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YOGA 
POSTURESfor riders

As a longtime horsewoman, yogi, and author 
of Yoga for Riders, here are a few of my fa-

vorite stretches for equestrians. Through yoga, 
we become aware of our bodies, our energy, our 
breathing, and our mindset, learning tools to 
stay physically and mentally on top of our game. 

NOT INTIMIDATING
I believe that yoga should be accessible to 
everybody regardless of age, fitness level, or ex-
perience. Modifications can be applied to make 
the poses more or less challenging. With the 
vast number of postures, if one doesn’t work 
for you, there’s likely another with similar 
benefits that will.

The physical postures have great value to 
equestrians when riding. Staying in shape also 
comes into play when working around the 
barn raking, shoveling, and lifting hay bales. 
It’s important to include postures that work on 
the following three physical traits: flexibility, 
strength, and balance. 

FLEXIBILITY: STANDING FORWARD BEND
Flexibility is an important component of 
equestrian fitness. Swinging a leg up and over 
a saddle requires flexibility. Having a flexible 

fit rider

If you can’t put your hands flat on the ground or even touch 
your feet, putting your hands on your shins still gives you 
the benefits of stretching. 

Try out these poses for an effective rider strengthening, 
flexibility and balance routine.
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body also helps keep stiffness and soreness at 
bay. Additionally, if an unfavorable dismount 
were to occur, the flexible body typically sus-
tains less injury.  

There are lots of great yoga postures to im-
prove flexibility, but I feel the most beneficial 
one is Standing Forward Bend. Not only do the 
legs get a great stretch, but so does the lower 
back. Also, inversions increase healthy blood 
flow to the head, brain, and thyroid. This pose 
is much more attainable than headstands, yet 
still garners the inversion benefits. 

How-to:
u  Stand with feet hip-width apart. Inhale 

and raise your arms overhead; with a flat back, 
exhale and swan dive forward, placing your 
hands on your shins, feet, or the floor, depend-
ing upon your level of flexibility. 

u  Drop your head so as not to create neck strain.
u  Keep your knees relatively straight but not 

locked. You’ll want to feel some stretch on the 
backs of your legs. 

u  Hold the pose for five breaths or to your 
comfort level. If you feel there’s too much blood 
flow to the head, slowly come out of the stretch.  

u  To exit, roll up slowly, stacking the verte-
bra, or take a reverse swan dive up. 

u  When finished, pause for a moment with 
hands in prayer position at the heart center; 
observe the blood flow redistributing, and al-
low the goodness of the posture to soak in. 

u Standing Forward Bend can also be used 
as an entry point to other poses such as Plank, 
Lunges, Downward Dog, and Chair Pose.

STRENGTH: STANDING GODDESS POSE
Physical strength is necessary as an equestri-
an, whether it’s being able to mount up easier, 
posting, or lifting a saddle. 

There are many strengthening postures such 
as Chair Pose, Planks, and Warrior variations, 
but one of my favorites for riders is Standing 
Goddess Pose, which focuses on legs, inner 
thighs, quadriceps, and buttocks.

How-to:
u Stand with your feet wide apart and turn 

your toes out slightly; to avoid knee strain, 
your big toe should never be turned out past 
the knee. 

u Begin with hands on your hips, then bend 
both knees equally, sinking your tailbone to-
ward the floor.

u Don’t lean forward; the crown of your head 
should point toward the sky.
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Taking stretch 
breaks during a 
ride helps keep 
your body more 
relaxed and at 
ease, which 
translates to 
your horse’s 
body being 
more relaxed as 
well.
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u After bending your knees, different arm 
variations can be added. Try prayer position in 
front of your chest (when palms are pressed 
together—this engages the pectoral/chest 
muscles). Bringing your arms overhead at 
shoulder width apart is another option.

u Hold the posture for five deep breaths, per-
haps working up to a longer hold time as your 
strength increases. Three sets are recommend-
ed, taking short breaks between. 

BALANCE: TREE POSE
Improve balance and focus both in and out of 
the saddle through balancing postures.

There’s an array of balancing yoga postures, 
but one of the most basic, yet effective, is Tree 
Pose, which can include variations to add chal-
lenge if the basic version is too easy. On the flip 
side, there are modifications to make Tree Pose 
simpler if you’re challenged by balancing poses.

Even though balance poses may not look like 
strengthening postures, many tiny muscles 
work to hold a balanced position. As muscles 
build, balance improves; work from where you 
are and enjoy the incremental improvements 
you’ll see from regular practice. 

Mental focus also comes into play when 
mastering balance and is a means to developing 
concentration, which is helpful in horsemanship. 

How-to: 
u Begin with both feet solidly on the floor, 

with your weight placed symmetrically.
u Gently fix your gaze on something stationary 

ahead of you; hold your gaze there without wa-
vering, regardless of what’s going on around you. 
In yoga, we call this focused intention, or drishti.

u Soften your standing knee; don’t bend it, 
but don’t lock it either. 

u Shift your belly button over one foot, 
which equates to moving your center. 

The following are foot placement options 
(based on your level of balance) for the leg that 
will be moving on to the standing leg:

u Keeping a big toe on the floor makes the 
pose easier. You can work up to placing your 
foot higher on the standing leg: ankle, knee, 
thigh, or crossed. The higher the placement, 
the harder the posture becomes.

u If challenged by Tree Pose, there’s no harm 
in using a wall, chair back, or windowsill to 
lightly place a hand if you feel wobbly. 

u Hands are traditionally placed in front of 
the chest in a prayer position. For variety, arms 
could be extended upward or out to the sides. 

u Keeping your arms in a stationary position 
is easiest, but to add more challenge, moving 
them while in Tree can be another option. 

u If Tree Pose is too easy, try it with your eyes 
closed, which adds another dimension of difficulty.

Keep your yoga and fitness regimen inter-
esting and doable. As you’ll see from some of 
these photos, practice can be done on the mat, 
on the trail, or in the ring! Consider commit-
ting to a regular practice and glean the many 
benefits you’ll notice in your riding and your 
overall physical and mental fitness. HI

CATHY WOODS is the author of Yoga For Riders 
(horseandriderbooks.com) and the creator of Body, Mind, 
Equine. She offers retreats, clinics and presentations for 
equestrians. cathywoodsyoga.com

GENERAL TIPS
u Be your own best teacher. Listen to your body; if something

 doesn’t feel right, alter or omit it. 
u Yoga should never be painful. If you encounter more than a slight 

challenge or are unable to take a full breath, you’re likely too 
deep into the pose. 

u Be gentle and accepting of yourself. Don’t compare, and work 
from where you are.

u Infuse the postures with deep breaths and present moment 
awareness to experience the true essence of yoga.

Standing 
Goddess 
is a great 
strengthening 
pose that 
focuses on legs, 
inner thighs, 
quadriceps, 
and buttocks.
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A group of 
riders at 
Cathy’s Body, 
Mind, Equine 
retreat at C 
Lazy U Ranch 
in Colorado 
use tree pose 
to find their 
balance before 
mounting up.

Try out tree pose using the easiest foot placement against 
your ankle, keeping your big toe on the floor.

Once your balance feels solid, you can try different 
variations of foot placement higher on your leg.


