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YOUR GIRTH
Words by Sam Sherrington, Centaurus Osteopathy. M. Osteopathy, Animal Biomechanical Medicine Practitioner

Biomechanics of the ribcage and how you can maximise your horse’s performance. 

It has been known for years that excessive tension in girths will significantly reduce the horse’s ability to perform 
cardiovascularly, reducing both endurance and speed1. It has also been shown that girth tensions increase during 
motion, even without the act of ‘tightening it up a hole’ as is generally considered par for the course 2. 

As we think about how best to achieve comfort, stability and performance in our ridden horses, it is worth having a 
look at the area to which we strap the saddle. 

The horse ribcage articulates under the saddle 
panels where we sit, to the thoracic spine at the 

costovertebral and costotransverse joints. Depending 
on the fit of the saddle, and the weight and skill of the 
rider, there is a greater or lesser amount of pressure 
downwards, with the potential for significant limitations 
in the free movement at these joints. The other place that 
movement occurs in the ribcage is at the sternum, at the 
costochondral and costosternal joints. The expansion of 
these joints, and the function of the musculature overlying 
the area, are significantly limited by over-tightened girths. 
One of the other ‘joints’ greatly impacted by constriction 
around the cranial ribcage is the scapulothoracic joint. 
This is the attachment of the shoulder blade (scapula) and 
therefore the entire forelimb to the ribcage, and consists 
entirely of muscles, many of which extend under either the 
girth or the saddle. 
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Studies have varied in their results but have shown this 
group of joints allow anywhere between 1.5 and 5cm 

of expansion during respiration depending on the gait.  As 
such, it becomes clear that not only should we be spending 
a good bit of time making sure our saddle fits well, but also 
just as much time ensuring we are putting the least amount 
of restriction through this hugely important collection of 
underlying joints and muscles in order to allow our horses 
to perform at their best, and be as comfortable as possible 
while doing so. 

So, what are some of the signs that our 
horses aren’t having such a great time 
with their girth? 
• ‘Girthy’ behaviour – kicking out, biting or pulling faces 
while being girthed up.
• Blowing out their ribcage while being girthed up. Really, 
this is a remarkably clever response to attempt to gain a 
little more space to breathe!
• Restricted shoulder motion – that feeling of just not 
being able to get the horse to move forward freely in front. 
• Excessively dry or sweaty patches behind the shoulder 
blade when unsaddled in a well fitting saddle – this one is 
often a sure sign of over-tightening!
• Saddle movement – if the saddle isn’t fitting well, over-

tightening the girth is a really poor band-aid solution to 
prevent that movement. 
• Tender points along the sternum or through the 
musculature underlying the girth. 

How do we fix this?

Firstly, do not over tighten those girths. If your saddle is 
moving, unless you are on a Thelwell shaped pony (and 

probably even then!) – you need to have the fit checked.  
If it’s shifting to one side, you need to have your horse 
checked for undiagnosed hindlimb lameness or asymmetry, 
and probably also yourself – how straight are you?

Once you are sure that your saddle fits, make sure 
you are putting it in the right spot – that is behind 

the shoulder blade. Check it’s really behind the scapula 
by lifting the front leg forward and feeling how far back 
that shoulder blade moves when the leg reaches forwards. 
It’s quite a distance! That’s what your saddle needs to be 
behind.

Next, look for a a girth which allows this movement 
without pulling the saddle forwards onto the back of 

the shoulder. The majority of performance horses these 
days have a girth groove that is slightly forward in relation 
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to the position of the girth billets. Add to that scapular 
movement and there are very few horses who don’t 

need more clearance than they get from a straight girth to 
achieve true freedom of the scapula and its musculature. 
Shaped or cutback girths are available in different brands 
and designs and ultimately you want something that will 
distribute the pull from the girth points evenly through the 
sternal contact. Feel at the front and the back and make 
sure one edge doesn’t have significantly more pressure or 
the shape is irrelevant. 

Finally, consider the options available to allow more 
breathing room. Giving the horse elastic at both ends 

at the buckles of the girth is a good start – but again, 
beware of the lure to over-tighten that thinking the elastic 
will give. Even elastic has it’s end point and at best you’re 
simply damaging your girth by repetitively over stretching 
the girth. Even better than elastic at the buckles, there are 
some girths being introduced to the market which have 
elastic featured in the material of the girth itself, and even 
better – over one major point of ribcage movement – the 
costosternal joints. The Total Saddle Fit StretchTec girth 
is one of these, and by putting a sturdy layer of elastic to 
separate the point of contact at the sternum, and the main 
‘arms’ of the girth, it is possible to both create room to 
breathe and also to reduce the compression at the point 
most likely to experience peak pressure behind the elbow. 
It is also shaped to eliminate the pull that tends to occur 
into the back of the scapula. This combination provides the 
subscapular musculature and the ribcage with the most 
freedom to move in a full range of motion and allow a full 
and comfortable breath. 

Professionally speaking, I particularly like the TSF 
StretchTec girths for horses who have experienced girth 

pain for any reason, but ultimately I find that allowing the 
ribcage and thoracic spine to function more effectively and 

comfortably benefits horses with many different challenges. 
An improved thoracic and rib function can have a direct 
knock on effect of allowing better function through the 
neck and into the poll, jaw and hyoid apparatus. As well as 
potentially allowing the horse more range and engagement 
through his back and hindquarters by reducing pressure 
into the joints and musculature of the topline. 

With all this in mind, I hope you have a wonderful end 
of the year with your horses. Always trust them and 

yourself if you suspect something isn’t quite right, check off 
the basics and always keep searching for the best comfort 
and performance to help your horse be the happy athlete 
he deserves to be! 

For more information on the TSF 
StretchTec Girths checkout:  

https://ourosteo.com/products/ or call 
Sam Sherrington on 0452 472 959
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