Pilates and riding

ll. Postural Support
Beth Glosten, MD
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In the first article of this series, | describethf@#s and how it can be used to enhance
mental focus by using a specific breathing techaiqthis article will consider posture
and postural support of the rider. In essencs,ighihe torso of the rider. The bones and
muscles of the torso will be described as wellikggs-based exercises that enhance
support of the rider’s torso. Effective postunapport is vital to developing a stable
position on horseback with independent and harmusnaids.

Posture and alignment

Good posture is the proper alignment of the vedelof the spine. Figure 1 shows that
the spine is a series of stacked bones or verteldlaese bones are not stacked in a
straight line, but form curves at the neck, or aalvspine, the mid-back or thoracic
spine, and at the low back, or lumbar spine. Tiesgnce of these curves promotes
shock absorption and mobility. The end of the spgnthe sacrum; 5 fused vertebrae.
The sacrum forms the back of the pelvis. For psepaf our discussion, the pelvis will
be considered a solid ring of bone. It is desigiwedisperse the weight of our upper
body onto our legs and similarly help with shock@iption from our legs pounding the
pavement. The lowest part of the pelvis, the Bdiuiberosities, or seat bones, is the part
of the pelvis we feel when seated in the saddlenaa firm surface. The ribcage is
formed by curved bones attached at the thoracielexe and the sternum. The ribcage
serves to protect vital organs (heart and lungspftrauma. Since the spine is connected
to both the pelvis and the ribcage, position of¢pme affects the position of these other
bones and vice versa. When the spine is in cop@sture, this position is called “neutral
spine” or “neutral pelvis” (Fig 2). When the spiisearched or extended, either the top of
the pelvis tips forward and/or the sternum lifts the distance between the pelvis and
ribcage in front increases (Fig 3). When the smreunded or flexed, the top of the
pelvis tips back and/or the sternum dips downgdistance between the ribs and pelvis in
front decreases (Fig 4).
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Figure 2. Neutral spine in
the saddle.

Figure 3. Too much Figure 4. Spine is rounded
arch (extension) in the spine..  or flexed.

A large focus of pilates is teaching awareness®fprroper alignment of the spine and
pelvis within each individual. This is first taugh exercises lying on the back, where
one is able to feel how the bones of the spinepatds are aligned. Then, exercises
challenge this awareness in the upright position.

Awareness of optimal spine and pelvic alignmemtigortant as it is the most efficient
position for the body to find balance. In factlie absence of spinal or muscular
abnormalities, while at rest, the position of propesture can be achieved with minimal
muscle work. However, while on a moving horsespreation of posture requires
muscle activity. The deep muscles of the abdomelrtlze back are vital to supporting
good posture. These muscles work cooperativekgép the trunk upright and balanced
by creating a deep, elastic wrap for the spinaleRi able to use these deep postural
muscles to preserve balance are less likely to Bagessive tightness and gripping of the
muscles of the thigh and shoulder.

Muscles of the torso

The two deepest layers of abdominal muscles arentist important for postural support.
They include the transversus abdominis and thenat@blique. The transversus
abdominis is depicted in Figure 5. Note thatilterfs run across the body. As muscle
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fibers only shorten when they contract, using #fidominal muscle results in a pulled in
abdominal wall or belly, as if you are trying toifito jeans a size to small..... Because
this muscle wraps almost all the way around theybadtivating this muscle by pulling
your belly in creates a corset-like support of yspine and torso. It is the primary
muscle activated in last month’s exercises desggibow to perform the pilates focusing
breath. Pulling in the abdominal muscles on thHeaéxbreath activates this transversus
abdominis muscle and stabilizes the spine, posame pbalance, preparing you for the
next moment of your ride.

The internal oblique muscle is one of three mussiesvn in Figure 6. Its fibers run
from the rim of the pelvis to the ribcage. As suthaction is to either shorten one side
of the torso (side bend) or pull the ribs closethi® pelvis and round or flex the spine
(Fig 4). The other more superficial abdominal niescthe external oblique and the
rectus abdominis, are less important for posturppert and balance. The rectus
abdominis is the most superficial muscle, and wihmreloped creates the “washboard
abs” appearance. While this may be an attraatigk for some, development of this
muscle does nothing for body support and balance!

The deep muscles of the back are as importantostupal support and balance as the
deep abdominals. Note in Figure 7 that there ameynayers of back muscle. The
deepest layers span only one or two vertebraeiva#an of the muscles of the back
pulls the spine into an arch, or extension (Figrj increases the distance between the
ribs and pelvis in front.

Copyright 2006



Internal Oblique
(Deep)

Abdominis
(Deep)

\
AN
T

Rectus AbdomlnlsM\lr df{( \
(Most superficial) K g‘(w/@ \))

W

Figure 5. Transversus Figure 6. Other abdominal
abdominis muscles muscles

Figure 7. The muscles
of the back

From these muscle descriptions you can imaginelthedanced use of the transversus
abdominis, internal oblique, and the deep back teasgork together to move the spine
in all directions as well as stabilize the spingaod posture.

Essentially all of the pilates exercises teach ssesad function of the deep muscles of
the abdomen and back to promote efficient balaiSmmne directly strengthen these
muscles through movement, while others challengealility of these muscles to
maintain alignment and spine stability during moeetof the legs or arms. These
approaches are both valuable. The rider develgifisient muscle connection and
strength to stay in good posture and balance omtheng horse, and, use of an arm or
leg aid does not disrupt this balance. Truly iretegent aids are then possible.

Maintaining supported posture on horseback makaslyorse’s job easier. If you are
balanced and centered despite the movement ofnmse, the horse can more clearly
feel and understand your aids. In contrast, ifggéep your horse takes puts you in a
different position, shifts your weight, causes yowgrip with one leg or pull on one rein,
the horse will be lost and unable to understanatwhues to ignore and which to answer.
Our weight on the back of the horse is analogowsliack pack. It is uncomfortable and
unsettling to carry a back pack with poor weiglstidbution. Likewise, a horse that has a
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rider sitting always off to one side or always Imehihe vertical must make adaptations
for that rider’s imperfect position and balancéhe3e adjustments detract from free,
balanced and supple movement of the horse. Veayl slmanges in posture and stability
can have dramatic influences on the movement ofitihee, both in a positive and
negative direction. In times of evasions and ¢on#hile riding, we owe it to our horses
to first ask ourselves if our position and balaiscie source or contributing to the
problem before assuming it is entirely the horsessie.

A rider with stable and balanced posture whilengdiooks graceful and supple. | would
suggest, however, that like a ballerina, the ptepkiok of balance and effortlessness is
not easy and takes muscle activity and controlth\WWicus on balance and posture, the
rider becomes more attuned to the movement of dheehand can influence the horse’s
way of going in subtle ways. In the end, goodngdbecomes energy management of the
horse. The horse puts energy into the rider aaditker must not be put off balance by
this energy but channel it in the desired way (famdy upward, transitions, etc).
Considering that the bulk of this energy manageroeatirs in the rider’s trunk or torso,
awareness and support of posture and alignmeetcessary for efficient and graceful
riding.

Common postural problems in riders

Many riders use their postural muscles asymmelyic&bme riders may adopt a rounded
shoulder position in the saddle (Fig 4). This ofs¢ems from spending much of the day
at a desk working at a computer in a similar sl@dcposition. It may also be a
protective posture. This rider needs activatiothefmuscles of the back to pull the body
in a more upright position. As well, the muscléshe shoulder girdle need to be
stretched and balanced — more on this in the nmégteain this series.

It is not uncommon that a rider, in an effort td tg straight with shoulders back”,
develops too much tone in the muscles of the md-wpper back and pulls the spine
into extension (Fig 3). This tension can spreatthéarms and limit suppleness of the
shoulder compromising contact with the horse thioting bridle. Connecting to and
using the abdominal muscles, in an inward fashaoputl the ribcage slightly closer to
the pelvis, helps balance this muscle use. Whdkrs initially feel like they are leaning
forward, they soon appreciate the comparative e@bewhich balance can be
maintained by improved trunk muscle balance andtfan.

Imbalance in these postural muscles can also ereerfith side-to-side, or lateral
symmetry. When the muscles on one side of th&tane strong compared to the other,
the strong side is shorter, the pelvis and thighelqoulled up on the strong side, and the
rider’s weight shifted to the weaker, longer siBlg(8 — Incorrect alignment). This
asymmetry, to a greater or lesser extent, is venynaon. It is very rare that a rider
doesn’t have some degree of lateral asymmetry. eBoras, but not always, it is related
to handedness. For example, a right handed pessten stronger on the right side of
the body, the right side is shorter, the weigldhited onto the left seat bone, the right
knee tends to be pulled up, and the rider maytleseight stirrup more often than the
left. This lateral asymmetry interferes with treddnce of the horse. The horse often
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falls in the direction of the rider’s weight. lmoexample of a rider with a strong right
side, the horse may tend to fall to the outsidhefcircle while tracking right, and may
have difficulty bending and tend to fall to theidesof the circle when tracking left. The
rider may have difficulty changing from the rigbtleft rein. The rider may try to “hold
up” the horse’s left side and keep them from fallia the left with the left rein.

Balanced alignment Unbalanced alignment

* Right and left sides equal < Right side shortened

» Weight is even « Weight to left

» Shoulders are level « Left shoulder high

» Seat bones level  Right seat bone lifted
Figure 8

This right-to-left asymmetry is sometimes describedollapsing; that is, the rider is
collapsing to the short side. 1 think that is agjood term to use, as “collapsing” implies
passivity. This imbalance is anything but thatlo& short “collapsed” side. The short
side is the overactive and strong side; the loregghted side is the side that is “on
vacation” and not doing its part to help the ridatance. Also, sometimes the rider is
encouraged to “put weight in the lifted side of gedvis or seat bone.” But, since
muscles only shorten and pull to move bones, tisene way to push the seat bone down
onto the saddle. This asymmetry is best correayetiinking of shortening the trunk
muscles of the longer, weaker side and taking weaiflof the heavily weighted side of
the pelvis. This helps balance the muscle torteegides of the trunk and equalize the
weight distribution over the pelvis in the saddle.
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Exercises:
1. Postural awareness - Finding neutral alignment
Lay on the floor or a mat, knees bent, feet flatrenfloor seat bone distance apart.
Release the muscles of your back and let the weigyaur body sink onto the floor
(don’t press any part of your back onto the floddow note where you feel the weight of
your body contact the floor. When the spine isentral alignment with its normal
curves, weight contacts the floor at:
The back of the pelvis
Around the shoulder and shoulder blades
The back of the head
There is little or no weight contacting the floor:
Behind the waist
Behind the neck
This describes the normal curves of your spigeeryone is slightly different, but
the back is not completely flat.

This exercise is valuable to introduce good posamaewhat it feels like in each
individual.

2. On the mat — pelvic rocking

Lay on the floor or a mat, knees bent, feet flatf@nfloor seat bone distance apart, in
neutral alignment. Take an easy inhale breatlatbigg into the lateral ribcage. On the
exhale breath, scoop in the abdominal musclesdotiee top of the pelvis toward the
floor (pelvic tuck) flattening the low back. Oretimext inhale breath rock the top of the
pelvis forward, arching the back slightly so tha tow back comes off the floor. Slowly
alternately flatten and arch the low back 6 ton&#, inhaling as you arch the spine,
exhaling as you flatten the spine onto the floBradually decrease the range of motion
until, like a pendulum, the low back comes to rdstthis position different from how
you started?

3. Sitting on an exercise ball — pelvic rocking tint to back

Start by sitting upright on an exercise ball withuy feet flat on the floor, hip width apart
(Ex 3A). You may need a colleague or a mirrorlieak that you are in neutral spine
alignment with your shoulders aligned over younvehnd your seat bones pointing
straight down. Take an easy inhale breath andagyhale, scoop in the abdominal
muscles to rock the pelvis into a tuck pointing iyseat bones toward your heels, and
flattening the low back (Ex 3B). Allow the shoutdeo follow the movement, do not
lean back. Inhale and use the deep back muscteskdhe pelvis back so that there is a
slight arch in your spine and your seat bones goinaird the back of the ball (Ex 3C).
Exhale and tuck the pelvis underneath you agaithjramale to point the seat bones
behind you. Rock back and forth between theseipnsi6 to 8 times, gradually settling
to the middle of the movement, in neutral spingratient. Concentrate on using the
muscles of the torso to move the pelvis front aackb Try not to use your leg muscles
to move the pelvis. This exercise you should lyelpfeel grounded with your weight
centered over the pelvis, efficiently balancedlmnéxercise ball.
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#3 On an exercise ball, pelvic rocking fronttoba  ck

A. Neutral B. Tuck C. Arch

4. Sitting on an exercise ball — pelvic rocking ge to side

Sit on the exercise ball in neutral alignment (&).4Place your hands on your waist —

this helps you feel the muscles of the trunk enghgang the exercise. Lift up one side

of the pelvis, or seat bone (engaging the trunkabesson that side) while sinking weight
onto the other seat bone. Imagine that you argestiag the distance between the arm

pit and the pelvis on that side. Come back td gi@sition, and repeat on the other side
(Ex 4B&C). Do 8 to 10 swings side to side.

Most have one side for which this exercise is ghthorward (the strong side), and one
side for which it is not (the weaker side). (Yan@robably see it is easier for me to the
right!) Feel what happens on the side that is.edsy to duplicate this on the other side.

Be careful to not shift the shoulders to the sateyist the body. The motion is a small

side to side movement of the pelvis by the trunisches. Try not to use the gluteal
muscles to move the pelvis.
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#4 On an exercise ball, pelvic rocking sideto sid e

A. Neutral B. Rock to Right C. Rock to Left

The purpose of exercises #2 - #4 is to learn wiatlifferent positions of the pelvis feel
like, and to learn to use the muscles of the t@rack and abdominal muscles) to adjust
the position of the pelvis. It is not uncommontthaider needs to alter the position of
the pelvis in the saddle. It is much more effextiy adjust the pelvis by using the
muscles of the torso, but most try to do so bygiiie muscles of the legs (particularly
the gluteal, or butt muscles). But if the leg nlesanove the pelvis, they have become
involved in posture and postural support and ateawailable for leg aids. It is very
important for riders to make adjustments in theistpre or position of the pelvis using
muscles of the trunk.

5. Sitting on an exercise ball — side twist

Sit upright on an exercise ball, feet on the fldop, width apart. Lift your arms up and
hold them in a big circle, as if you were holdinguye ball. Take an easy inhale breath,
and on the exhale breath rotate your upper bodlyetoight, then inhale back to center
and exhale while you rotate your upper body tdeffteand inhale back to center. Repeat
this twist or rotation of the spine 6-8 times edalection.

Be sure that you keep your seat bones equally werdgiuring this exercise. It is
tempting to sink onto the seat bone on the sid@sippthe direction of the twist. Try to
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feel if you do that, and if so, keep that seat bdted so that your weight stays in the
middle of the ball throughout the movement.

This exercise helps you learn that you can move ypper body independently from the
lower body. This allows you, while riding your Iseron a circle, to keep your shoulders
in line with the horse’s shoulders and at the same keep your weight balanced over
the horse’s back.

6. Abdominal strengthening — abdominal curls on te mat

Lay on the floor in neutral spine alignment, knbeat, feet flat on the floor seat bone
width apart. Place your hands behind your heatkok. Take a normal breath in and as
you exhale, scoop in your lower abdomen, and pe@l ypper body off the floor in a
curl. Inhale as you roll back down. Repeat 105dimes.

Keep the abdominal muscles scooped in as you purlkieep your fingers soft behind
your head; don’t pull yourself up with your arni3on’t push your low back into the mat
and tuck the pelvis. Allow the back to lengtheronl lead with the chin; keep the back
of the neck long. Curl up until just the bottomtleé shoulder blades touches the floor, or
less. Keep the movement smooth, not jerky. Kbaembteaths flowing throughout the
movement.
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#6 Abdominal curls

Abdominal Curls — variations

With rotation

Table top legs

Done this way, this exercise strengthens the dbdprainal muscles. If the abdominal
muscles bulge out, you are using the more supalficuscles of the abdominal wall, and
the exercise is less useful.

To make the exercise more challenging, you carydifir feet off the floor so your legs
are in a “table top” position with the hip and kneimts at right angles. Or, you can
extend your legs out straight at about a 45 degmneée with the floor. Use caution with
this leg position, however. If you don’t have adatg support from the deep abdominal
muscles pulling in, the weight of the legs can eaastrain on the low back.

Another variation, in any of the above leg posisiois to add a slight rotation at the top
of each curl, alternating the direction of the timtawith each curl. Think of bringing the
lower ribcage to the opposite side of the pelNd®. 5 to 10 each direction

7. Abdominal strengthening — abdominal curls on amexercise ball

Sit upright on the ball in neutral alignment; fglour arms across your chest. Take an
easy inhale breath and on the exhale breath sooapd engage the lower abdominal
muscles to tuck the pelvis and move the ball towgulir feet, while your upper body
rounds back. Take a quick inhale, and on the eelxéle breath curl back up to sitting
using the abdominal muscles to pull the ribs doswatrds the pelvis to pull you upright.
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Repeat 8 — 10 times. At the start of the exerfgiseyour lower abdomen push through
to the spine and the surface of the ball to coryoir curling back. Do not start the curls
by throwing your shoulders and upper body backt the shoulders fall forward slightly
with the movement. The further back you roll, Heeder the exercise.

#7 Abdominal strengthening
abdominal curls on the Exercise Ball

8. Back muscle strengthening — spine extension tre mat

Lay on the floor on your stomach, your foreheagdaowel. Place your arms by your
side with palms up. Take an easy inhale and oexhale breath pull your abdominal
wall up off the floor (this should not be a visilsl®vement — just a pulling in of your
abdomen). On the next inhale breath, reach yoauldbr blades back and down and
slowly raise your upper body off the floor. Thesules to raise your upper body should
be the deep muscles of the mid and upper back.l&xslsayou rest the upper body back
down, repeat 6 to 8 times.

Initiate the movement with the shoulder blades cwntiack and down towards the center
of your body, not from the neck. Feel that yougkgeur head and neck in alignment
with the rest of the spine. Feel as if the badjesing longer, reaching away from the
pelvis.
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#8 Back muscle strengthening
Spine extension on the mat

é\. ! e
-1

If this exercise causes low back pain, reducedhge of motion and seek support from
the scooped in deep abdominal muscles, or avoidxbecise until you can get feedback.

9. Back muscle strengthening — spine extension tre ball

Lay on your stomach over the exercise ball, legsreded behind you with toes on the
floor. The ball should rest mostly in front of ydower abdomen and pelvis. Bring your
hands off the floor and place them on the ball juster your chest. Take an easy inhale
breath, and on the exhale breath scoop in yourralidd muscles. On the next inhale
breath press your shoulders back and down angblift upper body up and away from
the exercise ball (not completely off of the balRest your upper body back down on the
ball on the exhale breath. Repeat 6-8 times.

Keep your abdominal muscles pulled in throughoatekercise to keep your spine
supported. Feel like you reach your upper bodyyawan the ball, cantilevering out.
Keep your shoulders back and down and your shobldees pinching together. Keep
your neck long.

The exercise is made more challenging by reachioig rof your body away from the

ball. A challenging variation is to reach one atha time out to the side while you are
extended up on the ball. Repeat 2 times.
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10. Back muscle strengthening — plank on the ball

Lay on your stomach over the exercise ball. Skttr weight towards your hands, and
walk your hands out onto the floor. Lift your legis behind you so that your body is in a
plank-like position, your spine in neutral alignren

Begin by walking out until your pelvis rests on thedl. Hold this position for several
breaths, then release back to laying on the Izl this 3 to 5 times.

Keep the abdominal muscles engaged to supportatie iKeep the front of the
shoulders open; keep the shoulder blades comingdatdown, without letting the back
arch.

#10 Back muscle strengthening
Plank on an exercise ball

The exercise is made more difficult by walking hat out so that the front of the thigh,
knee, or lower leg rests on the ball. The furdngay from the ball you move, the more
support from the trunk muscles is needed to suppartral alignment and balance

11. Child’s pose back stretch

This back stretch should be done after each spitemgion or strengthening exercise (#8-
10).
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Start on your hands and knees. Sit back toward lyeels while stretching your arms
overhead. Keep the abdominal muscles scoopedsnpport the stretch of the back
muscles. Hold for several breaths. Walk your Isamuker to one side, breathe into the
stretched ribcage 2-3 times, repeat on the otlder si

#11 Child's pose back stretch

The back and abdominal muscle strengthening exereie just that, and | can’t say that
there is anything unique about these exercisesders. Suffice to say that it takes

awareness and strength of the abdominal and basklesuto keep balanced on a moving
horse.
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