
For the Pilates pro, even a “normal” client has many 
issues we need to deal with--chronic aches and pains, 
diseases, traumatic injuries. “Special-population”  

clients, by which here I mean obese, young and older  
clients (I’ll cover pre- and post-natal clients in the next 

issue), require a completely different mind-set—and 
specialized knowledge—than other students. It is vital 
to know what is going on with their bodies and minds in 
order to create a personalized Pilates program that is a 
positive experience for them. 

And, by reaching out to nontraditional clients, 
you will make your teaching experience much more 
fulfilling, personally, professionally and financially. 

We talked to Pilates teachers and teacher trainers 
who work with these various groups for their tips 
on making the method a safe, beneficial and happy 
experience for everyone. 

OVERWEIGHT AND OBESE CLIENTS 
As this client’s Pilates teacher, you must be aware of 
the possible medical complications as well as other 
issues that obese clients may face when they walk into 
your studio.  

The right equipment
“There are several physical challenges for the obese 

client, the first of which is simply getting on the 
equipment,” says Kerrie Ann Frey, Modern Pilates 
Training co-owner and senior instructor and certified 
personal trainer and weight management consultant 
in New Orleans. “The client may have difficulty 
squatting to stand or to sit, getting on a Reformer or 
getting down on the floor for matwork. Squatting puts 
pressure on their already compromised joints and 
vertebrae, so it’s important to ease him or her into 
whatever position you require.” 

“The stability of the Cadillac is comfortable for an 
overweight client as is sitting upright on the Wunda 
Chair,” she continues. “Clinical Reformers (Reformers 
that are set higher off the floor, raised on legs like a 
Trapeze Table/Cadillac) work nicely as they are higher 
up and at times, wider than a standard Reformer.” 

“Another challenge is body placement on the 
equipment,” Frey points out. “Overweight clients may 
be able fit their torsos on the carriage, but won’t be able 
to put their arms down long by the sides of the body.” 
Or, for instance, they may not fit between the handles 
of the High Chair.

When working with an obese client, assess all the 
apparatus before the session to evaluate if they will fit 
comfortably on it.  

Avoid compromising positions
Certain physical positions can be problematic, too. Frey 
points out that forward flexion of the spine can be a 
problem because, sometimes, there is too much mass. 
Even lying supine can be a problem because of blood 
pressure issues. You can use a series of pillows, a foam 
wedge created for pregnant women or very small barrel 
to keep the head elevated higher than the heart and to 
accommodate the back mass and find length in the neck. 

“Another important consideration to keep in mind 
is that most obese clients new to Pilates, will not be 
able to get in touch with their core, particularly their 
transverses, for a long while,” Frey points out. “In fact, 
they may not be in touch with most of their body. It 
takes time for a mind/body connection to be made with 
someone who has lost touch with herself. You may be 
cuing to draw the navel in while doing a small round 
back on the Short Box, but she may have no idea what 
you’re talking about. Take time to open up the lines of 
communication so that she is comfortable telling you 
that she doesn’t understand what you are describing.”
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Teaching obese clients, children and older people brings 
special challenges—but incredible rewards. 

Working with obese clients can 
be a unique opportunity to foster 
a love of fitness and movement in 
someone new to exercise.  
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