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Analysis of the risk factors for superficial digital flexor tendinopathy in racing horses

Yoko Ikeda (Graduate School of Veterinary Medicine, Azabu University)

Racehorses are a specific species of athletic horses that frequently develop
orthopedic diseases. In this study, we focused on superficial digital flexor (SDF)
tendinopathy, which is prevalent among thoroughbred racehorses. In chapter 1, literature
discussing the pathology, diagnosis, and treatment of SDF tendinopathy is reviewed.
SDF tendinopathy is an orthopedic disease that causes degeneration and bleeding in the
SDF tendon. Eventually, the damaged areas of the SDF are replaced by scar tissue, and
recurrence becomes more frequent because of the loss of toughness associated with scar
tissue development. In addition, the treatment for SDF tendinopathy requires a long time.
Furthermore, diagnosing whether the injury has been completely healed can be difficult,
and no reliable treatment method has been established so far. Therefore, preventing the
onset of this disease is essential to avoid great economic loss.

In chapter 2, an analysis was performed to identify risk factors associated with
the development of SDF tendinopathy in racing horses. The authors selected racehorses
(n=292) diagnosed with SDF tendinopathy based on the medical records from a racetrack.
Among the track-related variables that were identified as risk factors, a sloppy track
surface was associated with a significantly higher risk of SDF tendinopathy than a
standard track surface (odds ratio: OR = 1.69; P < 0.01). No significant differences in the
weather conditions at race times were identified between racehorses with SDF
tendinopathy and control racehorses. Among the race-related variables that were

identified as risk factors, the OR for SDF tendinopathy was significantly increased for
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the following variables: (i) when the horse finished in 10th place or worse (OR =2.50; P
< 0.01); (ii) when the racehorse ran a short race (<1,300 m) (OR = 1.45; P < 0.05); and
(ii1) when the racehorses’ favorites were worse than or equal to the 8th place (OR = 1.49;
P <0.05). Among the racehorse-related variables that were identified as risk factors, the
body weights of racehorses with SDF tendinopathy, for the race during which SDF
tendinopathy occurred, was significantly heavier than the body weights of control
racehorses (P < 0.01). When the body weight at race time was > 470 kg, the SDF
tendinopathy OR increased significantly (OR = 1.55; P < 0.01). A decrease in body
weight > 5 kg compared with the body weight recorded in the previous race significantly
increased the SDF tendinopathy OR (OR = 1.59; P < 0.05). In addition, male and gelding
horses had higher SDF tendinopathy ORs (OR =1.35; P <0.05 and OR =3.09; P < 0.01,
respectively) compared with female horses. No significant differences were identified in
horse ages between SDF tendinopathy and control racehorses. Among the race career-
related variables that were identified as risk factors, When the total race distance for the
last 3 races was < 4,000 m and the total race distance for the last 6 races was < 8,000 m,
the SDF tendinopathy OR increased significantly (OR = 1.40; P < 0.05 and OR = 1.47;
P <0.05, respectively). When the number of days since the previous race was > 90-days,
the SDF tendinopathy OR increased significantly (OR = 1.75; P < 0.05). No significant
differences were identified with respect to a history of other diseases between SDF
tendinopathy and control horses. A total of 0.69% of the studied horses (2/292) had a
history of SDF tendinopathies.

As a countermeasure for the prevention of SDF tendinopathy, sloppy track
surfaces should be avoided, and horses should be guided toward more solid track surfaces.
Selecting long-distance races with slower speeds, if possible, could also reduce the risks

of horses developing SDF tendinopathy. Informing horse owners and trainers of the
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results of this analysis will contribute to reducing the number of racehorses whose active

lives are disrupted by the development of SDF tendinopathy.

A part of this thesis was published in the Journal of Equine Science (30, 93-98,

2019), entitled “Risk factors for superficial digital flexor tendinopathy in Thoroughbred

racing horses in Japan.”
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