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Meaningful Mods
Upgrading Your Bike’s Rear Suspension 
by Paul H. Smith

f you’re like many adventure riders, it’s likely you  
haven’t given too much thought to your bike’s  
suspension. That is unless you’ve experienced a  

broken fork seal, or a collapsed rear monoshock…
Unlike sportbikers, where suspension consider-

ations are paramount, we tend to take a much more 
“if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” utilitarian approach. 
However, in discussions with numerous RTWers and 
overlanders, costly breakdowns particularly with the 
rear monoshock, are common. And depending upon 
where you end up stranded, an incident could easily 
rack up a major repair expense—not only in cash but 
time—often consuming several weeks.

Replacement and upgrade monoshocks are avail-
able from a wide variety of vendors. But shock prices 
and installation costs vary greatly, and we found that 
they’re not necessarily indicative of quality (or reli-
ability). Like any product some are better than others, 
and a few are more likely to be a liability than an as-
set, especially if you’re dealing with degraded roads 
or off-road conditions a lot. So, be sure you conduct 
your own research and gather information from other 
riders about their experiences.  

Four primary reasons to consider a rear  
suspension upgrade:

1. Replacement for a blown shock
2. Improved feel, performance and handling 

(more fun, less fatigue)
3. Safety (crash-prevention from less bottoming 

out, pogo-sticking and wobble)
4. Reliability (tougher and longer-lasting  

components)

A reworking of your bike’s suspension can yield 
truly remarkable results. Literally transforming your 
machine’s riding characteristics and personality from 
mush to sure-footed stability.

Reliability is a special consideration for those  
taking their bikes on the long haul—especially to 
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The stock (top) and Progressive 465 Series monoshocks side-by-side.  
The quality and precision of Progressive’s upgrade is plain to see.
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distant lands. Therefore, making an informed 
decision, to minimize the possible downsides, 
could easily save you a lot of grief later on.

For this article we visited Progressive Sus-
pension for a monoshock upgrade to “Felix,” 
a Suzuki V-Strom 650. The bike was being 
readied for a RTW trip and under load the stock 
part was extremely mushy, giving the backend 
an unstable loosey-goosey feel. I had been 
searching for the ideal replacement that would 
cover points 2–4 above. Before and during my 
association with AdvMoto magazine, I ex-
plored various manufacturer offerings, and was 
most impressed with Progressive’s approach. 
So, it was a bonus to meet the guys, tour the 
factory and gain insight into the difference a 
quality component would make. (See the side-
bar for which bikes the 465 Series are currently 
available.)

Progressive’s 465 Series Monoshocks are 
designed specifically for dual-sport bikes. One 
of the features that sets them apart is that, in 
the instance of a malfunction, they are field-
serviceable, whereas few, if any other brands, 
are not. 

Replacing the V-Strom’s monoshock was 
relatively easy and straight-forward. Progres-
sive supplies instructions and their customer 
service is readily available for assistance via 
phone. The upgrade fit without a hitch. The 
guys also shot and produced an HD video 
which was posted on Youtube (see the photo 
above for the link). 

An experienced installer might need a half-
an-hour for the install, and another half-an-
hour to set the sag (see sidebar). Double that if 
you’re reasonably mechanical and doing it on 
your own. Another bonus: No specialized tools 
are required.

“Progressive’s 465 Series Monoshocks are  
designed specifically for dual-sport bikes.”

Installing the monoshock 
upgrade. To see the  
entire procedure in HD 
visit Youtube—http://
youtu.be/1V5OMyNFcFA. 
It’s also great for installa-
tion pointers and tips.

Progressive 465 after 
installation (right). 
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Field Testing:
Oh what an improvement upgraded suspen-
sion can make! The V-Strom is a relatively 
inexpensive bike to begin with, but with a 
few discretionary dollars invested into the 
right components you’ll get a lot more in 
return. Under load the monoshock upgrade 
is remarkable. Progressive’s 465 radically 
stabilizes the bike and delivers precision 
response. With excellent recovery in emer-
gency stop situations, to small jumps and 
gravel or pot-holed roads, the modified V 
now just eats it up. 

If you’re looking to eke out the most from 
your motorcycle’s ride, it may be time to 
consider a suspension upgrade. Most mo-
torcycle manufacturers do a pretty good job 
with their stock components, but leave a lot 
to be desired when it comes to suspension 
performance and durability, especially in 
harsh endurance environments. Dual-sports, 
after all, are still a relatively new genre, and 
bullet-proofing a stock bike remains very 
much the responsibility of its owner for its 
intended use. 

Progressive Suspension
465 Series Monoshock
 

Completely new, Progressive’s 465 Series Monoshocks  
represent state-of-the-art high pressure gas monotube 
shock design. It utilizes a large 46mm bore and deflective 
disc piston for precise damping. The beefy 16mm hard 
chrome shaft rides on custom Viton seals for low friction and 
leak free life. The 465 is custom-tuned for each application 
and is completely optimized for each bike, from the damp-
ing and spring rate all the way down to the jounce bumper.

465 Series features:
•	 High pressure gas monotube
•	 5-position rebound adjuster—tunable for changing 

conditions and riding styles
•	 Threaded body allows for fine adjustments  

in sag
•	 External nitrogen port allows for rebuilds
•	 Aluminum body and components
•	 Hard anodized finish
•	 Stock as well as 1" lower versions

Suspension tuning can dramatically improve the ride qual-
ity, handling and comfort of your motorcycle and the more 
tools available to work with, the better the results. With 
that in mind, Progressive Suspension has added a Remote 
Adjustable Preload (RAP) to their 465 Series line of high-
performance monoshocks. The 46mm bore shock is also 
loaded with features like deflective disc damping, threaded 
body and a five-position rebound adjuster. Setting it up to 
perfectly match your bike, weight and riding style is now a 
few clicks away. 

Includes remote mounting bracket. Stock height and 
lowered applications for Road Star, KLR650, Raider, ST1300, 
V-Strom, M109R, BMW and more.

465 Series Monoshock with RAP MSRP: $745.90

PROS
 Excellent workmanship

 Fixes shortcomings of stock monoshock

Field serviceable

CONS
Some technical expertise required  
for installation
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All motorcycles require the rear shock(s)* to be adjusted to fit an ex-
pected load—otherwise known as setting the “Final Sag.” Load variables 
(your weight, or the weight of a pillion, luggage, etc.) affect the Final 
Sag. What’s in it for you? A bike that has been correctly set up ensures 
less rider fatigue and sweeter handling.

Adventure motorcyclists, especially, should understand how to adjust 
Final Sag to compensate for heavy luggage loads. The technique, and 
the reason for doing it, is more or less universal for all motorcycles.

A shock compresses before it’s even been asked to do any work. This 
is called Sag. To adjust the Sag you’ll need a measuring stick or tape, the 
bike’s manual (for stock shocks), or the aftermarket shock’s manual, and 
the help of a friend or two.

There are two key Sag measurements. The first is for Free Sag, mea-
sured (with the rider off the bike) from the center of the rear axle to an 
arbitrary point directly above the axle (a fender bracket, for instance) 
that doesn’t pivot with the wheel. It’s done off the stand and with a 
helper holding the bike straight up. Lifting the rear end (simply pick 
up the bike by the fender or rack as far as you can, but with the wheel 
remaining on the floor) will unload the shock(s) enough to measure the 
Free Sag.

The next critical measurement is Rider Sag. As you might expect, this 
is done with the rider on the bike (hands on the bars and feet on the 
pegs), in full riding gear, and with a helper (or two) supporting it. The 
measurement is again taken from the center of the rear axle to the same 
arbitrary point used for determining the Free Sag. 

The difference between the two measurements (Free Sag and Rider 
Sag) is your Final Sag. And it is the Final Sag you are looking to adjust us-
ing the Preload Adjusters. For adventure bikes Progressive recommends 
the Final Sag to be set to roughly one-third of the total travel between 
the Free and Rider Sag measurements. If your number is less, the bike 
will require less preload, and if it’s higher, more preload is needed. It 
may vary depending upon the shock manufacturer, so be sure to verify 
before proceeding.

Note: Twin shock bikes should always be adjusted with equal preload 
on both sides.

Most rear shocks have some form of adjustment mechanism known 
as a Preload Adjuster. And depending upon the type of shock(s) your 
bike is equipped with, you’ll need to review your owner’s manual for 
the location of the Preload Adjusters and to determine whatever tools 
may be necessary. While making the Final Sag adjustment the rider (in 
full gear) will likely have to get on and off the bike a few times to ensure 
that the Final Sag settings are correct. 

*Although both the front forks and rear shock(s) require Final Sag adjustments, this  

sidebar discusses only the rear shock(s).

RIDER
SAG

Adjusting Your Rear Shock(s)  
for the Correct Final Sag
by David Zemla and Paul H. Smith / Illustrations by David Zemla

All motorcycles  
require the rear 
shock(s)* to be  

adjusted to fit an  
expected load— 

otherwise known  
as setting the  

“Final Sag.” 
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