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Load Lifters

Hipbelt

Shoulder Straps

Your pack may look a little different, 
but the straps are probably similar in 
appearance and location.

Trying on Your First Backpacking Pack

Before trying your pack on, you need to get the pack ready to be fitted. To begin, you should loosen 
each of the straps you’ll be adjusting later on. For each strap - the hipbelt, shoulder straps, sternum 
strap and the load lifters - find the buckle. Slip your thumb under the buckle and pull it upward - away 
from the strap - to release tension on the strap (see photo left).

If the strap doesn’t loosen on its own when released, use your left thumb and finger to push 
upward on the buckle while pulling the rear strap downward with your right hand to take up the 
slack.

Strap getting tight instead of loose? You’re a few steps ahead. You must be pulling on the front, 
loose side of the strap, instead of the rear strap. Loosen the buckle again and try pulling on the 
front section of the strap.

Tip: With the hip belt, there are two buckles – one on either side. Go ahead and loosen both. 

Next, unbuckle the hipbelt and sternum strap if they are buckled.

To unbuckle, pinch the center of the belt and they will spring right open. You may need to give it a light 
tug. 

Don’t worry if the straps now seem too loose, we’ll come back around to them one-by-one and 
tighten them up to the right level. 

Now make sure the pack is closed up and cinched down. 

Before we can begin fitting the pack, you’ll want to close the pack, and secure any extra straps, so 
buckle and tighten any other straps we haven’t mentioned that are hanging around the outside of the 
pack. 

If you’re not sure where to find these or have difficulty adjusting any of them, you can skip this 
step for now. These straps help you balance and compact the load inside the pack, so it will 
feel a little more natural if they are tightened down, but you can try the pack on just fine without 
doing so.

1
GET YOUR 

PACK READY
Before even putting on your 

pack, you’ve got a little setup 
to do.

i

0
WHAT’S 
WHAT?

A quick intro to the layout of a 
backpacking pack.

At first all the straps on a backpacking pack can seem confusing, and maybe even a little 
overwhelming. Most of of the straps, however, are just there to help you stabilize your load, not to help 
the pack fit you better.

There are just 4 key strap types we’ll be focusing on today in fitting your pack, and they’re all on the 
back of the pack. We’ve highlighted the adjustment straps for each here in yellow to help you identify 
them.
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Getting the right fit for a hiking or backpacking pack can be a bit tricky, but a well-fitting pack can make 
the difference between a wonderful adventure and a miserable slog, so it’s worth spending a little time to 
get it right. We’ll walk you through step-by-step to help you ensure you find the right pack.

a step-by-step 
guide

to loosen each buckle, push up on the edge of the 
buckle to release tension, then pull on the rear strap.



Next, find the loose ends of each half of the hipbelt, and then buckle them in front. 

Don’t worry about where the buckle is positioned yet, it will move as we tighten it. 

If you have trouble finding the hipbelt pieces, they can sometimes become tucked under 
your back when you put on the pack. Simply remove the pack, pull the hipbelt pieces 
outward away from one another, and then put the pack back on.

The belt should be tension-free when you buckle it. If it’s too tight or difficult to buckle, 
loosen it up a bit more by again lifting on the buckle and pulling out the slack. To loosen, lift 
on the inner side of each buckle. 

Once you’ve got the belt buckled, go can go ahead and tighten it enough so that it’s creating some 
tension on your body, but can still shift up and down a few inches freely. To tighten the hip strap, 
take each of the free-hanging strap ends and pull them across your body towards the buckle.

Info: This pack and many other newer packs feature ergonomic hip straps. If you have 
an older pack, you’ll need to pull both the straps away from your center, towards your 
hips, to tighten.It’s very difficult to pull the straps all the way tight in this manner while 
wearing the pack, so new packs now feature a reversed design so you can tighten by 
pulling into the center of your body – much easier!

Check where your belt currently hangs – is it way up at your belly button or down below your hips? 
Loosen and tighten the shoulder straps so that the hip belt lays right over your hips. 

Need help adjusting the shoulder straps? Skip ahead to step 3 for step-by-step instructions, 
then revisit this step.

It’s very important that the hipbelt fits in the right spot. Your hipbelt should sit right at your hips, just 
slightly above the hip joint itself, so that the pack fits snuggly into place.

Tip: Loosening the shoulder straps will cause the hip belt to fall downward, while 
tightening the shoulder straps will move the hipbelt upward.

If the hip does not sit on your hips even after adjusting the shoulder straps, the pack has the 
wrong torso size for you, and is a poor choice. Head back to the rack and look for the pack 
in a different size, or try a new style. 

Info: What’s torso size? Each pack fits a range of torso sizes, which look at the length of 
your spine, which translates to the distance between your shoulders and hips. 

Once you’ve got the hipbelt resting on your hips, go ahead and tighten the hipbelt down as far as 
it’s comfortable to go. You want the belt to feel snug, but not to pinch or constrain movement. 

To test the fit, try leaning over a bit, and then standing back upright. If the hipbelt feels like it’s in 
the way of your movement, it’s too low. If it rises up off your hips more than a half-inch as you 
come back up, it’s too loose. Try adjusting the hip and shoulder straps to get the right fit of the hip 
belt before continuing. 

Now just a few more straps to adjust and we’ll be on our way. Next up: Shoulder straps!

to tighten the hipbelt, pull straps inward toward buckle 
and center, and slightly away from your body

2 
ADJUST THE 

HIPBELT
The hip belt will be carrying 

most of the weight of the pack, 
so it’s important it fits well.

to buckle the hip belt slide the clasp into the buckle. To 
release, pinch the top and bottom of the clasp until in 
snaps open.

i

i

i

To tighten the shoulder straps, pull down and towards your back on the loose end of the shoulder 
straps. 

Tip: These straps will be hanging somewhere between your ripcage and your hips. If 
you’re having trouble locating the extra parts, simply follow the shoulder straps down 
from your chest, sliding them down the straps until you reach the buckle.

You want some tension on the shoulder straps, but not so much that it pulls your hipbelt upwards. 

If your hipbelt is starting to pull off your hips, go ahead and loosen the shoulder straps up a 
bit by slipping your thumb under the bottom of the plastic buckle. 

If you cannot tighten the shoulder straps properly without pulling the hipbelt up off your hips,  
the pack has the wrong torso size for you, and is a poor choice. Head back to the rack and 
look for the pack in a different size, or try a new style. 

Tip: The shoulder straps should not carry most of the weight of your pack - that’s what 
the hipbelt is for. If you feel alot of pressure on the shoulder straps, or your hipbelt feels 
like it lacks tension, try making minor adjustments to the hipbelt and shoulder straps until 
you get a good balance. This balance (or lack thereof) will be much more easily apparent 
later when you test the pack with some weight, but for now we’re only looking to see how 
it fits your body.

3
ADJUST THE 

SHOULDER 
STRAPS

The shoulder straps help keep 
your pack tight against your 

back, set the level of you hip 
belt and take just a bit of the 
weight and transfer it to your 

shoulders. 

to tighten the shoulder straps, pull down and behind you 
on the loose end of each strap

i
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OK, we’re almost done, just two minor adjustments to go!

To begin adjusting the sternum strap, find the loose end of this strap which attaches to the shoulder 
straps at chest height and buckle it up. 

Can’t find the end of the strap? It may be hiding under your left shoulder strap, or tangled in the 
shoulder strap. You may be able to pull it around, or it might be easier just to take off the pack 
to untangle it.

Tighten by pulling the loose end of the strap away from the buckle. 

Proper fit: Tighten until you feel your shoulder straps flush against your body, and sitting on your 
shoulders, but not impeding on your neck. 

If you overtighten the sternum strap your shoulder straps may begin to come up off of your 
shoulders, or leave a gap between your chest and the straps. If so, loosen it back up a bit. 

4
ADJUST THE 

STERNUM 
STRAP

The sternum strap runs across 
your chest and helps to keep 

your shoulder straps  in the 
correct position.

Last but not least, you need to tighten the load lifters. 

Bring your hands up to the tops of the shoulder straps and feel for a smaller, loose strap. Pull forward 
and down, as though putting on a rollercoaster harness, to tighten. It’s best to tighten both at once to 
get an even tension, but one at a time is OK too.

These straps help the pack and its weight hug your back. You may feel a noticible decrease in the pull 
of the pack with these tightened. 

Tip: These straps can sometimes be difficult to tighten while wearing the pack. If you have 
trouble finding them or reaching them, simply unbuckle your straps and remove the pack. 
Tighten the straps a bit and then try the pack on again. 

Tip: Once you’ve adjusted the pack you don’t need to loosen and tighten everytime you take 
it on and off. You just may need to loosen the hip belt a bit to make buckling easier, and then 
retighten once it’s buckled. 

5
ADJUST THE 

LOAD LIFTERS
The load lifters are an often-

overlooked adjustment that can 
make your pack handle weight 

much, much better.

i

i

Now that you’ve buckled and tightened your hipbelt, shoulder straps, sternum strap and load lifters, 
you’ve got yourself a fitted bag. How does it feel? 

Try walking around a bit and moving normally. Do you feel any spots that rub or pinch or just feel un-
comfortable? You may have to loosen or tighten here and there a few times to dial in the fit, but if you 
try that and it still doesn’t feel right, you’ve got to try a different pack. Don’t try to talk yourself into it! 

If the pack does feel comfortable, try adding some weight. Outdoor stores often have weighted pillows 
you can use to see how the pack carries weight. You’ll notice the pack feels a lot different than it does 
empty!

Once you’ve added weight you will want to adjust those other straps on the front of the pack that help 
keep the weight stabilized. Most tighten and loosen in the same way as the straps we’ve covered 
here, so go ahead and try playing with these straps, we promise you won’t break anything!

To confirm your pack handles and distributes weight well, please consult a salesperson, or Part II of 
this Guide for more help as we’re just focusing on your pack’s fit in this guide.

Good luck, and don’t be afraid to try every pack in the store – you’ll want to spend a lot of time with 
your pack on, so it’s worth some effort to get it right!

6
CHECK 

YOUR FIT
How does it feel? And how 

should it feel?
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to tighten the sternum strap, pull away from the buckle

to tighten the load lifters, pull forward and down


