
The imperfect science of 
PERFECT SADDLE FIT 

Don’t Forget the Rider in the Saddle-Fit 

Equation  ♦ 

By CARMI WEININGER  
Hopefully you have spent a significant 
amount of time fitting your saddle to 
your horse. He's happy, free in the 
shoulder and swinging through his 
back...but why can't you follow his 
motion easily? Perhaps the saddle that 
works so well for him is not as perfect 
for you. It's time to start talking about 
saddle fit as it relates to your build and 
comfort. 
 
WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO FIT THE RIDER? 

When we work with a rider to develop a custom seat, we assess every aspect of the body, from skeletal structure to muscula-
ture, body type, and flexibility. A saddle that works well for one 5'8" 150-pound rider may not work at all for someone else of 
the same height and weight. Add to this the fact that certain people are extremely sensitive (just as some horses are), while 
others are so stoic, or simply so accustomed to bad fit, that extracting enough information to make them more comfortable 
can be difficult. 

Whether you ride English, Western, treeless or Aussie-style, let’s consider these elements of the rider's body and how 
they relate to each area of the saddle: 

■ Type of riding—dictates type of saddle 

■ Rider's body proportions and size— determines seat size 
■ Riding ability and needs from the saddle—affects security and the size and position of blocks 
■ The rider's musculoskeletal structure—determines the seat platform 
■ Rider's hip flexibility and thighs—affects twist and padding under the skirts 

START WITH THE PROPER TYPE OF SADDLE 
Fitting the rider begins with selecting a saddle appropriate for the riders discipline and riding style. Flap length and angle 

are very important. For instance, someone who chooses to ride with a long stirrup and a nearly straight leg will need a fairly 
straight flap or fender. Someone else who rides with a shorter stirrup will have more acute angles in the hip and knee, and 
therefore will need a shorter flap or fender that is set more forward. Within these basic design types, there are all sorts of 
subtleties The more issues you have in your body, the more you need to work to understand saddle design and how it can be 



used to enhance your comfort in the saddle. 

I KNOW MY SEAT SIZE ALREADY—RIGHT? 
Unfortunately we tend to learn our seat size and forever after demand saddles that are this size. Since saddles are constructed 

differently—even radically differently— from each other, it is far more important to focus on sit room than seat size. The 
available room in saddles with the same seat size can vary by as much as one-and-one-half inches. If you are testing saddles, 
take a ride in one that is "your size," and also insist on trying saddles that are one size bigger and one size smaller If the 
saddle is too small, you may feel pressure against the pommel and might feel above the saddle, rather than in the saddle. If it is 
too big. you may slide around. It is very important to find what fits, not what has the right number. 

DOES THE SHAPE OF THE SEAT MATTER? 
Consider the sitting platform itself in two directions. First, there is the length of the seat running from pommel to cantle, or 

parallel to the horse's spine This curve,  
A saddle that places you close to the horse's back will let you feel 
movements as they begin to happen, and can make the difference between 
staying on a spooking horse or hitting the ground. 
 
if any, must fit the underside of the rider. Those with a flat pelvic floor will find themselves most comfortable in seats with a 
corresponding long flat spot. Riders with a higher set to their own pubic bone will prefer a saddle with a more contoured 
(usually deepen seat and a steeper rise to the pommel. Interestingly, some saddle designers claim that there is a proper deep 
spot or balance point for all riders This is but one of many myths about proper saddle fit that do not consider anatomy. 

Let's spend a minute looking at the left to right, or lateral, aspects of the sitting platform. It must have the proper 
support for the riders seat bones (ischial tuberosities). That is. the rider must feel supported without either being stretched by 
the sitting platform, or feeling as though he/she is falling off the edge of a narrow plank-like seat. 

HOW CAN I BE MORE SECURE IN THE SADDLE? 
Many elements of the saddle may increase your security and therefore your confidence—which is, of course, a very' good 

thing. A saddle that places you close to the horse's back will let you feel movements as they begin to happen, and can make the 
difference between staying on a spooking horse or hitting the ground. Small blocks in front of your knee or thigh, or poleys, can 
act to remind you to ride with a long leg. or big blocks can give you something to support you while going down steep hills or if 
your horse misbehaves And the choice of leather can make a great difference—especially when combined with your riding 
clothes. For maximum grip, choose a soft oiled patterned leather for your saddle, and ride with tried-and-true deerskin—or 
modern sticky/tacky patches on your pants 

THE BONES MATTER! 
Let’s get technical and talk about the skeletal system The male pelvis often has seat bones that are farther forward and 

closer together than a woman's...but not always! In the photo on the facing page, you'll see two triangles. It should be clear that 
you are looking at the area over which a typical man or a typical woman might sit. Now here's the tricky part: when you diagram 
the sitting platforms of five people of the same gender and same basic height and weight, you might easily wind up plotting five 
different seat profiles Even if they are all women, you might see a range as extreme as that shown in this photo. Bottom line: it 
is impossible to fit a saddle properly based only on height, weight and gender. 

ISN'T THE TWIST IMPORTANT? 
The saddle's twist (the area where the seams forming the seat come closest together) is important. Consider not only the 

width, but also the rise, which is the slope from the flat spot of the seat to the top of the pommel. It is more likely for a woman 
to ask for a wide twist than a man. Sometimes a rider with significant distance between the inner thighs will need the widest 
twist. 

You don't hear people talking very often about the skirts of the saddle, but the design and amount of padding in the area that 
supports the top 4 inches of your inner thigh can have a great impact on rider comfort. A rider with round inner thighs needs 
room in that area to feel close to the horse Conversely someone who is very thin might need significant padding under the 
skirts to allow the leg to hang comfortably from the hip socket This area of the saddle also impacts the function of your leg. If 
the swells of the skirts are too narrow so that the inner thigh is not supported, the rider's weight will go onto 



If you are testing saddles, take a ride in one that is “your size” and 

also insist on trying saddles that are one size bigger and one size 

smaller. 

the pubic bone, the lower back may arch, and the lower leg is likely to swing and be unsteady. If the saddle is too wide in this 
area, it will almost certainly force the rider into chair seat I with the knee out in front of the body). 

Finally, ideal stirrup bar placement varies slightly depending on the type of riding you do, though this is often less important 
than some people think When a saddle has been properly designed, the stirrup bar set is just one element of providing the 
hip/heel alignment that nearly every discipline requires If you think placing the stirrups farther back will help you 
significantly, try to find a way to rig this up for a brief test. Unless the stirrup bars are extreme, it is more likely that some other 
element in the design of your saddle is affecting your balance (presuming you are a trail rider, and not riding jumpers) 

HOW DO I KNOW WHERE TO START? 
It you are unsure about the type of saddle that works best for your body, arrange to test a wide variety of saddles but make 

sure you do this on your own horse. The shape of your horse's back and barrel and the specific way that your horse moves will 
make a great difference to the way the saddle feels. Ideally do your saddle testing with professional assistance so that you can 
ensure the saddles you test are fitting your horse as well If possible, make a video of your testing sessions so that you can see 
objectively how your body changes in different saddles Remember that your first ride in almost any saddle is likely to feel 
strange To be fair to yourself (and to your saddle vendor! try to arrange for as lengthy a trial as possible before buying a saddle 
to allow your body to get used to it A saddle that feels strange during the first ride will soon grow either comfortable—or distinctly 
uncomfortable—given enough riding time. 
 

 

(ABOVE) This aerial view of a saddle shows typical examples of sitting platforms that reflect common male and female anatomical 
differences. The narrower red triangle, which is typical of male riders, is 4 inches across by 5.5 inches long. The wider yellow 
triangle, which is typical of female riders, is 6 inches across by 6.5 inches long. In many instances, the male pelvis has seat bones that 
are farther forward and closer together than a woman's. As a result, it is more likely for a male rider to feel more comfortable in a 
saddle with a narrow twist. Photo courtesy ReactorPanel Saddle Company. 
 



 
 

I JUST CANT GET COMFORTABLE IN ANY SADDLE 
Some people have great difficulty finding comfort no matter what saddle they try Usually these are people who have devel-

oped body patterns that prohibit easy, harmonious movement with the horse For instance, some people lock the knees. 
ankles or both, pushing themselves against the rear of the saddle in an attempt to feel secure. All of this bracing can lead to 
fatigue—or worse. It will behoove you to take an honest look at your position using photos and videos—and the advice of an 
instructor you trust. Sometimes riding lessons are the greatest gift you can give yourself—and your horse! 
 ............................................. & 
 
Carmi Weininger is an expert saddle fitter and active dressage and trail rider with a solid background in equine 
biomechanics. She has taught saddle fitting at UC Davis, presented at major equine trade fairs and lectured to numerous 
other groups in the US, UK and Canada. She is also a regular guest lecturer for University of Guelph in Equine Functional 
Anatomy. For more information, you can visit her website at www.reactorpaneLcom 

Signs that your saddle may not ft 

■ Bumping the pommel when posting or standing 

■ Difficulty finding ear-shoulder-hip-heel alignment 

■ Feeling tipped forward or tipped back 

■ Easily getting popped out of the saddle 

■ Falling back in the saddle when the horse accelerates 

■ Uncomfortable pressure against any part of your body 
■ Chafing or rubbing—unless this is against your inner leg, in 

which case you should change your type of stirrup hanger 
and/or riding gear 

■ A saddle should be like shoes: if you know it is there, it's 
because something is wrong. 


