
Cues for Quad Dominance 
"Is there a way to cue a rider—in layman's terms—who thinks they are quad 
dominant with how they ride, etc.—so that they are not just using or mostly using 
their quads? I know proper riding posture is important...but want to be sure I have 
the right cues/explanation." 

- Christine Ward Quinn 

This is a great question and the answer is yes…and no. For most cyclists, and 
especially people taking indoor cycling classes, the quadriceps will be the 
dominant muscle group for powering the bike. Why? Using the quads does not 
require any focused training or mental effort. Using additional muscles such as 
the gluteals (mainly the gluteus maximus), hip flexors, and hamstrings requires 
proper form and position to allow the muscles to activate, awareness to know the 
muscles are activating, and conditioning to keep them from fatiguing quickly. I’m 
not stating this to discourage you or your riders from trying, but rather to set the 
proper expectation and experience. It takes a disciplined focused effort, multiple 
times per week, over many months of training to develop the effective use of all 
the muscle groups mentioned. This does not mean we should not emphasize the 
form necessary for the best results. 

The Simple Answer 
Lowering the handlebars and decreasing the angle between the torso and thigh 
will allow for better activation of the glutes and hip flexors. Conversely, sitting 
upright will open the angle between the torso and thigh, reducing the 
effectiveness of the glutes and hip flexors. A more aggressive forward angle at 
the hips/pelvis can allow for more power generation, while a more upright 
position can provide more comfort to the back and spine. 

Drinks…I Mean, Low Handlebars All Around! 
Knowing this, should we just pull the pins on everyone’s handlebar height and let 
that baby drop to the lowest position? No. There are many reasons why people 
may not be able to ride with lower handlebars. Some may have injuries, some 
are not flexible enough, while others do not have conditioned postural muscles to 
support a lower position. So be careful and ask questions for suggesting such a 
change. If a person is willing to give a new angle a go, suggest a small 
adjustment—just one notch, letter, or number. 

Get Hip! 



If you are using the word “hip” outside the context of the body, you may hear 
some snickers, unless of course you are a musician into funk and rhythm and 
blues. Slang aside, the key to obtaining power from other muscles during the 
pedal stroke (specifically the glutes and hip flexors) is in the hips, or more 
specifically, the angle of the pelvis. The reason a more forward angle on the bike 
provides more muscle activation is because it places the hip flexors at a more 
optimal angle to assist (bringing the pedal to ~12 o’clock) and the glutes a more 
effective angle for generating power (from ~12 o’clock to ~2 o’clock). 

In image A (yes, it is very rudimentary), we see an example of an upright riding 
position and the resulting posterior angle of the pelvis. This posterior position 
increases the angle affecting the hip flexors, putting them at a poor mechanical 
position to activate effectively. Similarly, the angle affecting the glutes has 
decreased past the angle where they are most effective. Basically, a posterior hip 
angle takes the glutes and hip flexors almost completely out of the game. 



 

In image B, the riding position is more aggressive or forward resulting in an 
anterior pelvic angle. This anterior position allows for greater hip flexor and 
greater glute activation, which will allow the rider to generate more power overall 
and provide muscular assistance to the hardworking quads. 



 

Back to the Cycling Studio 
As you ascertained, for best muscle activation, bike setup and position will yield 
the best results when trying to use more than the quads to power the bike. 
Cueing form and relaxation will give their glutes and hip flexors the best chance 
of making an appearance in their lifetime. Here are a few cues and how they will 
help promote greater muscle activation: 

“Relax your arms. A small bend at the elbows will reduce the stress on the 
shoulders and allow a greater bend at the hips.” 

“Relax your stomach, allowing it to visibly balloon out as you inhale. In addition to 
taking in the needed oxygen, relaxing your stomach will reduce the stress at the 
hips, allowing them to flex.” 



“Do not reach for the handlebars with your shoulders and back, instead fold at 
the hips like a tree falling after being cut down.” 

Ask riders if they are having challenges putting these cues into practice. If the 
answer is yes, and they are without injures or other restrictions, ask if you can 
address their bike fit and position on the bike for better muscle usage. Who 
doesn’t want to use more muscle? 

	


