How to Choose a Backpack

Choosing a pack that offers the right fit, capacity, features and overall design can go a long way toward ensuring a comfortable, enjoyable outing.

Step 1: Determine Appropriate Frame Type
Depending on the type of activity you'll be engaged in, choose a frame type that best fits your needs based on the descriptions below.

Internal-frame packs utilize a close-fitting, flexible design that makes them a great choice for off-trail adventures. If you're climbing, skiing, scrambling or navigating uneven terrain, you'll undoubtedly want the maneuverability of an internal-frame pack. 

· Positives—Excellent maneuverability, stability and adjustability 

· Negatives—Less organizational options and gear space, warmer to carry due to less air circulation 

External-Frame Packs are a top choice for traveling on established trails or carrying heavier loads. They're also popular packs for beginning hikers. 

· Positives—Great for carrying heavier loads, more storage capacity and organizational options, better air circulation for a cooler carry, less expensive 

Negatives—More bulky, less maneuverable

Step 2: Choose a Storage Capacity
The longer you're out on the trail, the more space you'll need for gear. Depending on how you pack—minimalist or "take the kitchen sink"—your needs can vary. Use these figures as a basis for determining your cubic-inch capacity needs: 

· Day hikes or single-night trips—2,500 to 3,000 cubic inches 

· 2- to 3-day trips—3,000 to 5,000 cubic inches 

Extended trips (up to 6 days)—5,000+ cubic inches

Step 3: Think about Comfort
Comfort is obviously a major consideration on the trail—especially over long hikes.

Hipbelts support a large portion of a pack's weight. You'll definitely appreciate the comfort of a padded, shaped hipbelt after you've been on the trail for a while.

Suspension system—Again, think padding and ergonomics when looking at a pack's shoulder straps. Adjustable suspension systems allow you to custom-tailor your fit. Other major features are a sternum strap, load-lift straps and cinch straps to stabilize loads.

Specific to internal-frame packs—Look for a lumbar pad that helps manage moisture and allows air to circulate—you'll stay a lot more comfortable. Also, a framesheet can add rigidity to your internal-frame pack and keep sharp objects from poking you in the back.

Step 4: Consider Features/Extras
Features such as external/detachable pockets help keep you organized and let you carry more gear. Daisy chains, lash points and ice axe loops let you attach gear and pockets to the outside of your pack. Another feature to consider—especially on internal-frame packs—is zipper access. Side-access, double-zipper designs give you the option of retrieving gear from various parts of the pack without having to dig around or remove items.

