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Introduction:
Horses have been and continue to be an integral part of many cultures,
and are often the basis for the development of new cultural innovations that
are commonplace today, such as the invention of the trouser2,3. Dating as far
back as Bronze Age Mesopotamia, records of horse use and importance
have been studied. Following their early domestication in Western Asia
during the Bronze Age, the horse was initially used as a food source, then
draft animal and eventually was adopted as a crucial means of
warfare3,11,13,20. Today, horses play a strong role in entertainment. Two major
forms dominate equestrian sport: rodeo and eventing. These two sports
differ greatly in what is required of both rider and horse, but also in saddle
structure. Equestrians often choose and utilize either the western or the
English style saddle (Fig. 1), impacting the sport which the individual
competes. This study examines rodeo, which utilizes western saddles, and
horse eventing, which utilizes English saddles, to evaluate the cultural and
biological implications associated with both categories.

Fig. 1 Standard English saddle (left), and a standard western saddle (right)15.

History:
The origin of rodeo comes from the 1700s ranch work done by Spanish
vaqueros, who used horses to aid in their work. Local informal competitions
were held often in which vaqueros and their American counterparts, the
cowboys, would demonstrate their skills in ranching. The rodeo became an
officially organized sport within the US in 1929, where competitors would
show off skills in roping, wrestling livestock and breaking horses14.
Historically, rodeo has been a male dominated sport, but recently females
started competing, though there are separate events for the genders. Males
compete in rough stock riding, steer wrestling and roping, and women
compete in barrel racing. Team roping competitions can consist of all males,
all females or coed teams14 (Fig. 2).
Horse eventing gets its roots from the training of cavalry during the
medieval period. One to three day tests were completed where men would be
asked to showcase various skilled tasks that would be beneficial to both
horse and rider during wartime6. Dressage tests the communication between
rider and horse, cross-country evaluates endurance and show jumping
assesses the soundness of the horse (Fig. 2). Spectators often came to
watch these tests performed, which quickly became a gambling environment.
The first competition was held in 1902 in France, and the events were
introduced to the Olympics in 1912, but it was only open to male military
officers in active duty. In 1952, females were allowed to compete, and as
popularity grew, females now dominate the sport6.

Fig.2 Two cowboys compete in calf roping (left)10. A woman competes during the cross-country phase of eventing (right)6.

Culture & Gendered Roles:
The culture of the rodeo demonstrates a need for masculinity. By large margin men
dominate the rodeo scene, which is often linked to the associated danger and machismo aspects
of rodeo7,9. Despite this, there are very few rules excluding women from competing. The lack of
participation is due to the “informal social organization rather than formal exclusionary
practices7.” However, women play a dominant role in rodeo lifestyle as fans, groupies and wives,
assisting in travel and preparations for competitions9.
Horse eventing currently has a perceived correlation with femininity, which is surprising when
considering its military roots. A shift in care and treatment of the horses in the mid twentieth
century led to an legitimization of women in equestrian related activities, and men began to
remove themselves from the sport4. Despite the dominance of women, media portrayal of horse
eventing concentrates far more on the male participants of the sport, and often try to find ways to
masculinize it. Male riders are found more often at the elite level4,due to the financial reasons and
the ability of the rule set to give male riders an advantage. Elite rules do not allow for holds on
points due to medical absences such as pregnancy, which can severely hinder the success of
female participants.
Injuries:
Based on case studies over several decades, common injuries associated with rodeo and
horse eventing was evaluated. The research showed that several factors influence the type and
severity of injury associated (Table 1). These factors include:
•
•
•
•

Gender/Sex
Saddle Structure
Experience
Nature of the event

Individual case studies appear to be the most reliable source of information to identify both the
prevalence and significance of injury. Research conducted regarding rodeo injuries evaluates the
types of injury associated with each of the categories within a competition1,8,12. Eventing injuries
are evaluated within the cross country phase often in regard to changing variables in the phase
such as length, number and types of jumps.
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Table 1 Parameters involving injuries associated with rodeo and eventing equestrian events.

Discussion & Conclusion:
Both rodeo and eventing have injuries that are specific to their category.
Rodeo injuries appear to be more numerous but less severe, whereas horse
eventing exhibits fewer, but more traumatic injuries. These injuries appear to
be based on the nature of the event as each sector of the sports contribute
isolated injury types. Both entities show overuse injuries, but in different
sectors of the body, these injuries have a stronger association with the style
of saddle than other parameters. Rodeo riders appear to have more overuse
injuries in their limbs and joints, perhaps due to the bravado culture in that a
cowboy will ride through the pain instead of stopping a bout and appearing
weak. Horse-eventers appear to experience overuse injuries in the form of
lower back pain, which has been linked back to the saddle style instead of a
cultural aspect of the sport itself12,13,17,19. Overall, it appears that the
statement of horseback riding being dangerous has more to do with the
nature of the riding more so than the other parameters evaluated in this
study.
In rodeo, the type of injury has more to do with the nature of the event.
There are many factors that can create danger in each event such as: what
equipment is used, the speed of the animal, and also the number of animals
a rider comes into contact with during the event. In eventing, the nature of
the event appears to have more of an impact on the chances that a
participant will be injured, as the cross country phase is predominately the
only phase in which a rider is injured. Despite the high prevalence of injury,
participation in equestrian events has not declined.
Horses have and will continue to play a large role in American culture.
Participants in both eventing and rodeo seem to be fully aware of the
dangers associated with riding, but still continue to participate in their sport
in order to have an identity attached to them. As mentioned previously, rodeo
participants often aspire to have a sense of machismo and roughness
associated with them, and eventers strive to carry on a noble and prestigious
legacy, stemming from the military roots. Both sources of entertainment
present a romanticized ideal of either strength or beauty. These values often
overshadow the dangers associated with the sport, so some programs seek
to instill knowledge into younger riders, whilst others attempt to create
wearable protection against injury.
Several steps have been taken to attempt to decrease the prevalence in
injuries including safety vests, helmets and changes to rules and regulations.
However, these changes only affect singular aspects of the sport1. Further
evaluation of how various parameters interact with each other and affect the
prevalence of injury need to be conducted in order to make further
advancements of safety precautions.
Although horseback riding has been determined to be an incredibly
dangerous sport, cultural and societal factors keep it a popular pasttime.
Injuries and improper riding procedures are known to cause damage to both
horse and rider. The future of horseback riding should continue to grow in
terms of safety precautions for both horses and riders. Generalizations are
often made about the injuries sustained from participating in riding, however
based on the researched gathered, several parameters factor into the type
and prevalence of injuries accompanying horseback riding sports.
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