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Getting Fit to Ride Like You Want to This Season: off-horse 
exercises to give you endurance, enhance your performance in the saddle 
and reduce injury. 
 
It’s that time of year again.  Whether your show season is starting up again in full swing 
in the next couple of months, or you’re just planning on getting in more time in the 
saddle, some off-horse training can help you achieve better posture, more effective aids, 
stamina for those long days at a show, and help prevent injury and strain. 
 
If you’re a regular gym-goer, tweaking your routine to specifically enhance your riding 
goals will help you maximize your time with your horses.  If you are like many who just 
don’t have time to also squeeze going to a gym into your week, the good news is that 
there is a lot you can do without setting foot in a gym. 
 
Those summer days can be long.  If you show, you’re up early and need to be as sharp at 
4pm for a class, as you were at 8am.  Even if you’re not showing, you still want to have 
energy, endurance, and an ability to respond to the demands working with your horse 
places on your body so you can avoid injury and strain.  Enjoying your horse and 
performing better in the saddle can be significantly helped by off-horse fitness activities 
and exercises. 
 
Fitness aspects that specifically affect your ability to keep up with the demands of 
working with your horses include cardio-vascular fitness, muscular strength and 
endurance including core strength, and flexibility.   
 
Put a Little Heart Into It  
If you show in hand, you definitely don’t want to be out of breath every time you jog out.  
Cardio-vascular health also affects your energy levels and endurance in the saddle.   
Muscles require oxygen to produce energy over time.  Low cardio-vascular ability means 
that your blood does not pump enough oxygen to your muscles to meet demand.  You 
experience fatigue and ‘burn’ from buildup of lactic acid. 
 
You don’t have to train to run a marathon, but improving the ability of your heart and 
lungs will translate directly into muscular endurance and energy.  Improvement not only 
increases the size of the chambers in your heart allowing more efficient distribution of 
oxygenated blood to your muscles, but your muscle cells and capillaries can perform the 
exchange of oxygen to your muscles, and toxins such as carbon dioxide to your blood 
more easily.  Toxins are moved through your blood away from muscles, and eliminated 
through your breath as the ‘used’ blood cycles through your lungs.   
 
With more oxygen readily available and fewer toxins, you have more energy and 
endurance.  If you are already very busy and don’t have a lot of time for working out, you 
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can accomplish cardio-vascular improvement by raising your heart-rate into a target 
training zone for as little as 10-15 minutes, two to three times a week.   
 
If you would like to lose some of those extra winter pounds or build a high level of 
stamina for endurance, competitive trail, or other rigorous activities like roping or cross 
country jumping, you would need to do more intense cardio work for at least 30 minutes, 
three times a week, elevating your heart-rate into a target training zone for at least 20 
minutes.  Even if you are training in the saddle for several hours a day, you would benefit 
from off-horse cardio-vascular work to help improve your endurance by pushing you into 
a more intense cardio training zone than is provided by riding alone.  Sometimes there 
just isn’t the amount of time available, so working more intensely or in intervals for 10-
20 minutes, three times a week would still help you reach your goals. 
 
The target training zone for most adults is roughly between 125-150 beats per minute, or 
about 20-24 beats per 10 seconds which you can measure with your pulse if you don’t 
have a heart-rate monitor.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you are not certain how intensely you should be working out due to health 
considerations, make sure you consult your doctor about a healthy training zone for you.  
The important thing to remember is that as long as you feel you are pushing yourself a 
little more than you normally would, you are improving your cardio-vascular ability. 
 
When you are in your zone, you will feel the need to breath through your mouth to get 
oxygen, but you shouldn’t feel like you are gasping. You should be able to carry on a 
conversation.  If you have not been very active, you may only be able to work in your 
target zone for a few minutes before you take a breather.  The beauty of using target heart 
rate as a guide is that you can literally do just about anything at an intensity that raises 
your heart rate appropriately.  It doesn’t matter whether you’re power walking outdoors, 
hand jogging a horse, doing some yard or barn work, or using some gym equipment.  If 
you have problematic joints such as a hip or knee injury, consider swimming, using an 
elliptical trainer, or a reclined bicycle, or even just walking briskly swinging your arms 
energetically with a good twist happening at your waist.  You don’t have to jog or run to 
raise your heart rate into your zone, unless you want to.  
 
Strength and Core Strength 
The second aspect of fitness is muscular strength and core strength.  I get asked a lot 
whether being in the saddle long hours or doing barn chores is enough for developing 
strength and endurance.  You’ve probably heard athletes in other sports comment that 

To calculate your target training zone more accurately, use the following formula:  220-your 
age – your resting heart rate (beats per minute).  Multiply this number by 55% and add back in 
your resting heart rate to calculate the bottom end of your range.  To calculate the top end, 
multiply your result by 85%, and add back in your resting heart rate.   
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‘you don’t play to get fit, you get fit to play’.  If you’re over 25, you probably have 
already discovered that the weekend warrior approach doesn’t work anymore.  
 
Like any repetitive activity, riding and work with your horses place specific and 
repetitive demand on some muscle groups, and not others.  Balanced strength training can 
help you avoid common strains due to imbalance created by riding or choring, while 
preparing your muscles to work more efficiently, for longer.  If you are showing in 
particular, you do not need your muscles fatiguing because you strained them loading 
your horse earlier than morning or spent them on your earlier rides. 
 
Because horses are livestock, you often have to respond suddenly to unexpected 
situations and certain strains and injuries become quite common.  Balanced strength 
training and sport conditioning can help prepare your body so that you are less likely to 
be injured in certain situations. 
 
So, how do you improve the right kind of strength, while reducing risk of injury and 
repetitive strain? 
 
Just as we expect self-carriage from our horses and work them to balance development on 
both sides of their bodies evenly, we need to keep the same in mind for our own training.  
A slight shift in weight at an inopportune time in the ring can cost you a ribbon.  Muscle 
fatigue at the wrong time could cost you the season if you are injured. 
 
Improving the right kind of strength and reducing risk of injury are both helped by 
balanced strength training for key muscles groups such as the muscles stabilizing your 
pelvis, core and shoulders.  While running alongside your horse, roping and other 
activities place high demand on your legs, quieter disciplines such as equitation or 
dressage also require strong and balanced leg muscles to maintain correct posture, and 
apply aids efficiently.   Even though posture will be different for each style of riding, 
similar muscles are engaged- and you want to be just as strong at the end of the day for 
that championship class, as you were for the qualifier. 
 
Correct posture is achieved through engagement of the back, shoulders, abdominal, 
oblique and hip muscles, while your legs squeeze the horse (inside of your leg) or shift 
back to apply aids (outside of the leg).  While many people associate strong stomach and 
back muscles with good position in the saddle, the biggest muscles affecting your posture 
and ability to move with your horse are actually your leg muscles.  In particular, your 
quadriceps and hamstring muscles, two of the biggest muscles in your body, cross 
through your pelvis and are the first consideration for sustaining correct posture while 
you are working in the saddle.   
 
Most riders who do not train off-horse, have tight hamstrings and relatively weak 
quadriceps.  The hamstrings (back of your upper leg) cross upward through the pelvis, 
pulling your pelvis forward.  If the quadriceps (front of your upper leg) are weak, they do 
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not effectively counterbalance the hamstrings.  They cannot offset the pull made by the 
hamstrings and straighten your pelvis.  You can have abs of steel and a very strong back, 
and you will still have a hard time sitting deeply in the saddle because neither your back 
muscles or abdominal muscles were designed to work against powerful, over-tight 
hamstrings.   
 
Very simple exercises such as lunges and squats using your body-weight or some free-
weights can effectively balance the strength in these leg muscles.  It’s important to 
remember to do a 2-3 general warmup before performing any strength training exercises.  
You wouldn’t work your horse cold, and your own body will be more at risk for strain if 
you are not first warmed up.  A brisk walk, or some light cardio-vascular activity will do 
the job.  I do my own strength training after riding or after some cardio-vascular work. 
 
Lunge and Squat: Hamstrings, Quadriceps, Glutes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It’s important to work both sides of your body evenly- front to back as well as side to 
side.  Even if you aren’t riding, barn choring has a tendency to produce back strains and 
tight chest muscles, which can be corrected through strengthening your back, legs and 
shoulders and core.  It is quite common for riders and people engaged in barn choring to 
have tight chest muscles, and relatively weak back muscles.  The effect on your posture 
in the saddle is to pull your top half forward, rounding your shoulders forward.  Many 

 

Lunge: Stand with legs shoulder width apart.  Inhale and step forward, 
keeping your pelvis and shoulders straight and square, with shoulders in line 
above your pelvis.  Your front leg should be parallel with the floor.  For 
added difficulty, hold free-weights as Emily is doing, or cross the front leg 
over the line, maintaining a straight pelvis.  To modify the exercise for 
problematic knees, or if you do not have the strength for a full lunge, simply 
take a smaller step forward and only drop your body slightly.  You can also 
step backward rather than forward.  Use a modification that is right for you, 
and challenges you somewhat.  I recommend 20-30 repetitions for each leg, at 
least twice a week. 

Squat: You can perform a squat with your legs at horse-width distance.  
Bend at the knees and lower your body, reaching your seat backward as if you 
were trying to sit on a chair behind you.  You may want to hold your arms up 
in front of you, or out to the sides for balance.  It is very important to keep 
your chin and chest up.  Keep your knees back- they should not be over or 
past your toes.  Ideally, you want to create a 90-degree angle at your knee.  If 
you cannot lower yourself very far keeping your knees back, that’s fine.  
Eventually you will be able to.  As you lower and raise your body into and 
out of the squat, count to three slowly on your way down, and back up 
again.  For variety, you can step into the squat, or ‘walk’ yourself down 
a line one squat at a time.  I recommend doing 20-40, 2-3x/week.  This 
exercise is excellent for strengthening your knee joint.  If your knees 
complain to start, just do a very light version.  
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riders experience strain in the area between the shoulder-blades, because the powerful 
pectoral muscles across the chest are pulling the relatively weak back muscles between 
the shoulder-blades forward.   
 
Having tight chest muscles and strong biceps from choring, combined with a weak upper 
back will cause a rider to further tighten the chest and biceps and pull with the arms when 
the horse pulls on the bit.  If you try gripping something and pulling on it using your 
bicep, you will notice your hands tighten and become hard.  Using your chest and biceps 
to help you control the horse results in hard hands, and ultimately a hard-mouthed horse.  
Having good shoulder and back strength will help you brace your back more effectively, 
resist engaging your biceps to pull on the horse’s mouth, and maintain soft hands. 
 
To keep a flat back and soft hands riding, and avoid strain caused by choring, it’s a good 
idea to perform exercises that strengthen the rhomboids and the part of the trapezius 
muscle which is between your shoulder-blades, as well as the deltoids (shoulder 
muscles).  Two easy and effective exercises are the row, and lateral raise which can be 
performed with an inexpensive exercise band or free-weights, or even something handy 
and heavy that you can grip in one hand. 
 
Row and Lateral Raise: Rhomboids, Trapezius, Deltoids 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Row: Rhomboids, trapezius  Rowing variations target the muscles between your shoulder-blades.  Performing the exercise 
not only strengthens your upper back to bring your shoulders back, but also ‘educates’ your muscles to be able to work 
independently from your hands, so that you can more effectively brace your back or correct your posture without having to 
pull on your horse’s mouth using your arms.  To row correctly, lower your shoulders and resist the urge to hunch them up.  
Start with your hands straight out in front of you, downward facing.  Isolate your shoulders and rotate them back, squeezing 
your shoulder blades together.  Your arms will be drawn back toward your body.  Think of bringing your elbows behind 
your back as a separate step from squeezing your shoulders.  Finally, once your elbows are well back with your wrists at 
your waist, attempt to ‘glue’ your elbows together for a final squeeze of the muscles in your back and between your 
shoulder-blades.  In the first picture, Kelsey is also standing on a balance board for added difficulty.  In the second picture, 
you can see how Spring’s shoulder blades are squeezed tightly together.  Common errors to resist are pulling with your arms 
only, or leaning back.  Variations of this same exercise can be performed with free weights, standing with your legs apart 
and leaning forward with your arms hanging straight down for your starting position.  If you need to keep weight off your 
feet/legs, you can row seated on the floor with your legs straight out in front of you, and the exercise band wrapped around 
your feet, or seated in a chair with the band looped around a post or hook.  Because choring and riding create such tight chest 
muscles and great need for strengthening your rhomboids and lower trapezius, I recommend doing at least 15-20 repetitions, 
3 times, 2-3 times a week.  Rest between each set, or perform part of a leg exercise between each set, so that your back has a 
chance to recover before repeating the exercise.  Practice engaging your shoulder-blades and not just using your arms to lift 
water pails and other heavy objects. 
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Of course, strengthening your abdominal muscles and long back muscles will still help 
you balance and maintain good posture.  You can use any exercises that engage your abs 
or the erector spinae muscles that run up your back.  I particular like to recommend work 
with exercise balls because they provide a destabilizing element more similar to the 
conditions you face on your horse, and performing exercises like simple crunches or back 
extensions on a ball will engage all kinds of smaller muscles in your waist, back and hips.  
Crunches on the ball also provide better support for your lower back than the same 
exercise on the floor. 
 
Back Extension: Erector Spinae 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lateral Raise: Deltoids Strong shoulders will allow you to maintain soft hands 
because you will not need to squeeze with your biceps and pull on your horse’s 
mouth.  You will also be able to maintain correct posture for longer.  As we age, 
shoulder muscles deteriorate through lack of use in daily living, and even in 
choring and riding.  You can perform the lateral raise, or forward raises, using a 
stretch band or free weights.  Start with your arms at your sides and raise them to 
shoulder level, then lower them slowly to your sides.  Resist the urge to cheat 
using momentum and gravity by yanking your arms up or flopping them down.  
Control the movement in both directions.  If your shoulders are weak, bending 
your elbow will reduce the resistance of the weight or band.  You can make more 
work for yourself by following up with slight pulses up and down with your arms 
straight out, or making small circles with your arms staying at about shoulder 
height.  Doing 20 raises, twice, followed by about 10 circles in each direction is a 
pretty good workout for your deltoids! 

Back Extension: Lay over an exercise ball or other sufficiently padded object so that it is right under 
your pelvis.  You should feel as if you would roll forward onto your face, unless your heels were held 
down.  You can do this exercise with your feet hooked under an object, or braced against a wall behind 
you.  If you are working with a partner, it can be very useful to ask them to help you with your 
symmetry by observing whether your back, hips and shoulders are straight and even throughout the 
exercise.  You will have a natural tendency to favour your stronger side, so make an effort to be aware 
and use both sides of your back evenly to lift your shoulders.  You want to start each repetition with 
your body rounded over the ball.  Raise your upper body into a straight, diagonal line with your legs as 
Kaylee is demonstrating.  Hyperextending your body, or raising it higher will put unwanted pressure on 
your back.  I recommend clients work themselves up to being able to do 30 in a row, at least twice a 
week.  You can hold weights for added difficulty. 
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If you like to engage in other leisure sports and activities to help keep fit for riding, 
bilateral activities which require even work on both sides of your body will help you 
develop and maintain balanced strength and co-ordination.  Activities which work one 
side of your body unevenly, such as tennis, may be great fun for the cardio portion of 
your week, but a lot of tennis playing could create imbalance which has a negative effect 
on your symmetry in the saddle.  Activities such as kick-boxing or ball sports which 
require you to co-ordinate several movements in sequence or at once will help you 
develop better body awareness, while improving your cardio-vascular ability. 
 
The exercises mentioned above are not a complete body workout.   If you are selecting 
exercises, or having a personal trainer at a gym select exercises for you, it’s a good idea 
to keep some rules of thumb in mind: a) Always work larger muscles before smaller ones 
so you don’t place the smaller, supporting muscles at risk of strain when doing heavier 
lifting with larger muscles    b) Always warm up first, but don’t do static stretching as 
part of your warmup   c) Always work complementary, or opposing muscle groups on the 
same day.  For example, if you will be working your chest, work your upper back too.  
You can break up your workout into upper body, lower body and arms on separate days, 
but breaking up complementary muscle pairs will create imbalance which you are trying 
to correct through off horse training in the first place.  d) Do not work the same muscle 
group two days in a row.  You need at least 48 hours between workouts for the same 
muscle group, with the exception of your abs.  e) Do all exercises slowly- raising and 
lowering weights to a count of two or three, breathing in as you prepare the exercise, and 
out as you exert force or contract the muscle. 
 
Stress? What Stress? 
Strength imbalance is only one factor to consider.  Flexibility in all your major muscle 
groups and joints is particularly important.   Not only can tightness magnify strength 
imbalance, but tight muscles and joints will inhibit your range of motion and ability to 
absorb your horse’s motion.  For example, tight ankles or knees can cause you to be 
pushed up in the saddle, unable to absorb the movement of your horse, and therefore 
unable to sit deeply in your trot.  You can strengthen up those shoulder blades, to help 
flatten your back, but it’s still going to be difficult unless you also stretch your chest 
muscles to relax their forward pull on your shoulders. 
 
Tight joints, ligaments and muscles are often the first to be strained under sudden demand 
such as a horse yanking the lead rope in your hand, or you slipping on some ice or mud. 
 
I recommend daily stretching for all my riding clients for at least a few minutes.  In fact, 
if you are sick, or have absolutely no time for exercising off horse on a given day or 
week, I recommend that you stretch at the very least so that you will not tighten up during 
periods of activity.  On days when you ride, chore or exercise, you need to spend a good 
10-15 minutes stretching, with one to two minutes spent on each stretch.  Muscles need 
time to relax, and allow you to deepen the stretch.  Using stretching time as an 
opportunity to unwind from your day, relax tight muscles, and spend some valuable quiet 
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time with your thoughts can not only directly benefit your riding, but also play a 
significant role in reducing general stress.   
 
Your stretching time can also be a rare quiet moment to replay your last ride, and plan 
your next one, or to work through a solution.  Many athletes spend time envisioning a 
performance sequence in precise detail- where they place what part of the body, what 
muscle is engaged, what the result is, and what happens next.  Even though you can’t 
‘download’ this perfect scenario to your horse to get him on the same page, studies show 
that visualization does in fact help create ‘muscle memory’ in your body, as though you 
had actually performed your sequence of movements perfectly, increasing the likelihood 
of perfect timing and placement in the heat of the moment in performance. 
 
Practicing yoga is a great idea, but if it’s not your thing, you can use principles such as 
deep breathing into your abdomen, slow breathing (4-5 counts in, and 4-5 counts out), 
and holding a stretching pose for several minutes to make great progress in your 
flexibility and reduce stress.   
 
Do not do static stretching before you work out, ride or chore.  Stretching cold muscles 
will lengthen the fibres somewhat, and place the muscles more at risk for strain when you 
next ask them to work and contract.  Use range of motion movements that warm up your 
body by moving your limbs and joints in different directions.  Static stretching- where 
you go into a stretch and hold it- should be done after your ride or workout, or at the end 
of the day when you will not be doing any more heavy choring.  When you stretch, do not 
bounce, and do not push yourself to the point of pain.  Go into a stretch breathing deeply 
until you can feel a slight pull on the muscle, then stop there and relax, breathing in and 
out deeply for 4 or 5 breaths until you feel the muscle relax further.  Then you can deepen 
your stretch a little more.   
 
Stretching to the pain point, or using bouncing to push your muscles further than they are 
able only places undue strain on muscles, ligaments and sometimes joints.  If you are 
doing a stretch and you feel pain in any joint, move out of the stretch and find a 
modification that does not place strain on a joint.  Over time, you will improve your 
flexibility, your range of motion will improve, and you will see the results in fewer aches 
and strains, and more effective and precise aids in the saddle. 
 
Areas of particular concern with riding and choring include hamstrings, gluteus maximus 
(butt), hips, hip flexors, back, shoulders and pectoralis (chest).   
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Stretches 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Frog Pose:  inside thigh, hip and knee joints 
The frog pose is similar to a common hockey stretch.  Kneel on the 
floor with your feet together.  While kneeling, widen your knees 
out as far as they will go while keeping your feet together.  Bend 
your body over so that you are on all fours, and lower the front of 
your body to your elbows or chest as you separate your feet so that 
they are as wide apart as your knees are.  Your hips should be right 
in line with both knees.  Your feet should be pointed outwards.  
You can gently shift your weight from side to side. 
  

 

Downward Dog: back of legs (calves, hamstrings, glutes), 
back (latissiums dorsi), shoulders (deltoids)  
Great stretch for suppler ankles and back, straighter posture and 
more flexible hamstrings.  Start on all fours, then lift your tailbone 
into the air while straightening your knees.  Keep your hands and 
feet about shoulder width apart.  This is a good stretch to stay in for 
several minutes.  As you breath in and out, reach your tailbone back 
and up, and allow your chest to drop closer to the ground.  

 

Pigeon with Quadricep:  hip flexors, quadriceps, gluteus 
maximus, piriformis, knee joint 
In the simple pigeon pose, one leg is folded in front of you and 
slightly under you as if you are about to sit cross-legged on the 
floor.  The other leg is stretched out behind you in a straight line.  
You can lean forward slightly and support your bodyweight on 
your hands to reduce strain on your joints.  To add a stretch for 
your hip flexors as Kelsey is doing, lift your shoulders up and 
backward.  Kelsey is also stretching her quadriceps by reaching 
back to hold her foot.   
 

Hip External Rotator : glutes, piriformis, lower back (erector 
spinae and latissiumus dorsi)  
Lying on your back with your knees up as if you were about to 
perform a sit-up, lift up one leg, turn the knee outward, and place 
your ankle on the op 
posite knee.  Lift that second leg off the floor, and draw the knee 
toward you, pushing your ankle toward you.  You can 
simultaneously press the other knee outwards to deepen the stretch.   
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EQUIFITT.com would like to thank the equestrian fitness clients who kindly 
demonstrated the various exercises for the photos in this article.  EQUIFITT.com is based 
in Kemptville, Ontario (Canada), and specializes in sport-specific fitness for riders and 
horse-care folks through personal fitness training, workshops, clinics and group classes 
for riders.  Clinics typically include mounted and off-horse posture, alignment and fitness 
assessment.  Workshops and small group fitness are off-horse.   
 

Shoulder Flexor & Forearm Supinator: chest (pectoralis), 
bicep 
Standing with your back to a wall, or standing in a doorway, raise 
your arm to about shoulder level, and place your palm on wall or 
edge of doorway, fingers pointing back and thumb up.  Lean into 
your shoulder, and twist your body away from that shoulder.   You 
can do a similar stretch in a doorway with your arms bent, and the 
elbow at the doorframe.  The bent arm version stretches only the 
chest muscles, while the straight arm version will stretch both your 
chest, and your bicep.  This is an excellent stretch to do many times 
a day if you ride, chore, drive a lot or spend a lot of time on a 
computer.  


