
Muscle atrophy behind the shoulder blade. Unfortunately this is extremely common, and 

not just with high withered horses. It can also be present on low withered, broad backed 

horses. It occurs for many reasons, some of which are: tight fitting saddle, not being exer-

cised correctly i.e. horse working from behind and off the forehand or lack of any form of 

exercise due to illness or injury. As a result, any saddle placed on this horses back without 

correct shimming, will exasperate the issue further as it will fall down into this ‘pocket’ 

and jam the horse’s shoulder blade as he moves. This will result in further damage and a 

shortened stride. A Western saddle will more likely sit on the top of shoulder blade, due 

the bars being longer than an English saddle, and cause pinching of the shoulders which 

will cause the same issues mentioned above. 

We need to create a space or gap for the horses shoulder blade to pass freely under the 

front of the saddle. Shimming the entire length of saddle is not the answer. We only want 

to lift the front 3rd of the saddle to open up an area under the front of bar. In order to cre-

ate this lift, we place a TAPERED EDGE shim at least 2-3 inches behind the horses 

scapular (shoulder blade) when he is standing still and square. Once he brings his foreleg 

forwards, his scapular will swing backwards (and slightly inwards) and take up this gap 

that we have created with the shim. Without a saddle and with the help of an assistant, 

bring the foreleg forwards so you can see and feel how the shoulder blade swings back-

wards. You will be surprised to learn how far back the scapular reaches when the foreleg 

is fully protracted - in most cases, as far back as where your would sit when in the saddle! 

The Pink line represents the back edge of the horses shoulder blade. The SHIM IS 

PLACED BETWEEN THE SADDLE PAD AND THE SADDLE (shown here directly 

on the horses back for ease of description only). The TAPERED EDGE SIDE OF THE 

SHIM SHOULD BE FACING DOWN (double thickness shims are tapered on both 

sides) so as not to create a line of pressure where the shim ends. Note that the front of 

the shim is set back at least 2-3 inches behind the scapular. The front of the bar of a 

Western saddle will sit well forwards of the shim, reaching into the region that has 

been outlined in Pink. However the shim will create a much needed gap between the 

saddle and the shoulder blade. The thickness of the shim may need to be adjusted de-

pending on the amount of muscle atrophy. Contact us if you feel this is the case. 

Note that the top edge of the shim should sit away from the horses spine. The bottom edge 

of the shim should sit no lower than the ‘rib shelf’. This shim could be trimmed along the 

curve of the spine (blue line) a little more as this horse has a high wither. Some people will 

say that shimming is a ‘cop-out’ for making an ill fitting saddle fit better. I, and many good 

independent saddle fitters and qualified Equine Chiropractors, know, that in many in-

stances, due to atrophy or lacking topline,  shimming is the only answer if we want to make 

a horse more comfortable—immediately. Naturally, the saddle must be a decent fit to begin 

with. A better way to view shimming is to think of the shim as the muscle that SHOULD 

be there; filling in the “hole” created by the lack of muscle in that region of the back. In 

many cases, shimming is a temporary measure. Once the horse is comfortable and able to 

extend and bring his legs well forward and therefore lift his back and engage his ‘ring of 

muscles’, by being ridden correctly, the back muscles will re-build over time. Correct rid-

ing, is of course, up to the rider. 

Here is a shoulder shim in place, between the pad and saddle. You can clearly see 

the gap that has been created by the shim. This horse now has ample room for his 

shoulder blade to pass freely under the front of this saddle. Shimming a saddle in 

this manner is also very helpful for balancing the seat for the rider on a horse that 

has ‘downhill’ conformation, such as many Quarter Horses. If you struggle to ‘stay 

over your feet’ in your saddle, it could be because it is tipping down in front (or 

falling down into a ‘wither pocket’) and sending your legs out behind you or too far 

forwards to brace against the downward feel. If a saddle has too much ‘rocker’ in 

the bars, this shimming method may also be beneficial in obtaining better saddle 

fit. It is however, very important not to lift the saddle so much in front that the rear 

of the saddle tilts downwards and presses into the horses loins! 
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hest.com.au                                                               kudasaddles.com.au 


