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Introduction

Horse trail rides are unique and enriching experiences for
people of all ages. These serene journeys through nature
provide an opportunity to connect with horses, appreciate
their gentle nature, and develop a deeper understanding
of their role in our lives. Equine activities provide an
opportunity for individuals to partner with horses in a
shared experience. Even though the time together may
be short in duration, this connection, the human-animal
bond, has been found to be therapeutic (Marchand et al.,
2021). Additionally, horse trail rides can be a magical way
to experience the wonders of the natural world around us,
providing a means for people unable to hike an opportunity
to get out and explore Utah's beautiful outdoors. Horse
trail rides offer animals and riders a chance to experience
the therapeutic benefits of these interactions. Whether

for leisure, education, or therapy, horse trail rides are a
valuable and multifaceted activity that can bring joy and
enlightenment to all who participate.

While many may think that a horse trail ride is a passive
experience, we must consider the physical demands it
places on both the rider and the horse. Personal safety,
preparedness, and knowing what to expect are keys to
keeping the rider and horse safe. This fact sheet shares
information about preparing for a trail ride, what to expect
during and after a trail ride, and how to prevent injury for
both rider and horse.

Before a Trail Ride: Safe Clothing
and Preparation
When preparing for a trail ride, one of the quickest items

you can mark off your checklist is ensuring that you have
proper equipment and clothing. See Appendices A and B

for helpful preparation checklists for trail ride participants
and facilitators. If you are participating in an organized ride
where the horses and tack are provided, all you need to
worry about is your personal wear. That includes proper
footwear, clothing, headgear, and any additional support
wear that you may need.

Footwear

While the ideal footwear for horseback riding is a western
riding boot, other options will work just as well for your trail
riding experience. The key components for safe footwear
include closed toes, sturdy materials, and correct fit. Some
good examples include tennis shoes or lightweight hiking
boots. Avoid shoes like sandals, boots with “chunky” soles,
or slipper-type shoes that lack full coverage/support. If
shoes are poor fitting or have overly thick soles, there is

a higher risk of getting your foot stuck in the stirrup. In an
emergency where you may need to dismount quickly, this
can lead to a scary incident. Open-toed shoes pose a risk
of serious injury to your foot if a horse steps on it while
you are standing on the ground. On a trail ride, you may
also experience riding through tall grass or brush, which
can injure feet not completely covered. The best footwear
for riding offers solid support and a slight heel. The slight
heel helps to protect your foot from sliding all the way
through the stirrup, causing the rider to get stuck in an
emergency. Figures 1-7 show examples of bad, better,
and best options for footwear.

Bad
Poor fitting, non-covering, open-toed, thick soles
(platform-type shoes).

Figure 1.Thick-Soled Boot
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Figure 2.0pen-Toed Sandal

Better
Thinner soles, supportive materials, close-toed.

Figure 3.Athletic Shoe

Figure 2.Casual, Closed-Toed Shoe

Best

Lace-up, slight heel, ankle support, or western boot.

Figure 5.Lace-up Boot

Figure 6. Hiking Boot

Figure 7. Western Boot

Pants

When selecting appropriate clothing for a trail ride,

pants should be made of sturdy material and well-fitted
without extra adornments, pockets, or decorations (e.g.,
decorative bling, pocket loops). They should also be full
length. When trail riding, it is common to ride in areas with
trees or brush that can easily snag on clothing. Loose-
fitting and thin material can pose a risk of injury or getting
stuck. The best material option for pants is denim, canvas,
or heavy cotton. Try to avoid riding in items such as
shorts, leggings, or silky materials. Jeans with additional
adornments, chains, or decorative holes or fraying can
also pose a risk for exposure, discomfort, or injury from
passing trees.

Headwear

Hats are also a great addition to your trail ride to help with
sun exposure. Ball caps, visors, or other hats with a brim
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are helpful to avoid a nasty sunburn. Remember, cowboys
don't just wear their hats for looks.

Safety Gear — Helmets

We highly recommended that horseback riders wear a
helmet certified by the American Standard for Testing
(ASTM) or Safety Equipment Institute (SEI). These are
different from bicycle or motorcycle helmets. “Studies
have shown that a properly fitted and certified helmet
can drastically reduce the incidence of serious injury and
harm to horseback riders” (Hadfield et al., 2023). If you
are attending an organized trail ride, contact the host

to see if helmets will be provided for those who wish to
use them. If you are attending a Utah State University
(USU) Extension-sponsored ride, youth under age 18
are required to wear a helmet during the ride. Typically,
helmets are provided but optional for those over age 18.

Additional Support

If you have any forms of joint support that you would
typically wear for athletic activities, like braces or cuffs,
we recommended that you wear them, especially for
your knees or ankles. While trail riding may not seem

like it requires high rates of exertion, it is still a form of
exercise that may leave sensitive joints feeling sore or
unstable when in the saddle. If you need to wear one of
these devices, we suggest checking with the instructor or
facilitator before participating.

You might also benefit from wearing compression
garments, which are shown to increase blood flow to

help reduce swelling, inflammation, and muscle fatigue
(University of Pittsburg Medical Center [UPMC], 2016).
Compression socks, shorts, and leggings support blood
flow in the lower body and can help reduce muscle fatigue
and alleviate soreness and potential joint pain after riding.

Stretching Before Mounting a Horse

Riding a horse is a full-body workout for both new and
experienced riders and is shown to increase muscle mass
and improve physical fitness and balance, especially

in new riders (Sung et al., 2015). Muscles in the legs

and core are engaged the most when riding on a horse
because they play a major role in maintaining balance and
controlling movement (Abel, n.d.; Shields, 2020). You can
strengthen and stretch these muscles through a variety of
movements, but this article focuses on stretching. Table 1
shows the general muscle groups, their function in riding,
and examples of stretches to do before and after a ride

to prevent and manage soreness. Appendix C includes

a sample full body stretch routine with pictures you can

follow.
Table 1
Muscle Groups, Their Function in Riding, and Example
Stretches
Muscle group Function in Example
riding stretches
Scapular Used in Backward and
stabilizer muscle | maintaining forward shoulder

group (shoulder
blades)

proper posture
without rounding
the shoulders.
Also engaged
when physical

rolls; cross-

body shoulder
stretch; shoulder
gators; pendulum
stretch; scapular

muscle groups

muscles that
provide spinal
support, rotation,
and side flexion
to help stay in
the saddle and

strength is squeezes; YTWSs
needed to handle
a “spirited”
horse.
Back and spinal | Group of Torso rotation

stretch (standing
or sitting);
alternating

knee to chest
(standing or
sitting); YTWs;

shoulders, which
can lead to poor

posture and back
pain.

not slide off. child’s pose.
Chest muscle Aids proper Behind-the-back
group posture by stretch/chest
working with the | opener; bent
scapular arm wall stretch;
muscles. wall angels/floor
Prevents slides (standing
slouching or lying down);
or rounded behind-the-head

stretch/chest
opener.

Abdominal
muscle

group

Provides core
stability and
balance in the
saddle, which
helps coordinate
the hips, pelvis,
and lower back
to move with

the horse’s
movements

Cobra stretch

to child’s pose;
backward bend
(standing,
kneeling, or
using a ball);
overhead stretch
with side bend.
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Muscle group

Function in
riding

Example
stretches

rather than being
rigid. Rigidity
inhibits shock
absorption,
leading to back
pain. This muscle
group also

plays a role

in regulating
breathing.

Hip abductors
(outer thigh) and
adductors (inner
thigh) muscle
groups

Abductors
stabilize the hips
and pelvis to
properly position
the legs when
riding. Adductors
help absorb

the horse’s
movements,
allowing the rider
to move with
their gait. Too
much tension/
squeezing in

the adductors
can create
asymmetry and
cause soreness
in the legs and
hips.

Crossed-leg
rotation (sitting
or lying down);
hurdle steps
(standing or
sitting); butterfly
stretch; lateral
hip openers;
forward lunge.

Hip extensors
(includes glutes
and hamstrings)

Helps to drive
the forward
momentum of
the

horse and aids
in proper riding
technique. When
underdeveloped
or tight, it can
lead to back
pain.

Straight-leg
hamstring stretch
(standing, sitting,
or lying down);
figure-four
stretch (sitting

or lying down);
alternating knee
to chest stretch
(lying down).

Sources: Abel (n.d.); Editorial Staff (2018, June 5); Shields

(2020); Stretches are from Medical News Today (https://
www.medicalnewstoday.com/) and Nike Training Club
(https:/ivww.nike.com/ntc-app).

During the Trail Ride: Best Practices
for a Safe and Comfortable
Experience

If participating in an organized trail ride, you will most likely
be riding in a western-style saddle. Correct stirrup length,
posture, and rein hold are not only safety points but also
come into play for your comfort both during and after the
ride.

Stirrup Length

Stirrup length affects your ability to balance and feel
secure in the saddle and the amount of pressure put on
your knees and ankles during the ride. In general, if the
stirrups are too long, you may experience soreness in your
hips and extra pressure in your seat. If the stirrups are

too short, you will feel additional pressure in your knees
and ankles. The appropriate stirrup length should result in
a slight bend in your knee and a very slight drop in your
ankle when you have the ball of your foot in the stirrup. An
easy way to check this length is to “stand” in your stirrups;
when doing so, you should be able to fit a hand’s width
between yourself and the saddle. Ensure that your stirrup
length is even on each side so that you are balanced in the
saddle. When positioned properly, your lower leg should
serve as a shock absorber during your ride.

Posture

Figure 8. Correct
Riding Posture

When seated in the saddle, you should be sitting upright
with a general line from your shoulder to your hip to your
heel (Figure 8). This helps to ensure that you have a
solid balance and center of gravity when riding and are,
therefore, better able to adapt to the horse’s movements
and the terrain you are traveling. Keep your lower body
relaxed so you are free to move your hips, knees, and
ankles along with the horse. As a general rule of thumb,
when riding in the hills, you should tilt your upper body
slightly forward when going uphill and slightly backward
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when going downhill. This helps to keep the horse
balanced and allows for safer steep terrain navigation.
This movement is as simple as a slight opening and
closing of the angle of your pelvis.

Rein Hold

Proper rein hold is important for both the safety and control
of your horse. Your hands should grip around the rein in

a relaxed fashion, spanning from your pinky to your index
finger. Never wrap the reins around your hand or wrist

nor place them over the saddle horn because they can

get caught and lead to injury. Your reins should be long
enough to give the horse’s mouth relief when in your hand
but short enough that a small tug on them can cue the
horse to stop.

While posture is important for a safe and comfortable ride,
the most important part is not forgetting to look up and
enjoy the scenery around you! Many first-time riders tend
to focus their eyes too much on their horse, which leads to
a hunched posture and a very narrow view. Horses tend to
go where you point them, so look up and ahead to the trall,
and your horse will carry you steady along the way. Once
you have found your proper posture, sit back, relax, and
enjoy the ride.

Staying Relaxed in the Saddle

No matter the skill level, some tension is expected when
riding a horse because it takes control to sit on and direct
a horse effectively. Inexperienced riders tend to tighten
their muscles, thinking that this will help them stay on

the horse, but it's actually working against them because
it doesn’t allow them to move with the horse and can
cause asymmetrical posture (Goodnight, 2019; Shields,
2020). Rather, they might feel like they are bouncing and
having difficulty staying upright. Inexperienced riders
might squeeze their legs, grip the reins, and look down

at the horse instead of looking forward, which can lead

to leaning and hunching down. All these behaviors can
cause several issues for both rider and horse. Some
horses increase their speed when they feel their sides
squeezed, and constant squeezing tenses the rider’s inner
thighs, hips, lower back, and glutes; gripping the reins
tenses the forearms, shoulders, neck, and upper back;
and leaning forward or hunching gets the rider off balance,
which stresses the back, hips, shoulders, and neck. All
this tension and poor riding posture also stress the horse’s
back.

It takes experience and practice to ride a horse
comfortably without tensing your muscles, which might
take a while to build if your main horse-riding experience

involves sporadic trail rides. However, there are a few
techniques you can try to decrease your chance of
being tense in the moment. Practicing “active relaxation
engages the mind and body to reduce stress.

Active Relaxation

< Control your breathing using a 4 x 4 count by
inhaling slowly in through the nose and into your
belly for 4 seconds and exhaling slowly out through
the mouth for 4 seconds. Use a 2 x 2 count if 4
seconds is too long.

« Do a mental body scan to see where you feel tense
and move those areas to loosen up.

* Are you holding the reins too tightly? Do a
few hand squeezes to help loosen your grip
(make sure to always keep one hand on the
reins).

* Are you looking down at the horse? Look
straight ahead and around you. Notice the
landscape and other riders.

» Do you feel tension in your shoulders and
neck? Drop your shoulders away from
your ears and roll them backward a few
times. This will also improve your posture by
bringing your chest up and straightening your
back.

« If you feel nervous in general, start a conversation
with someone who is riding near you. Feel present
in the moment and take in the sights, sounds, and
smells. Try saying aloud everything you see.

After a Trail Ride: Managing
Soreness and Pain

When the trail ride is over, it's normal to have trouble
standing when you get off the horse—your legs might
feel weak and wobbly, and it may take a few seconds

to recover (try wiggling your toes and slowly swinging
your legs forward and back before you get off). If you are
nervous about this happening, don’t be afraid to ask for
help as you dismount.

You will also discover muscles you never knew you had!
Your muscles might feel sore, weak, or stiff about 24—

48 hours after the activity, which may last for three to
seven days (Kaminsky, 2022). This delayed onset muscle
soreness (DOMS) happens to everyone, even those who
are physically fit. While complete rest (e.g., sitting, lying
down) has its benefits, we recommended doing some
activity to help alleviate soreness and repair muscles
faster over the next few days. A few strategies are listed
with examples in Table 2. If you feel a sharp stabbing
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pain, notice abnormal swelling, or the level of pain doesn't
improve after a few days, talk to a medical professional to

check if you have a more serious injury.

Table 2

Delayed Onset Muscle Soreness (DOMS) Management
Strategies , Their Importance, and Examples

muscle repair.
Electrolytes
are needed for
proper muscle
contraction,
and fluids

help prevent
dehydration.

Management Importance Examples
strategy
Consume Proteins and Peanut butter
protein, carbs together and jelly
carbohydrates, after physical sandwich;
fluids, and activity help smoothie with
electrolytes. replenish fruits, veggies,
nutrients and protein
and aids in supplement or

low-fat milk; egg
or turkey wrap;
low-fat chocolate
milk; low-fat
yogurt with fruit.

Use massage.

Helps increase
blood flow to
muscles and
break down scar
tissue buildup,
which can tighten
muscles over
time and impact
flexibility and
movement.

Myofascial
release (e.g.,
foam roller, roller
ball, massage
stick); relaxation
massage; self-
massage. Avoid
deep tissue
massages and
massage guns
immediately
after, which
might worsen the
soreness.

Management Importance Examples
strategy
flexibility and heat therapy
blood flow. Cold [ immediately after
therapy reduces | activity and cold
inflammation therapy 24 hours
and numbs pain | after to help
receptors. reduce muscle
damage. Cold
therapy can help
reduce pain at
both timeframes.
Wear Helps increase Graduated
compression blood flow compression
garments. and reduces garments include
muscle fatigue tights, shorts,
and soreness. socks, calf
Recommended sleeves, and
to use during and | shirts.
after an activity.
Take over- Helps reduce Medications
the-counter inflammation and | containing
medications pain. ibuprofen;

acetaminophen;
gels containing
NSAIDs. Check
with your doctor
or a pharmacist
to ensure you

Engage in active
recovery.

Helps increase
blood flow

and reduce
inflammation
through low-
intensity activity
of the affected
muscle groups.

Stretching (see
Appendix C);
leisurely walking,
swimming, or
cycling; lifting
light weights
(50%-60% of
normal) or using
stretch bands.

don’t have
side effects or
allergies.
Use cold water May help reduce | Immersing in
immersion swelling and water between
alleviate pain, 50 °F and 59
but most studies | °F for 10-15
were done with minutes.

athletes and
physically active
adults.

Use hot and cold
therapies

Heat wraps help
increase tissue

Heat wraps; cold
wraps. Can apply

Sources: Ames (2023); David (2022); Kaminsky (2022);
Machado (2016); Mohr (2019); Petrofsky et al. (2015);
UPMC (2016); and Zambon (2021).

Conclusion

Embarking on a horse trail ride is not just a recreational
activity; it is a holistic experience that fosters a profound
connection between humans and horses while providing
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therapeutic benefits. Adequate preparation, including
selecting appropriate clothing, exercising safe riding
practices, and engaging in pre-ride stretches to enhance
rider fitness, allows participants to fully appreciate the
experience. In essence, horse trail rides serve not only
as a gateway to nature’s wonders but also as a gateway
to a deeper connection with oneself and the magnificent
animals that accompany us on these journeys. As riders
venture into Utah’s beautiful outdoors, the multifaceted
benefits of horse trail rides, including physical fitness,
mental well-being, and the strengthening of the human-
animal bond, unfold, making each excursion a truly
enriching experience for all participants.
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Appendices

Access the following appendices by clicking the PDF
button and downloading the fact sheet.

« Appendix A, Pre-Trail Ride Checklist - Participants
« Appendix B, Pre-Trail Ride Checklist - Facilitators
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» Appendix C - Full-Body Stretches
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