
2-Step Guide to Putting Hind End Issues in the Rear 
By: Dr. Mike Adney, D.C. 

 

As horse riders, therapists, and other equine professionals know, proper hind end 

locomotion is crucial for your horse’s performance and well-being. Often times, 

horses are being asked to perform certain movements and functions, that their 

bodies are currently incapable of performing. This can be for many different 

reasons including: conformation, previous injury (scar tissue), improper joint 

motion, pain, muscle and/or structural asymmetry, or (and what we’re going to 

focus on in this case) improper muscle firing patterns.  

 

Those that are aware of their horse’s normal movements, can tell the difference 

between when their horse can perform the movement, but isn’t willing, and when 

they can’t perform the movement because something is wrong. A problem arises 

when you can see that a horse just cannot perform the movement, but is being 

ridden into the ground by a rider that is trying to force something that the horse 

simply cannot do.  

 

In my opinion, most basic movement issues are caused by a hind end that is not 

functioning like it is supposed to. This can be for many difference reasons which 

can be structural, neurological, or pain related, but in my experience, most of the 

time it’s due to structural or neurological reasons. Now the million-dollar question 

is, can we separate the structural from the neurological? And my answer to that is 

no. YOU CANNOT AFFECT THE STRUCTURE WITHOUT ALSO AFFECTING THE 

NEUROLOGY.  



 

To understand what I’m going to tell you about how you can help your horse’s 

movement, a basic understanding of neurology is going to be important. 

Otherwise you’re not going to understand why I’m recommending the exercises 

that will be discussed shortly. I’ve also found over the years, that people love to 

learn more about their horses, and I have a passion for teaching, so here we go!  

 

For a moment, think about your 

horse’s body as a closed safety pin. 

The end where the pointy end of the 

needle is stored when the safety pin 

is closed, would be the horse’s brain, 

and the other end represents the 

horse’s body. Think, brain-body 

connection. When the safety pin is 

closed, communication from the 

brain to the body, and the body back 

to the brain, is functioning properly. 

But, when the safety pin is open, 

communication is disrupted. We call 

the information going from the brain to the body, Efferent information. This is 

also referred to as Effector information. This is because the brain is sending 

information out, that will cause a specific effect on the muscles that control a 

specific joint. This information would travel on the fixed leg of the safety pin. The 

side that cannot be opened.  



 

 
 

 

But there is a feedback loop, and the other side of the feedback loop is arguably 

the most important side. As we discussed, the brain sends information out to the 

muscles, in order for the joints to move in a specific way. But how does the brain 

know that the function has been performed? This is due to the feedback loop. 

When a joint moves, information is sent back to the brain, telling it that the joint 

has moved and also that is in a certain position. This information that is going 

back to the brain, is called Afferent information. This information travels on the 

side of the safety pin that can be opened. In chiropractic, this is what we are 

focused on correcting. The information that is being sent from the body, to the 

brain. Afferent information originates from neurons embedded within joint 

capsules, as well as other specialized nerve cells embedded within muscles and 

tendons, called muscle spindle cells, and golgi tendon organs. I won’t go deeper 

into that, but just know that there are many different neurological components 

that are constantly sending positional information back to the brain, so that it 

knows the position of the joints in real time, and can recalibrate itself so that it is 

sending correct information back out to the body, to ensure proper movement.   

 

So what does all of this have to do with your horse’s hind end movement? Well, 

as discussed, the joint capsules and muscles that control the joints, all have 

millions of neurons embedded in them, that send positional information to the 

brain. But here’s the kicker… The vast majority of this positional information is 

only sent to the brain, when the joint capsules and muscles are stretched! So, if 



the muscles are tight, spastic, or full of lactic acid, they are going to prevent the 

joint they control, from moving fully throughout its normal range of motion. And 

if it’s not moving fully throughout its normal range of motion, then the joint 

capsules are not going to be stretched enough, to send all of the positional 

information to the brain.  

 

To compound matters, think about when you flex your bicep to make your elbow 

bend. What is happening to the muscles on the other side of your upper arm, in 

order to make that movement happen? They are relaxing, and stretching… right!? 

So when I bend my elbow, by flexing my bicep, my triceps has to relax and 

stretch, and when it stretches, it sends a ton of information to the brain, telling 

the brain that it is, in-fact, being stretched. And as discussed, parts of the joint 

capsules in the elbow are also being stretched, and that information is also being 

sent back to the brain.  

 

 
WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?!? It’s important 

because if the brain is not receiving proper 

sensory information from the body (i.e. from the 

muscles and joints) about its position, then how 

can it possibly send the correct information out 

to the body, to control movement? If the 

information coming into the brain, is wrong or incomplete, then the information 

going out, will also be wrong. Think about a calculator. If you want to know the 

answer to 2+2, but you mistakenly type in 2+1, the answer you get will be correct, 



based on what you typed in, but it won’t be the answer that you needed. And it’s 

the same for the body. Bad information in = bad information out.  

 

So, all that being said, we need to perform certain actions with our horses, to 

make it as likely as possible, that the information being sent from the horse’s 

muscles and joints, to their brain, is as correct and plentiful as possible. And this is 

where stretching and exercising your horses comes in!  

 

One more thing to discuss before we get into the stretches and exercises. This 

deals specifically with the hind end. The hind end has certain muscle firing 

(contracting) patterns associated with certain movements. What I mean by this, is 

that when a horse extends one of its hind legs, it’s using many different muscles 

to do so. And these muscles must fire (contract) in a certain order, for proper 

motion to occur. But here’s the thing! Even if the firing pattern is not correct, the 

horse will still move properly for a certain period of time, until the muscles that 

are being overworked due to the improper firing pattern, become sore and tight. 

This is when, “all of a sudden”, the rider notices a problem.  

 

One of the firing patterns in the hind end, and the one that we’re going to focus 

on here, is hind leg extension. The primary extensor of the hind leg is the gluteus 

maximus, otherwise known as the “glute”. The glute is the first muscle that fires 

when a horse extends a hind leg. Here is the firing order for extension of a hind 

leg: Glute – Hamstring – Opposite side low-back muscles – Same side low-back 

muscles. These muscles must contract in this order for proper motion of the hind 

end to occur.  



 

Unfortunately, the muscle group that I see atrophied most often, is the glutes! I 

believe this is due to horses living in captivity, and not having the opportunity to 

go up and down hills, and mountains, not moving around in a herd, and generally 

not being in a natural environment where they would be placing more stress on 

the glute muscles, which would keep them big, strong, and toned.  

 

So how can you tell if your horse has an issue with its glutes? The first thing I see 

in a horse with a hind end extension issue, is massive hamstrings, relative to the 

size of the glute muscles. Also, the horse may be very sensitive to having its 

hamstrings touched. It may also have stifle pain, and be sensitive to being 

touched around the root of its tail. As you can see, with the firing pattern, the 

second muscle group in the firing pattern is the hamstrings. If the glutes aren’t 

firing properly, it’s the hamstrings that have to work harder, and therefore, you’ll 

find issues with the hamstrings during an evaluation.  

 

As a rider, you’ll have issues with lead changes, short-striding, toe-dragging, and it 

can even show up as a front-end issue. If you have any hind end issues with your 

horse’s movement, the following is a list of what I would suggest you do, in 

addition to consulting with your veterinarian:  

 

 

 

 

 



STEP 1: EXERCISES 

 

1. Backing: In order to backup, your horses has to fire its glute muscles first. 

That’s because the glute muscles attach to the hip, and when the glute 

contracts, it hikes the hip, which helps the hoof clear the ground before it 

moves to the rear. So the best thing you can do, is work on backing your 

horse. This exercise also helps to reset the firing pattern. So I recommend 

doing this, even if you’re not having a problem with the hind end.  

 

2. Tight Circles and Figure 8s: Working your horse in tight circles and figure 

eights also forces the horse to work the glute muscles.  

 

3. Hill Work: Take your horse out and work them on hills. Up and down will be 

beneficial. Working them on hills really forces them to drive off the back 

end, and when you place a lot of stress on an area of the body, it forces the 

body to use the muscles in the proper way, thus resetting and  

      re-establishing the proper firing pattern.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



STEP 2: STRETCHES 

 

 

 

On my website at http://sporthorsechiropractic.com, you’ll find my Equine 

Stretching Masterclass, where I have 26 step-by-step video tutorials, where I 

show you exactly what to do, to stretch your horses properly and effectively. The 

stretches are broken down by body section, and the following stretches are 

located in the Leg Stretches, and Pelvis Stretches sections.  

 

1: Hind Leg Extension Stretch 

2: SI Joint Extension Stretch 

3: Pelvic Extension Pressure Point Stretch 

4: Dynamic Spinal Mobilization  

 

For more information about the Equine Stretching Masterclass, please visit 

https://www.sporthorsechiropractic.com/stretching-masterclass, and watch the 

intro video at the top of the page!  

 


