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Abstract

Equine tendinopathy arises through two main mechanisms – external trauma or overstrain injury.  
The pathogenesis of the former is straight forward and prevention relies on avoiding risk factors for 
palmar/plantar lacerations and protecting the tendons through the use of boots.  For over-strain 
injuries, these mostly arise from overloading of the distal limb resulting in mid-substance tearing 
of the digital flexor tendons or borders tears of the deep digital flexor tendon within the confines of 
the digital sheath and navicular bursa.  While some of these injuries may be spontaneous injuries 
associated solely with overload (such as the intra-thecal injuries of the deep digital flexor tendon), it is 
widely accepted that most overstrain injuries of the superficial digital flexor tendon (and suspensory 
ligament) occur as a result of accumulated microdamage which predisposes the tendon to over-strain 
injury.  The mechanisms of this accumulated microdamage are poorly understood but probably relate 
to the effect of high impact loading of the tendon, sustained during normal exercise, which drives 
degradative changes in the tendon fascicles (Dudhia et al. 2007) and, in particular, the interfascicular 
matrix (endotenon) that allows the fascicles to slide past one another as a mechanism for the spring-like 
extension of the tendon under load (Thorpe et al. 2013).  This is compounded by the lack of adaptive 
remodelling in adult tendon (Smith et al. 2002).  This subclinical damage makes the tendon prone to 
sudden tearing of the tendon matrix during normal exercise, the risk of which is increased by factors 
such as the firmness of the ground, weight, speed, and fatigue. Strategies for prevention of injury rely 
on identifying at risk individuals through more sensitive monitoring of tendon health, maximising 
the quality of tendon during growth using carefully tailored ‘conditioning’ exercise regimes (Smith & 
Goodship 2008), reducing the degeneration induced by normal training and competition, and avoiding 
high risk factors for the initiation of the clinical injury.
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