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Aim of the study  
The aims of the study were (1) to determine the prevalence of back disorders, saddle fit problems, and other 
orthopaedic health issues in the Swiss riding horse population, (2) to relate these issues to other assessed fac-
tors to better understand their origin and interrelationship, and (3) to determine the awareness of owners to-
wards these issues in order to find effective ways to increase owner awareness and improve the welfare of 
Swiss riding horses.  

Material and methods  
Participants for this study were recruited through a public announcement of the study in various media. Owners 
were invited to complete an online survey to provide information about their horse’s husbandry, equipment, and 
training. They were invited with their horse to a test day at one of eight locations in Switzerland where the following 
data was collected from 237 horse-rider-pairs: a chiropractic assessment of the horse, assessment for gait irreg-
ularities, back pain, and saddle fit, a physiotherapeutic assessment of the rider, a motion analysis of horse and 
rider, and a saddle pressure measurement during riding. Seventy of the participating horses underwent a more 
detailed examination at the Vetsuisse Faculty in Zurich, where diagnostic imaging provided information on patho-
logical changes of the back. The horse’s movement patterns and limb loading were quantified on an instrumented 
treadmill. Data analysis focussed on determining the prevalence of (potential) health problems and investigating 
correlations between the assessed parameters.  

Results and significance  
Of the investigated horses, one third showed signs of back pain, more than half of them showed gait irregulari-
ties, and one third had been diagnosed with orthopaedic health issues in the past. Three quarters of the sad-
dles had at least one fit problem. One fifth of the owners reported that their horse sometimes showed signs of 
lameness and 95% of the owners stated that their saddle had an ideal fit for their horse. The discrepancy be-
tween the owner’s perception and the clinical examination illustrates the need to improve owner awareness for 
the assessed problems.  
With regard to saddle fit, we could demonstrate that the posture of the rider and asymmetric movement pat-
terns of the horse can contribute to an asymmetric pressure distribution below the saddle. When interpreting 
the pressure patterns measured by electronic mats it is therefore crucial to consider all contributing factors, i.e. 
saddle, rider, and horse.  
Our data also revealed that saddles with a narrow twist cause higher pressures and larger areas of high pres-
sure at the base of the withers compared to saddles with a straight saddle tree.  
The analysis of the data obtained by the physiotherapeutic assessment of the riders revealed that endurance, 
strength, and symmetry were positively correlated with riding skill (quantified in the form of grades given by 
dressage judges during the riding test). These parameters therefore appear to be important components of rid-
ing skill.  
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Beside the results that have already been published, the data are still analysed and prepared for publication 
within the framework of one Habilitation thesis, one PhD, four doctoral and three Master theses. These projects 
focus on the objective quantification of riding skill based on the motion analysis data, the correlation between 
back pain and diagnosed structural pathologies, and the correlation between objective and subjective lameness 
assessments.  
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