ASK THE EXPERTS

Achieving a pro bike fit, choosing tri bikes vs. road bikes, and women-specific frames

By Instructors from the Serotta School for Cycling Ergonomics

I’ve been told that bike fit can be more important than the actual bike I purchase. What are the top things I should look for to make sure my bike fits my frame?

So many things factor in to a proper bike fit that it’s tough to break it down into a few short pointers. Above all, however, you want to make sure your knees and hips aren’t straining to complete the pedal stroke and that your torso is neither too cramped nor too overstretched across the top tube and handlebars.

But there’s more to it than leg and torso length. In fact, it’s not uncommon to find two properly fit people of similar height, size and proportion riding different sized bikes altogether, simply because their bodies naturally move in different ways. For this reason, if you’re planning to ride your bike for more than the occasional recreational ride, you should arrange a session with a certified bike-fitting specialist. 

A comprehensive fit session will address factors like range of motion in cycling-specific muscle groups, individual riding habits, previous injuries, and core strength and biomechanical alignment. In addition to these fundamental body assessments, there are two keys to a successful fitting session:

• Communication. Working with a fitter who asks the right questions, listens and then responds is paramount to helping you find a well-matched bike.

• Observed riding. Getting fit for a bike without someone watching you ride is like buying a house without ever seeing it. While everything might look great on paper, movement during cycling might tell a different story. A good fit professional will have an adjustable-fit bicycle that, in combination with a well-trained eye, will help him assess your riding technique and posture on the bike. 

Just as you would before choosing a doctor or attorney, interview your prospective fitter to find out what is involved in his or her fitting sessions. A qualified fitter will discuss the elements listed above and provide you with individualized answers based on your needs and goals. 

 Professional fittings usually take two to four hours and cost $200 to $500. But if you plan to ride with any regularity, the investment in money and time will more than pay for itself in the confidence you’ll gain knowing your new bike is set to ride as efficiently as possible.

Ian Buchanan and Sarah Shorett, co-owners of Fit Werx in Waitsfield, Vt., www.fitwerx.com. 
I’ve raced a few triathlons and hope to do more. How do I know when it’s time to move from a road frame to a triathlon frame, and how much difference will it make to my overall finishing times?

The key to whether a triathlon bike makes sense for you is knowing how much time you want to spend in an aero position. While road bikes are versatile, they aren’t designed for use with aero bars without significant compromises in fit and comfort.  

If you’re averaging 17-plus mph on the bike, it’s time to think about aerodynamics. The faster you go, the more wind resistance you incur, so reducing aerodynamic drag becomes increasingly important. Your body is approximately 80 percent of your aerodynamic drag, so improving your position is the best way to drop time. 

Most riders set up with a comfortable and efficient position in the aero bars will see a 1 to 2 mph increase above their standard road bike position. However, if you can’t comfortably maintain your aero position, it’s useless. This is why fit is critical.

If you become serious about triathlon, owning two bikes—one used primarily for training and one for racing—is not uncommon. While faster, the aero-specific position used on a tri-bike may not be appropriate for the bulk of your training in which handling the bike in groups and traffic is important.  

In either case, a fitting with a certified fit specialist will help guide you through the process. Ultimately, a tri-specific position that balances power, comfort and aerodynamics will be the most important factor in improving your times. 

Kathy Krumme, owner of Oakley Cycles in Cincinnati, Ohio, www.oakleycycles.com.

I hear so much about women-specific frames today. What makes them different? And are they good for all body types, or for just lighter, smaller women? I’m 5-foot-10 and weigh about 160 pounds. Should I stick to a standard men’s frame?

Typically bicycles dubbed as “women-specific” have shorter top tubes, taller head tubes with slacker angles, narrower handlebars, and short-reach brake levers. These designs are based on women’s average anatomical proportions and have generally helped women achieve greater comfort and enjoyment on the bike. However, like any standard frame, the women-specific design makes assumptions, not only about a rider’s body type, but also about her riding style. This not only affects the cyclist’s comfort and efficiency, but it can also adversely affect the handling of the bike as well.

Ultimately, any bike not properly fit to the individual rider can do more harm than good. The best frame geometry is the one that is constructed for and that compliments your body, riding style and goals. Remember, bikes should be rider-specific, not gender-specific.

-Laurin Stennis and Lori Hoefer, co-owners of Cycling Specifics in Carrboro, N.C., www.cyclingspecifics.com.

The Serotta School for Cycling Ergonomics has instructed more than 500 technicians in the art and science of professional bike fitting since 1998. To learn more contact info@serotta.com.   

Her Sports + Fitness is the only women’s sports and fitness magazine on the market. Look no further for a magazine with usable information on what active women care about – in depth training plans, nutritional tips, gear reviews, inspiring profiles, and women’s specific apparel. 

Her Sports + Fitness is full of cool stuff without all the fluff!  To subscribe to the e-newsletter, the magazine or to learn more, visit www.hersports.com. 

