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erforming stretches
before and after
exercise has long been
utilized as a
preventative and therapeutic
modality to optimize
musculoskeletal health and safety.
Prior to riding, stretching
encourages balanced function,
thereby helping prevent injury and
optimize performance. After a ride,
stretches will “reset” muscles back
to their resting length and can
reduce post-exercise soreness. Think
of how much better you feel when
you take the time to stretch – it
only makes sense that our horse
would enjoy the same benefit.
Most of us have had the
pleasure of observing our horses
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perform a luxurious, full-body
stretch upon rising. Their wide
yawns and contented expressions
never fail to make us a smile.
Looking closely, this unassisted,
spontaneous action is essentially
the body’s way of “awakening” the
musculoskeletal system by
increasing circulation and aligning
muscle fibres.
Technically speaking, a stretch is
the action of taking a muscle or
muscle group past its resting length
to its outer limit of pain-free range
of motion. When we step in with
physically “assisted” stretches we
are using external guidance to
encourage improved flexibility,

Str
en
gt
h

increased body awareness and an
overall sense of well-being.
In this article, we will
demonstrate how you can easily
incorporate stretching into a
routine with your horse. Before
you get started, here are some
common sense points to consider
in preparation for a stretching
routine:
 Y
 our horse must be healthy and
comfortable, free from
abrasions, wounds and other
injuries. If your horse is suffering
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gu

Benefits

of Stretching

clix photo

 Helps maintain

from chronic joint disease,
overlapping spinous processes
(“kissing spine”) or any other
chronic or acute musculoskeletal
condition, consult with your
veterinarian before implementing
a stretching routine. She will be
able to help you determine what
might help, and what might harm,
in terms of the stretches you
include.
 W
 hen you stretch before riding, it
is important to provide a
warm-up first. In other words,
never stretch a cold muscle.
Hand-walking or lunging for 10
minutes is adequate. If your horse
is just coming in from a romp in
the paddock, however, he should
already be sufficiently warmed up.
 A
 fter a ride, make sure that your
horse is completely cooled out
and relaxed before you stretch. An
ideal time is after grooming (but
before application of ointments,
standing bandages or hoof oil).
 T
 he area you use should be quiet
and clutter-free with firm, even
footing and enough room to
safely extend the limbs. A nice
wide barn aisle, a quiet arena or
an out-of-the-way place outside
are all great options.
 H
 aving a handler makes the
process safer and easier (especially
when learning). If someone isn’t
available the horse should be in
cross-ties with a lead rope handy
for neck stretches.
 T
 he horse should be in a calm and
cooperative state of mind. As with
anything we ask of them,
repetition, consistency and praise
are crucial when teaching.
Have patience and keep your
expectations realistic. Some
benefit can still be achieved even
if the stretch isn’t perfect.
 A
 lways start off each stretch with
the horse standing squarely – this is
important for balance and improves

the quality of the stretch.
 C
 arrots are ideal bait for neck
stretches, but a scoop of grain
works well too.
 T
 he duration of a stretch will
vary with the horse’s tolerance.
A good timeframe is between
15-30 seconds. Ideally a stretch
should be performed three
times, unless otherwise
indicated.

muscle and joint
health and range
of motion
 Maintains and
improves mobility
and flexibility
 Promotes symmetry
by balancing
muscle tension on
both sides of the
body
 Can be used as an
assessment tool to
evaluate muscle

tension and range
of motion
 Provides the horse
with a general
sense of wellbeing, especially
when done
regularly
 When used in
combination with a
cool-down, helps
to reduce effects of
muscle strain and
re-align muscle
fibres

Now you are ready! We are
going to introduce you to some
stretches that are easy to do and
create flow, and with practise can
be done fairly quickly. Doing
them in the same order each time
will help your horse grow
accustomed to the routine.

STRETCHING FOR
PERFORMANCE
Stretching can be particularly
beneficial to performance
horses that are frequently
asked for extreme feats of
flexibility and strength and
are at greater risk of exercise
induced injuries. It can
also help maintain fitness
and soundness in pleasure
horses that aren’t ridden
with regularity or within an
exercise program.
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BACK

StretchES

To mobilize the back, our
goal is to alternately raise
and lower the vertebral
column (flexion and
extension of the spine).

1

Starting just behind the
withers, position your hand
so that it spans the back,
but is not in contact with
the spine. Using a gentle,
even pressure, run your
hand along the length of
the back to the sacrum
(point of the croup). The
horse should react with
a slight hollowing of the
back. A horse that “drops”
away profoundly under
light pressure may be
experiencing back pain,
in which case, you should
contact your veterinarian.
Follow immediately with
an abdominal lift (see
below).

2

Abdominal Lift

On the same side, stand beside
the horse and scratch the middle
of the abdomen firmly, just
behind the girth, until the horse
responds by raising its back. The
added benefit of this action is the
engagement of the abdominal
muscles – the horse is essentially
performing an equine sit-up.
Continue the action for as
long as the horse is comfortable,
alternating with the Spinal
Flexor Stretch, for about three
cycles, always ending with the
Abdominal Lift.
Be cautious when doing this
exercise with your horse for the
first time. Horses with sensitive
bellies may respond by kicking
at their abdomen. In this case,
shorten your duration, and start
with a gentler touch. In contrast,
others may need quite a bit of
pressure to respond. In this case,
don’t be afraid to give a really
good scratch!

66

| Canadian Horse Annual 2016

Gracie McDuffe Photos

Spinal Flexor Stretch
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3

Dust Control

Gluteal Stimulation

This stretch also lifts the back,
and provides additional benefit
by activating the pelvis and the
middle gluteal muscle.
Ensuring that it is safe to do
so, stand behind the horse and
scratch on either side of the tail
for up to 10 seconds. As with
the Abdominal Lift, you may
have to experiment with location
and pressure before the horse
responds. Allow the horse to
come back to a neutral position.
Repeat two more times.
This stretch can be used in
place of, or in addition to, the
Abdominal Lift during the same
series of stretches.

“From Windsor to Ottawa and Everywhere in Between.”

Specializing in Dust Control For:
•Indoor Arenas •Outdoor Rings
Ask about our "Pure Performance" Virgin Oil

FREE "SECRETS OF PREPARATION" CARD
visit - www.daleedustcontrol.com

For Professional Results Call Today:

1.800.268.4490
or 905.643.1135
350 Jones Road, Stoney Creek, ON L8E 5N2

4

Tail Pull

The tail in an extension of the
spine, and during exercise
helps to balance the pelvis.
Horses also are constantly using
their tails to ward off flies and
communicate, so it makes sense
to cap off our back series with a
gentle tail stretch.
Again, ensuring it is safe to
proceed, grasp the tail a few
inches below the final vertebrae,
so you are only holding the hair.
With a wide, secure stance,
gently pull back, allowing the
horse to adjust to the traction.
Many horses will begin to pull
forward so be prepared to
secure your position as they do
so. Hold the stretch for up to
20 seconds or until the horse
changes position, being careful
not to apply too much force as
to overstretch.
Perform this stretch only once.

Fincham’s harness shop Ltd.
manufacturing quality tack for over 40 years
Bridles
Reins
Girths
Martingales
Side Reins

Lead Shanks
Stud Shanks
Newmarket Shanks
Exercise Saddles
Belly Pads

Jumping Boots
Ankle Boots
Breaking Surcingles
Anti-Cast Surcingles
Chambons

halters: Foal, Weanling, Yearling, 2-year-old, mare, stallion,
sheepskin shipping halters
custom orders · on site engraving · repairs · dog collars and Leads
· Chaps· Belts · Saddle Repair and Restuffing
12972 highway 27, nobleton on L0G 1n0
ph: (905) 859-4052 Fax: (905) 939-8096
Email: info@finchamsharness.com · www.finchamsharness.com
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shoulder
stretches

5

Shoulder Flexor Stretch

The shoulder flexor muscles are numerous
and can be prone to tension. For this reason,
this is a great stretch to consistently include
in your routine.
Begin by picking up the leg as if to clean
the hoof. One hand at a time, release the
fetlock and support the knee with both
hands, keeping the joints in their proper
anatomical alignment. Limbs should always
be supported at the joints, being careful not
to grab or squeeze tendons.
Slowly draw the limb forward and hold
for 20-30 seconds, then gently release and
guide the limb back to the ground, and
repeat two more times. Be sure to stretch
both shoulders to promote balance.

NECK & TRUNK

STRETCHES

6

Neck Extensor Stretch

This stretch affects the muscles
above the vertebrae that extend
the neck forward and usually
takes some practise.
Standing at the shoulder,
use a carrot to encourage the
horse to move his chin toward
the chest, keeping it just out of
reach. Continue to move the treat
between the forelegs toward the
fetlocks, keeping the neck and
head as straight as possible.
Keeping the carrot just out of
reach will encourage the horse to
hold the position for an adequate
duration. Allow the head and neck
to return to neutral and repeat
two more times.
Over time, you will notice that
range of motion will increase and
the stretch will be performed with
more ease and coordination.
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7

Neck Flexor Stretch

This stretch targets the
muscles that flex the neck,
below (ventral) to the cervical
vertebrae. Stand in front
of the horse and, using a
carrot as bait, guide the head
and neck forward and up.
The head should be rotated
slightly to allow freedom of
the spinous processes.
Allow the horse to have
the carrot and bring the neck
back to the resting position.
Repeat two more times.

8

Lateral Trunk Stretch

It is important to do this stretch
on both sides so that the trunk
is evenly stretched. Again, with
a carrot, slowly encourage
your horse to reach around
towards the point of the hip or
as far as they are comfortable.
It is important to move with
the horse’s motion so that you
remain in a safe place without
interfering with the stretch.
Repeat two more times.
You may have to stand the
horse next to a wall so that
he does not attempt to move
his whole body rather than
stretching the trunk.

Thank you to the connections of the lovely Abbey Road FF for allowing her to be the model in our demonstration photos.
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