


Better Riding

1 Essential 
groundwork
First and foremost, a good 
warm-up should start by 
improving your horse’s circulation 
and getting the blood flowing to 
his muscles, as well as warming up 
their temperature, particularly on  
a cold day. 

A good warm-up can start before 
you even get on your horse and a 
thorough groom and massage 
session will start proceedings 
nicely. Working particularly around 
your horse’s back area, groom and 
massage him to get the blood 
flowing. Effleurage is a great basic 
stroking massage technique – 
think of it like ironing out his 
muscles! Mould the palm of your 
hands to the contour of his 
muscles and gently stroke – as  
you feel the warmth increase  
in your own hands your horse  
will be feeling the same in his  
back muscles.

Walk him around in-hand too, 
particularly if he’s been standing 
in his stable for any length of time. 
Try small circles and ask him to 
back up and come forwards. These 
movements will help to warm his 
back muscles up and increase the 
blood flow around his whole body. 
Finally, use carrot stretches to help 
stretch his topline muscles and 
recruit his core (see pic, right). 

Remember, these initial 
movements should all be gentle 
and gradual. 

Once you’ve warmed him up 
from the ground, it’s time to 
get on board and warm him up 
under saddle. Start on a loose 
rein and walk him in a long 
and low outline. Ride large 
schooling figures, such as 
figures of eight, to get him 
listening and to give his 
muscles time to get used to 
your weight and your saddle’s. 

Still on a loose rein, ask him 
for a slow and steady trot and 
continue riding the schooling 
figures. This should help to get 
his blood flowing and ensure 
he’s relaxed and ready to work.

When your horse’s head is 
down in a long and low rein 
contact, his nuchal ligament, 
which runs from his poll to his 
withers, is taut. This pulls on 
his supraspinous ligament, 
which continues along the top 
of the vertebrae in his back. 

The taut nuchal ligament helps to 
pull his back up so he can carry the 
weight of his rider easily. It’s 
important to start and finish your 
ridden session with your horse in  
a long and low contact to let him 
use his nuchal and supraspinous 
ligaments to support his back, 
particularly as he’s warming up or 
when he’s tired. Riding your horse 
in this way also allows for more 
swing through his back, which is a 
positive movement to promote. 

2 Loosen him up 

For your horse’s muscular-
skeletal system to work at its 
best, it needs to be warm. To 
increase the temperature, you 
need to increase the circulation 
and the way to do this is to 
increase his pulse and 
respiration rate – so it’s time to 
pick up some speed and move 
into canter.

If your horse is a little stiff in 
his back, he’s likely to find it 

easier to work in canter than 
trot. Canter allows for more 
movement in his back muscles 
and abdominals as they need to 
shorten and lengthen more than 
they do in the trot. Continuing to 
canter with your horse in a long 
and low outline will help to 
elongate and strengthen his 
topline muscles and prepare him 
for picking up a contact later in 
the session.

3 Get his blood flowing

Replicate  
his natural 
behaviour
Feeding your 
horse hay and 
feed from the 
ground helps to 
promote the 
correct back 
posture and is 
the most natural 
position for your 
horse to be in.

After your initial walk, trot and 
canter to warm his muscles, bring 
him back to walk and let him have 
a breather. With this part of the 
warm-up established, it’s now a 
good time to concentrate on 
flexibility, suppleness and joint 
range of movement. 

“If you don’t use it you lose it,” 
says Gillian about joint health. So 
it’s good to encourage your horse 
to move every joint through a full 
range of movement every day – just 
as we should with our own bodies. 
Lateral work such as leg-yield, 
shoulder-in and travers (which 
exercise you choose will depend 
on what level you and your horse 
are working at) and riding small 
circles in walk are all great ways to 
increase movement. It’s easy for us 
humans to lift an arm above our 
heads to achieve a full range of 
movement, but this isn’t so easy 
for our horses. Start any lateral 
exercises in walk at first as it 
requires the greatest amount of 
joint movement because there’s no 
moment of suspension. 

Compared to trot and canter, 
walk is also the gait where we see 
the most spinal rotation.  

In lateral work, this spinal 
rotational movement increases  
as his hindlegs step under and 
across his body.

All of these exercises will help to 
promote and maintain your horse’s 
skeletal health. Flexing him to the 
left and right will help the muscles 
on either side of his spine and poll 
to flex, and any lateral and circle 
work will strengthen and stretch 
these muscle chains further. 

4 Move his joints

Supraspinous
ligament

Spinal ligament 
system

Nuchal ligament

Cantering your horse 
ups his pulse and heart 
rate and increases 
blood circulation

Lateral work 
encourages a 
good range 
of movement 
in all his joints

When your horse’s head is 
low, his back is supported by 
the taut nuchal ligament

Ride large schooling 
figures on a loose rein 
to help loosen him up

Use a carrot to encourage 
your horse to stretch 
down and over his spine
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Better Riding

Next, you want to focus on 
getting every single joint in your 
horse’s body moving. 

Pole work is a great way to  
do this – by getting him to  
lift his legs up and over the 
poles, you’re stimulating and 
asking for movement in all  
of his joints. 

Raising his forehand and 
asking him to walk over 
obstacles also helps to tone  
his thoracic sling muscles.  
These play an important role  
in supporting his forehand 
between his front legs. As they 
contract, they lift and lighten 
the thorax between the 
forelimbs at the withers.  
As they strengthen, your  
horse may appear to ‘grow’  
in height. 

Walking your horse over poles 
also helps to strengthen his  
core. Core stability provides the 

strength and co-ordination to  
help with his control, balance, 
posture and carrying the weight  
of his rider. It can also improve 
self-carriage, enhance performance 
and reduce the risk of injury.  

The core muscles are vital in 

5 Work his core

6 Get him listening
Finally, now your horse’s muscles 
and joints are warmed up, it’s time 
to make the transition from that 
long and low frame to the position 
you want him in for your working 
session or test. You need to make 
sure he’s switched on, in front of 
your aids, with plenty of activity 
and ready to work.

Your warm-up routine may alter 
slightly at this stage, depending on 
which discipline you’re warming 
up for. For jumping, you want him 
to be in front of your leg and be 
able to lengthen and shorten easily, 
whereas for dressage, you want to 
achieve lots of transitions and be 
able to change his outline easily. 

Using transitions, such as trot, 
walk for one step then back to trot, 
are a particularly effective way to 
achieve both impulsion and 
engagement. When ridden 
correctly, they encourage your 
horse to sit and carry more weight 
behind. They also strengthen his 
core muscles, which will in turn 
improve posture and his overall 
way of going. 

As he develops a more advanced 
outline and his poll becomes the 
highest point, the role of the 
nuchal ligament changes as his 
back and topline muscles work 
progressively harder. In training, 
particularly if your horse starts to 
fidget or tire, it’s important to 
return to a forward and down neck 
outline to give him a break. This 

Don’t skimp on your warm-up!
A good warm-up is a crucial part of any riding session 
and has multiple benefits for both you and your 
horse. It’s important not to hold back on your 
warm-up session, but give it the time and 
concentration it deserves. Following a plan similar to 
the one here will help your horse to perform at his 
best and lower the risk of injury. 

And don’t forget about the warm-down at the end 
of your session either, this is equally as important as 
your warm-up and on average, a thorough warm-
down session should last for 10 minutes. Walk him 
around on a long rein to allow him to stretch down 
and rest his back muscles. 

maintaining correct posture  
of his back. Half-halts, engagement 
of his hind-quarters, encouraging 
him to collect and push from 
behind, hill work and riding over 
poles all help to tone and 
strengthen his core.

allows the nuchal ligament to take 
the strain and the muscles to 
stretch, relax and recuperate.

If you try to achieve an advanced 
outline on a horse who hasn’t yet 
developed a strong enough topline, 
the resulting muscular tension and 
lack of positive tension in the 
supraspinous ligament may cause 
him to hollow. Horses who hollow 
won’t perform at their best and are 
much more likely to develop back 
problems. Therefore it’s crucial  
you ensure his topline is developed 
before asking him to take an 
advanced shape.

His core is 
made up of the 
following 
muscles 
(pictured left):
1. �Ventral serrated 

muscle
2. ��Pectoral 

muscles
3. �Rectus 

abdominus 
muscle

4. Piriformis
5. �Lliopsoas 

muscle group
6. �Multifidus 

muscle

Don’t do  
too much
Remember, the 
warm-up is still 
work for your 
horse so make 
sure you factor 
it into your 
work schedule 
and the time 
you’re planning 
to spend riding. 

1

2

3

4
56

Get your horse 
switched on and 
listening to your aids
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