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THERE ARE MANY OPINIONS AND THEORIES 
ON SADDLE FITTING. OCCASIONALLY WE 
HAVE EVEN HEARD RIDERS SAY “I HAVE 
BEEN USING MY SADDLE FOR X NUMBER 
OF YEARS. IT FITS ME PERFECTLY AND 
FITS EVERY HORSE I USE.”  I HAVE TO 
REALLY BITE MY TONGUE ON THAT ONE 
BUT USUALLY JUST MANAGE TO SMILE 
AND SAY. “LUCKY YOU”.  SOME PEOPLE 
ARE UNFORTUNATELY JUST NOT OPEN TO 
BEING EDUCATED ON THE FACTS THAT 
HAVE BEEN SUBSTANTIATED IN RECENT 
YEARS THROUGH MRIS, THERMOGRAPHY, 
AND FIBREOPTIC CAMERAS, AND DO NOT 
REALIZE THE POSSIBLE DAMAGE THEY 
ARE DOING TO THEMSELVES AND THEIR 
HORSES. I AM GOING TO DEAL WITH TWO 
MAIN THEORIES ON HOW TO FIT SADDLES 
PROPERLY, BUT THERE ARE PROBABLY 
SEVERAL OTHER VARIATIONS ON THIS 
THEME. 
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THEORY ONE

Many saddle manufacturers and their 
trained saddle fitters maintain that a 
saddle should have a narrow channel, 
therefore sitting on the spinal processes 
and ligaments. The tree is long and flat 
(resting on the shoulder and lumbar 
area) and sits with minimal weight 
bearing surface on the musculature. In 
this scenario, the saddle barely moves 
because it is sitting on the spine (other 
than perhaps to twist during motion as 
it is ‘kicked back’ by the bigger shoulder 
– but this will be addressed in a future 
blog). This saddle rarely does need to 
be adjusted because bone structure and 
ligaments do not adapt and change 
their conformation through training 
like muscles do – and the muscles really 
won’t change much because the horse 
simply is not able to use his muscles 
properly with a saddle that fits like this. 
Often people will say “my saddle always 
fits” or “my saddle fits any horse”. They 
are semi-right, because one advantage 
to this is that they do not have to have a 
saddle fit or modified. The horse doesn’t 
really change. 

The disadvantage with this is the 
spine and ligaments will not tolerate 
prolonged compression and the horse’s 
back movement is restricted. To protect 
the shoulder, lumbar and spine, the horse 
will get tighter and tighter in its back 
(especially in the lumbar area), which 
leads to cramping in the gluteus maximus 

muscle. The horse will then develop a dip in front 
of its SI and the glutes will seize up. Between the SI 
joint and the tail, the gluteus will become atrophied 
(see image below). The front end of the horse will 
then push down the base of his neck and will ‘break’ 
over C3 in order to get on the bit. At this point it will 
become difficult for the rider to get the horse supple 
through the poll and have his highest point at the 
poll and not at C3. 

THEORY TWO

In complete opposition, the other theory (the 
one we like!) is for the saddle to stay off the spine, 
lumbar vertebrae, and shoulders – while maximizing 
the surface area the saddle sits on. The saddle 
support area is on the weight bearing longissimus 
dorsi (long back muscle). The advantage to having 
the saddle on the saddle support area muscle is 

This top view of the horse’s 

back shows the saddle 

support area as well as the 

red ‘triangle of doom’ that 

should always be kept clear 

of pressure behind the 

wither area.

BELOW: The LWT 

(Leather Wither Tracer) 

tool allows us to measure 

the shape of the withers 

and shoulder muscles and 

replicate this shape on 

paper to keep a history of 

a horse’s development or 

lack there of.
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to stay away from the reflex 
points that create negative 
behaviour or negative 
conformation and health 
issues. Staying off the spine, 
lumbar area and shoulder 
keeps the back muscles loose 
and supple. Your horse can 
then articulate through the SI 
joint, and use his haunches 
better by stretching his gluteus 
maximus and hamstring. 
In theory one, where the 
saddle sits on the ligaments, 
involuntary contractions (ex. 
cramping) impede correct 
co-ordination of muscle 
contractions and thus full range 
of motion is not possible. In 
contrast, theory two allows for 
both stretching and contraction 
of the muscle (full range of 
motion). The most efficient 
way to train is to maximize 
both flexion (contraction) and 
extension (stretching), and 
in order to achieve this, full 
range of motion is required. By 
reducing the pressure on the 
shoulder your horse will be 
able to lift the base of his neck 
and become supple through 
the poll. With theory number 

two, by allowing the horse to 
fully engage his muscles and 
lifting his rib cage, he will 
become more uphill and the 
balance of the saddle will need 
to be readdressed many times 
throughout his career due to 
his positive changes in his 
conformation.  

In theory number one, 
because the saddle is mainly 
sitting on the spine, with 
limited contact on the back 
muscle, the horse will continue 
going but his body will 
take a toll. He will continue 
developing incorrect muscles 
and deformities will become 
more visible. Eventually, the 
atrophy in the back muscles 
and compression of the 
spine will lead to permanent 
damage. With theory number 
two, the increased range of 
motion will cause temporary 
soreness due to greater lactic 
acid build up (just like we 
have after using muscles 
during a new workout) which 
is nature’s way of recovering 
muscle fibre, but the result 
in greater muscle formation 
and increased circulation. 

During acute soreness, keeping 
pressure off the muscle would 
appear to be logical, however, 
somewhere the saddle needs to 
be supported. 

If the horse has been in 
ill-fitting saddles in the past 
that have caused some back 
pain (as in theory one),  don’t 
be discouraged if your horse 
shows signs of muscle soreness 
after switching to a saddle 
fitted according to theory two, 
as this is good muscle soreness 
(as mentioned above). You can 
temporarily help your horse by 
having the back of the saddle a 
bit looser (by loosening the V 
webbing back clip for instance). 
Yes, this will make the saddle 
move more in the back (up and 
down, not onto the spine!), and 
onlookers may misinterpret 
this as bouncing or an ill-fitting 
saddle. However, you will 
know if you choose to go with 
the theory number two, that 
this is part of the process to 
help your horse. It will help 
him heal, get stronger, and 
develop correctly. a 
    

RIGHT: This photo 
shows the result of 
negative effects of a 
Theory #1 fitting sad-
dle. Dip in front of the 
SI (sacro-iliac) joint 
and atrophy between 
the SI joint and the 
tail.

FAR RIGHT: This 
wither gauge made by 
Sprenger is used to 
determine not only the 
correct width but also 
the correct angle that 
the gullet plate needs to 
mimic in the adjusted 
saddle.

Jochen demonstrates some of the key 

reflex points that can be impacted 

by poorly fitting saddles especially 

CN11 (cranial nerve 11).
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