention to the responses from our own horses. 

Luckily for us, despite all our individual differences, rider’s bodies are very similar in that they are human 

bodies, and unless we are teaching riders who hail from a vastly different culture from our own, they are 

going to be experiencing very similar stressors and challenges. Additionally, horses give us some very big 

cues to indicate their state of mind if we are watching. Therefore, so long as we are continuing our own 

riding education, we should be able to have some sense of understanding of what is breaking down 

when we see a rider struggling to sit the trot, or leaning forward in a canter transition. So, with this in 

mind, let’s take a look at some of the things we might see in a rider, and start practicing making rider 

fitness assessments. 

While there is nothing truly unique about rider faults across disciplines (since the riders are all human, 

and the horses are all equine), each riding sport does lend itself to some common physical dysfunctions 

that we can reasonably generalize. Each rider may have his or her own unique physical challenges, but 
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the effects of the movement patterns inherent to each discipline will be fairly standard. We can 

generally break down these sports by whether the rider is working on the flat exclusively, such as in 

Dressage and Endurance riding, over obstacles, such as in Hunters/Jumpers and Eventing, or if the rider 

is participating in Western-riding disciplines.  

Dressage Riders 

Dressage is one of the most elegant of equestrian sports, with its goal the ultimate perfection of 

the horse’s balance under the rider. Dressage riders strive to have an upright body, relaxed 

arms, soft hands, a stable and supple seat, with an elegantly long, draped leg. In addition to core 

stability, this requires a tremendous amount of balance, mobility and relaxation to achieve. In 

the pursuit of this ideal, the most common faults that creep in, include: 

 Mental tension causing clenching through the jaw and neck, and resulting in shallow 

breathing or holding the breath. 

 Tight shoulders and arms so that elbows cannot “hang” straight down from the shoulder 

– sometimes resulting in completely straight arms with hands pressing down against the 

bit (not carrying the hands)  

 Tilting head to one side or the other 

 Collapsing through the middle 

 Lateral imbalance - sitting off to one side of the saddle (without any awareness of such) 

 Leaning forward to compensate for a lower leg that is too far forward 

 Tight lower back and hips 

 Leaning back to compensate for lack of mobility in lower back – the rider may also lean 

back in an attempt to “drive” a slow horse forward, a situation likely caused by the 

rider’s tension and lack of balance in the first place 

 Pinching knees  

 Gripping heels with a turned out toe 

 Heels creeping up or standing on toes from reaching for a too-long stirrup 

How we address these issues may vary, depending on what behaviors we see in the riders’ 

horses but generally, starting with resetting the rider’s sense of balance will never steer us 

wrong. Once we’ve done that, seeing to the full mobility of the rider’s body will give us a very 

clear baseline to then determine which issues are structural, which are a result of muscular 

weakness or imbalance, and which are simple lack of coordination in the rider. From this 

baseline, we can create a program that is specific to the individual rider’s needs, and give them 

the physical tools they need to progress in their riding. 

Any rider-caused interruption of the horse’s balance will show up in a dressage horse. Some 

indicators of this might be: 
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 The horse falling out of a gait, “sucking back” or having difficulty bending or balancing in 

one particular direction. Look to the rider’s balance to see if he or she is causing these 

imbalances. 

 The horse pinning its ears, swishing its tail, wrinkling its lips, gnashing its teeth or gaping 

its mouth are all excellent indicators of anxiety and/or pain in the horse. Look to lateral 

and longitudinal imbalances in the rider that may be contributing to asymmetries in the 

horse’s body, as these can quickly resolve into pain for the horse from repetitive 

compensation for the rider’s imbalance. 

 Watch for the horse holding its breath, spooking or inverting and tightening its back as a 

symptom of mental tension that may either be caused by, or contributed to by both 

physical and mental tension in the rider. Mobility and breathing work can result in 

significant changes in these horses. 

Hunter/Jumper & Eventing Riders 

Due to the nature of riding jumpers, with riders being up out of the saddle much of the time, 

there is a lot of stress on the jumper rider’s back. This results in a number of common physical 

issues that are fairly unique to jumper riders, including: 

 Mental tension showing in the neck and jaw, and also in shallow breathing or holding 

the breath 

 Hollow lower backs with “posed” form, often due to lack of independent balance 

 Rounded “roached” back from fatigue and compensation for imbalance – this can 

sometimes also be a “defensive” position found in riders who shove their heels down 

and lower leg forward out of anticipation of their horses potentially stopping at fences. 

 Pinching with the knees and swinging lower legs due to tightness through the hips and 

thighs, and a lack of strength in the base of support (lower leg) 

 Tension in shoulders causing arms to be rigid and hands “hard” in the horse’s mouth 

Due to their balance being up off the horse, jumper riders need more kneeling balance work 

than sitting balance work, although sitting balance is an excellent way to “reset” the brain’s 

sense of balance. Having the rider change from “half-seat” to “release” position of their upper 

bodies while kneeling on the ball will quickly train their hands and upper bodies to move 

independently of their base of support, and will develop endurance. Stability training of the core 

will also help these riders tremendously, as will greater cardiovascular endurance training. Of all 

the riding disciplines, these riders will most readily benefit from a good general whole-body 

strength training regimen.  

Encouraging deep breathing while doing these exercises is very important to helping riders deal 

with the additional adrenaline that galloping and jumping can bring to the rider, and enhance 

their sense of feel and ability to mentally relax on the jump course. 
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Breathing while Riding 

One very important thing to note 

about horses that are very sensitive 

and tend to be on the nervous or 

tense side of the emotional 

spectrum is that the rider’s 

breathing cannot be 

underestimated. Riders can 

frequently be witnessed holding 

their breath, or breathing very 

shallowly while riding. This triggers 

the sympathetic nervous sytem to 

keep the body in a constant “fight 

or flight” mode. The horse, being a 

prey animal, is extremely sensitive 

to this, and will very often respond 

in kind. 

A rider who practices deep yoga-

style breathing can settle a sensitive 

horse simply with his or her steady 

breathing. Since it is impossible for 

one to stay tense or nervous while 

breathing deeply, this is a key habit 

for riders to develop. 

The beginning of learning to 

breathe deeply while riding, is 

learning to breathe deeply while 

exercising. Once it becomes a habit 

for an individual to start deep 

breathing as they begin any physical 

exertion, the habit will readily 

transfer into the saddle, and the 

rider will notice they – and their 

horses – are stay more relaxed 

throughout their rides. 

 

Again, because balance is so critical for a horse to do its job 

over fences, keep an eye out for the following challenges with 

the horses of jumper riders: 

 Refusing jumps – this is a clear indication that 

the horse is lacking confidence – and can very often be directly 

related to the rider’s imbalance. A rider that habitually “jumps 

ahead” of her horse can actually case the horse to start 

refusing jumps. A rider that has gotten her horse into risky 

takeoff spots, or caused her horse to crash into a jump may 

damage the horse’s confidence so much that it begins to 

hesitate or refuse fences. 

 Bucking after jumps – this is often mistaken as 

enthusiasm in the horse, but it is far more likely to be caused 

by a horse that feels out of balance on landing from a jump, 

general anxiety or even pain related to jumping. They may not 

refuse or hesitate to jump, but the pain or difficulty balancing 

after landing causes them to make a bigger effort to recover 

their balance or possibly to express their anxiety by kicking 

out. 

 The horse always coming into a jump with a 

bad distance – either too short or too long – can speak to rider 

imbalances. Additionally, the horse consistently failing to make 

the correct distances in curved lines one direction or another 

can clearly speak to the rider’s crookedness or asymmetries in 

muscle strength. 

 Again, pinned ears, swishing tails, wrinkled lips 

and grinding teeth are all signs of anxiety and pain, and should 

be carefully noted and observed to determine if there is a 

rider-related cause. 

Western Riders 

The most significant difference between English and Western 

styles of riding is the saddle and its effect on the rider’s body. 

The western saddle is often quite wide, which precludes many 

riders from positioning their legs in a relaxed and balanced 

alignment with their bodies. This very often results in 

something of a “chair seat” with the rider’s entire weight 

resting behind the horse’s center of gravity. Additionally, those 

that ride with the reins in one hand are often encouraged to bring their hand up and forward of 

their bodies, which puts all the strain of carrying the reins on one shoulder. The other arm is 
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either held awkwardly at the same level, or made to hang straight down by the rider’s side. In 

any case, the following signs of physical strain become commonly evident for riders in western 

disciplines: 

 Twist in the upper torso from sustained posture with the rein arm 

 Tight shoulders that tend to creep up towards the riders’ ears 

 Rigid upper body 

 Tight hips with legs being pushed away from the body into an unnaturally wide stance, 

and toes turned out (hip joints rotated outward) 

 Slouched lower backs as the riders attempt to maintain their balance through high 

momentum balance changes in the horse, such as sliding stops, spins and sudden 

changes of direction (such as those of a cutting horse) 

 Poorly developed sense of balance causing the rider to lean to one side or the other as 

the horse makes a turn or circle 

 Leaning too far forward when encouraging more forward gaits or speed 

Again, developing the rider’s internal sense of balance is very important to help these riders 

overcome the somewhat vulnerable position their saddles put them in. Developing excellent 

core stability will protect their backs from trying to overcompensate for sudden direction 

changes or stops, and releasing tension will help them ride more comfortably with the one 

handed rein holds. However, some of these riders will need a lot of help “untwisting” their 

bodies from carrying the reins in front of their bodies with the one hand. The goal is to help 

them find a more natural, relaxed and balanced way of carrying the reins, without straightening 

their arms forward over the horse’s neck. To help them become more even through their torsos, 

we can encourage these riders to switch hands that they carry the reins in, when they are not in 

shows, so that their bodies become more coordinated, and less twisted. This will also expose 

any asymmetries these riders have, and will help them become much more aware of how those 

asymmetries are affecting their horses. 

Western-trained horses are often trained to perform no matter what their balance or physical 

capability. These horses can be some of the most difficult to assess, as their outward 

expressions of imbalance, anxiety and pain are strenuously rejected in training. However, you 

can observe some subtle rider-related challenges, which can be addressed. These subtle signs 

can include: 

 The horse consistently lifting its head and neck in transitions from jog to lope, or when 

attempting to make lead changes. This is an indicator that the rider is putting the horse 

too much on its forehand with his or her own posture and balance, and or riding with 

the horse’s head and neck too low. 

 The horse breaking from lope to jog is also a good indicator that the horse is struggling 

to carry the rider and maintain its own balance, and can often be connected to tension 

and restriction in the rider’s body. 
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 Tripping is a pretty clear indicator that the western horse’s balance is compromised by 

the rider – especially with riders that lean forward for more forward movement, shifting 

the horse’s weight further onto the forehand and compromising its ability to carry 

weight on its hind legs. 

 A horse whose rider is using the spurs regularly or heavily may be struggling to move 

forward due to the rider’s restricted body. Helping the rider to release tension and 

move more freely with the horse can help these horses be comfortable moving through 

their own bodies and move forward more readily. 

 It should also be noted here that western saddles, with their long skirts, can sometimes 

sit all the way back on a horse’s loins, causing them great pain. If you happen to see a 

horse in this situation with a rider that is struggling, adding a pad under the saddle to lift 

the skirt up off the horse’s loins can sometimes provide the horse with tremendous 

relief, and give you a clearer picture of what issues are truly related to the rider, vs 

poorly fitted equipment.  

Generic Horse behaviors that reveal rider issues 
Many riders believe their horses are “lazy”, or require a lot of leg, when in fact the rider’s tightness 

through their backs and hips is preventing the horse from fully moving through its own back and ribcage. 

So, if you have a rider tell you his or her horse sucks back or doesn’t “like” to go forward, look to the 

rider’s back and hips. Some of these horses are just so sensitive that they are reticent to go forward if 

the rider’s balance is tenuous as well, so also look to rider balance and always give the horse the benefit 

of the doubt in this area.  

Some horses – especially those with long backs – will find it very difficult to keep their hind legs coming 

forward to support their own center of gravity, and will very happily disconnect their hind legs from 

their forehands, allowing their riders to push and push to keep them going. These horses will certainly 

benefit from a rider that is free from tension and restrictions, but this alone may not be enough to 

motivate these horses to put in the extra effort to move through their whole bodies – when it is so much 

easier to let the rider do much of the work for them. In these cases, this may be a training issue; in that 

we must train the rider to not tighten, grip or “drive” the horse under any circumstances, but to instead 

stay relaxed, light, and insist that the horse respond to the lightest aids at all times. This will actually be 

to the horse’s benefit, as he will then be required to actually use the muscles for stepping under the 

rider’s weight that will ultimately develop the musculature that will support his own long-term 

soundness. These types of horses are susceptible to front end lameness and SI joint pain stemming from 

a combination of too much weight carried by the forehand, and lack of muscle development and 

mobility through their loins, so helping the rider maintain their boundaries in these instances will benefit 

the horse tremendously. 

Some horses that are considered “hot” and “spooky” are actually responding to their riders’ mental and 

physical tension. Now, this isn’t always the case. Sometimes they are experiencing pain and mental 

tension themselves, but having their riders relax and sit more easily with their movement will almost 
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always provide them with some sense of relief. A great example of this is the horse that starts out very 

tense and nervous – especially away from home – and requires a long warmup. The rider’s body will 

invariably become tight and tense in response to the horse’s tension, which simply increases the horse’s 

tension. If we can improve the rider’s physical mobility and balance, they are likely to release some of 

their mental tension as well, which will support the horse in releasing his mental tension as well. We can 

also “distract” the rider from their own mental tension by asking them to focus on doing something with 

their bodies, such as turning their heads from left to right, instead of focusing on reacting to their 

horse’s tension and/or spooking. This can sometimes cause a dramatic shift in the horse’s ability to 

focus and relax. And, as always, creating an excellent breathing habit in riders of these highly sensitive 

horses is a key component to diffusing tensions in both horse and rider. 

Developing your eye for rider position faults, bio-mechanic dysfunctions and mobility restrictions is 

critical for a Ridefit instructor to effectively help clients reach their riding goals, but sometimes the horse 

reveals details about the rider that we may not see by only looking at the rider. So, take some time to 

observe the horse as well as the rider, and start to develop your sense for which behaviors correlate to 

what the rider is doing on the horse. Horses never lie – we just don’t always understand what they are 

trying to communicate. 
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Module 7 Questions 

Look at the following pictures of riders in various disciplines. For each rider, answer the following 

questions: 

1. What areas of their bodies appear to be holding tension and need mobility training? 

2. Which riders appear to need greater stability training? 

3. Which riders need a balance “reset”? 
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