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“I had no idea that I had a concussion until I got sick at night and 
woke up with a bad headache that wouldn’t go away,” said eventer 
Mia Farley who fell at an event a few years ago and ended up with a 
bad concussion.

This story isn’t uncommon – concussion symptoms may not show 
up for hours or days after the impact. “Riders think ‘I have to be 
knocked out to get a concussion,’ or ‘I have to land on my head.’ 
Which is not true. You can land hard on your feet and it can still 
shake up the brain. It has nothing to do with losing consciousness. 
People also need to realize that the majority of concussions don’t hap-
pen in competition – they happen at home,” said Dr. Mark Hart, the 
U.S. Equestrian Team Physician and FEI Medical Committee Chair. 
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THE
INVISIBLE INJURY
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Concussions
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According to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 
1.6 to 3.8 million concussions occur in 
sports and recreational activities each 
year. Because all head injuries are 
potentially serious, it is important to 
recognize and properly treat them 
early. A 2016 study in the Journal of 
Neurosurgery found that equestri-
an-related sports accounted for 45.2 
percent of sports-related traumatic 
brain injuries (TBI). And Dr. Hart said 
that reporting concussions is one of the 
biggest challenges – competitions are 
getting better at reporting, but people 
aren’t self-reporting at-home injuries. 

What is a Concussion? 
The CDC says a concussion is a 

type of TBI caused by a bump, blow, 
or jolt to the head or by a hit to the 
body that causes the head and brain 
to move rapidly back and forth. This 
sudden movement can cause the brain 
to bounce around or twist in the skull, 
creating chemical changes in the 
brain and sometimes stretching and 

damaging brain cells. 
Medical providers may describe 

a concussion as a “mild” brain injury 
because concussions are usually not 
life-threatening. Even so, the effects 
of a concussion can be serious.

I’ve Been Diagnosed 
with a Concussion, Now 
What? 

Dr. Cindy Lin, an equestrian 
and Clinical Associate Professor of 
Sports & SpineMedicine, University 
of Washington, Seattle, Wash. 
and Associate Director of Clinical 
Innovation, The Sports Institute, said 
that it is a common misconception that 
concussions are minor injuries that 
don’t require time off. “Returning to 
riding, school, or work while you’re still 
having concussion symptoms, might 
make symptoms worse or last longer,” 
said Dr. Lin. “That’s why a period of 
“brain rest” from mentally or physi-
cally taxing activities is an important 
part of concussion recovery.”

SYMPTOMS REPORTED

• Headache or “pressure” in head  
• Nausea or vomiting  
• Balance problems or dizziness 
• Double or blurry vision  
• Sensitivity to light or noise  
• Concentration or memory problems 
• Feeling sluggish or confused  
• Does not “feel right”

SIGNS OBSERVED

• Appears dazed or stunned  
• Is unsure of whereabouts  
• Moves clumsily  
• Answers questions slowly  
• Loses consciousness (even briefly) 
• Shows behavior or personality   
changes  
• Can’t recall events prior to fall  
• Can’t recall events after fall

ACTION PLAN FOR PARENTS 
AND TRAINERS

If you suspect that an athlete has a 
concussion, you should take the following 
steps: 

1. Remove the athlete from the horse; do 
not allow the rider to remount. 

2. Ensure athlete is evaluated by an 
appropriate health care professional. Do 
not try to judge the seriousness of the 
injury yourself. 

3. Allow athlete to return to practice/
competition only with clearance from a 
qualified health care professional.

For more information, visit  
cdc.gov/headsup

Is This a
Concussion?

 “Concussions are challenging 
because it’s an invisible injury mean-
ing your friends, family, and riding 
coach can’t see that you’re injured and 
need time off to recover in the way that 
a more visible injury such as a bone 
fracture in a cast would,” continued Dr. 
Lin. “Riders who are suspected to have 
a head injury should stop riding and 
have a medical evaluation before they 
are cleared to return to their sport.”

Mia Farley on her way to second place at the 2019 Fair Hill International CCI4*-L – just over six months following her 
concussion. USEA/Leslie Mintz Photo.
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Farley agreed with Dr. Lin’s assess-
ment of the invisible injury. She said 
that staying off screens was the hard-
est part of her recovery, but staying 
in a darker room and at least trying 
to nap was the most helpful in curing 
her headaches, nausea, light sensitivity, 
and feeling lethargic all the time.

Farley’s recommendation for other 
concussion-sufferers? “Take your time 
and take it seriously. Give yourself a 
good two weeks of rest and once you 
start feeling better give it another 
week. The brain is one of the hardest 
things to heal because it’s not physi-
cally visible, so you have to make your 
health your priority.”

Dr. Lin explained that most concus-
sion symptoms resolve within a few 
weeks, although for some individuals, 
the symptoms can last longer in what is 
called post-concussion syndrome. “It’s 
important to seek medical attention 
when you suspect that you might have 
had a head injury,” she said. “The signs 
and symptoms of a concussion can vary 
greatly with the most common symp-
toms being headache, dizziness, diffi-
culty concentrating, or feeling in a fog.” 

“After that initial period of brain 
and physical rest, once symptoms 
completely resolve and your doctor 
has cleared you, slowly resuming exer-
cise plays an important role in active 

recovery. That might mean that after 
your concussion symptoms have fully 
resolved, the first day you get back in 
the saddle, you should be doing only a 
light, short workout i.e. walk and trot. 
Stop if you feel any symptoms. Once 
you are riding without any symptoms, 
you can start building in, for example, 
direction changes and gait transitions 
before progressing to the next step-
wise level of activity. Your healthcare 
provider or a sports medicine physician 
can help provide guidance for a safe 
return to riding.”

Dr. Hart said, “the better you take 
care of yourself early after a concus-
sion, the quicker you can safely return 
to training and competition.” However, 
he cautioned the importance of doing 
your best to prevent a second concus-
sion, especially in a short time frame 
after a previous injury. With concus-
sions the math isn’t as simple as 1 + 1 
= 2, but it is more like 1 + 1 = 10. Dr. 
Hart also added that riders should 
still follow the USEF’s return to play 
protocol even if they weren’t injured in 
a competition. 

What Can I Do to Prevent 
a Concussion? 

 “Due to the unpredictable nature 

GR849: Accidents Involving Competitors
The US Equestrian Federation (USEF) has outlined rules for returning to competition following a concussion the following is from GR849. 

1. Unconsciousness/Concussion. 
1. In the event of a fall/accident where the competitor is apparently 

concussed or unconscious, he/she is precluded from competing until 
evaluated by qualified medical personnel, as defined in GR848.a. 
If the competitor refuses to be evaluated, he is disqualified from the 
competition and must follow the Return to Competition guidelines 
in accordance with the rules. 

2. A Time-Out may be called in accordance with applicable division 
rules. 

3. If qualified medical personnel suspect that a competitor has 
sustained unconsciousness or a concussion, he/she must be 
precluded from competing until cleared to compete in accordance 
with the Return to Competition rules. 

4. The competition Steward or TD shall notify Competition Management 
and the Safety Coordinator of the fall/accident as soon as practicable. 

5. For all competitors evaluated pursuant to this section, the Steward 
or Technical Delegate shall submit a properly completed Accident/
Injury Form, and, if applicable, any corresponding signed release to 
the Federation Director of Competitions within 24 hours of the fall/
accident, except in exceptional circumstances. 

2. Medical Suspension. Any competitor who is determined ineligible to 

compete under any of the preceding paragraphs will be placed on 

the Federation Medical Suspension List that will be posted on the 

Federation’s website. 

3. Return to Competition. In the event that a competitor is determined ineli-

gible to compete under one of the preceding paragraphs, the competitor 

shall submit to the Federation, a signed release, which includes criteria 

established by the Federation from time to time, completed by a licensed 

physician in order to be eligible to once again compete in Federation-

Licensed or endorsed competitions. 

4. Refusal of Entry. Any competitor on the Federation Medical Suspension 

List is responsible for not competing in any further Federation Licensed 

or endorsed competition until he is removed from the medical suspension 

list. Competitions management shall refuse entries of any competitor who 

is on the Federation Medical Suspension List, unless he submits to the 

Federation a properly signed release in accordance with the Return to 

Competition rules. Competition Management is responsible for checking 

the Medical Suspension List prior to accepting entries.

of horses, their height, and high speeds 
involved, equestrian sports present a 
high risk for head injuries,” said Dr. 
Lin. “Efforts are being made to under-
stand injury patterns in competition 
and to prevent horses from going down 
on course as that can lead to cata-
strophic rider injuries as seen in rota-
tional falls and horse racing injuries. 
Accidents can be multifactorial, and it 
is important to consider horse and rider 
factors, the environment or weather, 
as well as what can be changed from a 
course and obstacle design perspective 
to reduce risks. 

Dr. Lin continued by explaining 
improving equestrian safety around 
injuries will need to address safety 
education, helmet policies in competi-
tions, state laws requiring youth are 
helmeted when riding, and chang-
ing sports culture to make wearing 
helmets more widely accepted.

Dr. Hart also noted the importance 
of wearing helmets when not mounted, 
but around horses. “A lot of injuries 
and concussions happen on the ground 
as well – you can get knocked down, 
kicked, or squished between the barn 
door,” he explained. “I think people are 
increasingly aware of the importance of 
always wearing helmets when they are 
on a horse, but I would strongly encour-
age that if you are around a horse, you 
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Virginia Tech Helmet Lab to  
Develop Ratings for Equestrian Helmets 

A certified equestrian helmet is required for 
competition and any time a rider is mounted 
at an event grounds, but that certification 
is currently just a pass/fail system – so it is 
impossible to know which helmets barely 
passed, and which exceeded the standards. 
The Virginia Tech Helmet Lab is planning 
to change that with the development of the 
Equestrian STAR rating project. 

The Virginia Tech Helmet Lab has developed 
STAR helmet ratings for sports including 
football, youth football, soccer, flag football, 
cycling, and hockey. Since 2011, Virginia Tech 
researchers have been providing unbiased 
helmet ratings that allow consumers to make 
informed decisions when purchasing helmets. 
The helmet ratings are the culmination of over 
10 years of injury biomechanics research with 
special attention to concussions and which 
helmets best reduce concussion risk. More 
stars equate to better protection with five stars 
representing the best available helmets. 

“Having a Sport Specific Helmet Rating system 

for the equestrian industry is crucial to the 

improved safety of all the riders,” said Dr. Barry 

Miller, Director of Outreach and Business 

Development for the Virginia Tech Helmet Lab. 

“This rating will benefit the helmet industry to 

improve designs in order to reduce concussion 

risks and of course inform riders of the relative 

differences between helmets as it relates to 

concussion risks.”

Due to efforts from US Equestrian (USEF), 

along with the USEA, U.S. Hunter Jumper 

Association (USHJA), and Jacqueline Mars, 

$450,000 was raised to fund the initiative 

and Dr. Miller committed the project to be 

completed in the next 18-24 months. Work has 

already begun on the rating system, but the 

USEA is still accepting donations to fund their 

portion of the commitment. 

Visit vt.edu/helmet to learn more  

about the STAR rating system and  

www.useafoundation.org to donate to the fund. 

should pretty much have a helmet on to 
reduce potential injuries.”

While wearing a helmet will 
certainly help with head injuries, Dr. 
Lin did say that a common misconcep-
tion regarding helmets is that they 
prevent all concussions, which they 
don’t. “Wearing a helmet can reduce 
the risk of skull fractures. Newer 
helmets with multidirectional impact 
protection systems (MIPS) technology 
can reduce the risk of some concussions. 
Much more work needs to be done to 
raise the bar on helmet innovations to 
improve their effectiveness in reducing 
concussion risk.”

Concussion awareness has become 
a hot topic in recent years with more 
and more sports taking concussions 
seriously and putting steps in place 
for proper protocols to limit athletes’ 
risk of continuous concussion. Being 
educated on concussion prevention, 
signs and symptoms, and response 
is imperative to helping eventers 
suffer from the long-term effects of 
concussions. Learn more at usef.org, 
cdc.gov, and thesportsinstitute.com/
concussion-basics/. 


