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ABSTRACT
Up until the end of the nineteenth century, horse-riding in Sweden 
was primarily practiced by army men and members of the upper 
class. Today, horse-riding is one of the most popular sports for 
children and young people. A majority of riders are girls and 
women, many of whom learn how to ride at horse-riding schools. 
An explaining factor behind this development, through which a 
sport practiced by adults in the army became a grassroot sport 
for girls, is the public support for the emerging new horse-riding 
schools for leisure riding from the second half of the twentieth 
century until today. Public support and its consequences distin-
guish Swedish equestrian sports and the activities of the riding 
schools from horse-riding activities in many other countries. 
Childification and feminization are linked to changes in the status 
of the horses, who was responsible for the activities, ideas on 
formal and informal education and learning, and what the activities 
comprised.

Up until the end of the nineteenth century, horse-riding in Sweden was primarily 
practiced by army men and members of the upper class. However, new patterns in 
leisure activities developed towards the end of the century, when riding clubs offering 
leisure riding appeared all over the country. At this time, horses and riding were 
associated with masculinity and men’s work, and many of the early riding clubs had 
close ties to the regiments. Cavalry officers comprised the majority of those com-
peting at the racetracks and in other equestrian competitions.1 In Sweden today – 
and in contrast to many other countries – horse-riding is one of the most popular 
sports for children and young people and the Equestrian Federation is one of the 
top ten sport federations in terms of activities, the number of membership associ-
ations, and individual members. A majority of riders are girls and women, many 
of whom learn how to ride at so-called horse-riding schools.2 The riding schools 
organize leisure riding in the afternoons, evenings, and on the weekends. Children, 
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youth, and adults attend the riding schools to learn to ride, or to improve their 
riding. The employees at the riding school call them pupils. Riding teachers educate 
the pupils in riding and care-taking of horses. They pay a fee, and attend riding 
lessons in which ten to twelve horses and riders participate at the same time. A 
lesson usually lasts for about an hour and pupils are expected to take care of the 
horse before and after the lesson (if the horse is not occupied with a new rider). 
In addition to riding lessons, pupils attend theory classes, often right before or after 
the riding lesson, focussing on horse care.3 There are several forms of organization 
of the riding school ranging from club-run to privately owned, either individually 
or in cooperatives.4 As a result, governing structures vary. Club-run riding schools 
are generally organized in such a way that members elect a board, which works on 
a non-profit basis representing members’ interests and employing a riding school 
manager who is in charge of daily activities. The board is appointed at the annual 
meeting via a nomination committee; all in a democratic spirit. The municipality 
is an important party for the club-run riding school; principally through municipal 
subsidies for the school’s activities. Municipalities thus support riding schools without 
taking an active part in their governance. Privately owned riding schools are, how-
ever, dependent on generating enough revenue to survive.

Many of the horse-riding schools are members of the Swedish Equestrian 
Federation which in turn is a member of the Swedish Sports Confederation (SSC) 
– the unifying umbrella organization of Swedish sport. SSC is a large-scale voluntary 
organization based on membership, openness, and democratic principles.5 Elite sport 
and grassroots sport are organized under the same umbrella, and the confederation 
is largely structured around subordinate organizations related both to geographical 
location and particular sports. Today, SSC has approximately 3.1 million members 
spread over 20,000 local sport clubs.6

Over time, equestrian sports have followed a general pattern in sport – that of 
childification – in which sports clubs and agents in the commercial sports sector 
increasingly offer activities for (younger) children.7 In the first half of the twentieth 
century, and coinciding with industrialization and urbanization, sports activities 
became widespread in Sweden, attracting an increasing number of young people 
(mostly men).8 In 1942, a newly formed Youth Committee within the Swedish Sports 
Confederation was commissioned to work to increase young people’s interest in 
sports.9 The government perceived sport to be beneficial to citizens. The supposedly 
positive impact of sport on young people was used to justify state support to 
non-profit youth organizations.10 The increase of young members of the Swedish 
Sports Confederation was also a result of deliberate initiatives by the sport move-
ment, whose various federations adapted their work to contemporary political dis-
cussions about challenges related to the education of young people.

During the 1940s and 1950s, politicians discussed young people’s activities at 
school and during leisure time – as well as their relationship to alcohol and crime. 
A change in youth policy (this also applied to social policy in general) during the 
second half of the twentieth century consisted of economic investments from the 
emerging welfare state. Organized sport and competitions for children grew slowly 
in the 1950s, expanding rapidly during the 1960s and 1970s.11 One explanation is 
the emergence of a health discourse and a more liberal attitude to children’s 
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participation in sport. Club sport gradually grew stronger through increased mem-
bership from the 1960s, but it was not until the 1970s that club sport also included 
younger children.12 This is likely due to a change in the grant system. In 1971, the 
government offered a general grant to all youth organizations for activities involving 
participants above the age of 12. Six years later, in 1977, the government expanded 
the grant to include activities geared toward children aged seven or older. From 
this time, the number of participants below the age of 12 increased. The number 
of children and young people – and especially the number of girls – in organized 
sports continued to grow until the mid-1980s and about 50 percent of all 15-year-
olds at the time were members of a club.13

An explanatory factor behind the development, through which a sport practiced 
by adults in the army became a grassroot sport for girls, is that the new horse-riding 
schools for leisure riding were subsidized with public means. The public support 
and its consequences distinguish Swedish equestrian sports and the activities of the 
riding schools from horse-riding activities in many other countries. Childification 
and feminization are linked to changes in the status of horses, who was responsible 
for the activities, ideas on formal and informal education and learning, and what 
the activities comprised. Three riding schools exemplify the structural development 
and brings them to life.

Horse-Riding – From a Military Tradition to a ‘Sports for All’

After the First World War, the modernization of the Swedish army coincided with 
the decreasing importance of the horse. However, this development happened more 
slowly than in many other countries.14 Even after the Second World War, military 
interest in the horse continued in Sweden. Uncertainty as to whether peace would 
last prompted a public investigation exploring how the army could have access to 
trained horses without having to support them during peace time. Public investi-
gators voiced concerns about what would happen to the Swedish military defence, 
which now depended on imported oil.15 Investigators proposed an equestrian foster 
system (ackordhästsystemet). The army would purchase and train young horses 
before lending them to individuals and riding clubs during times of peace, with the 
option of reclaiming the horses in case of war. In addition, the investigators sug-
gested that tote money from harness racing and horse racing be used to subsidize 
this system, which also aimed to protect the Swedish Warmblood – a Swedish-bred 
riding horse seen as suitable for the battlefield. Swedish horse breeders had been 
tasked with providing the Royal Cavalry with horses as early as the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, representatives of 
the army claimed that draft horses used in agriculture were too heavy, and the army 
required more agile, powerful, and fast horses. Through the foster system, horses 
were to be used for riding lessons in the horse-riding schools. Pupils and instructors 
were to ride and train the horses to keep them in shape for serving the army if 
needed. The investigators argued that equestrianism would become a popular sport 
as anyone could learn how to ride on the foster horses in the riding schools.16

It is difficult to compare the Swedish development to that of other countries as 
research on equestrian sport is scant. However, the Swedish equine sector was clearly 
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organized in a different manner than its British equivalent. Sweden remained a poor, 
rural nation much longer than Britain, with a relatively small middle and upper 
class. Few people had access to riding horses; agriculture mainly used draft horses, 
and leisure riding was uncommon. In Britain, the army had lost interest in horses 
after the First World War and horse-riding was a leisure activity for the upper or 
middle classes as early as the nineteenth century. Consequently, while the British 
government did not take an interest in the equine sector, the Swedish equine sector 
became a public concern.17

One outcome of the public investigation was the 1948 foundation of Ridfrämjandet, 
an organization for the promotion of horse-riding and the third equestrian organi-
zation established in Sweden. The two existing ones – the Swedish Equestrian 
Federation (SRC) founded as early as 1912 in connection with the Olympic games 
in Stockholm, and the Swedish Rural Equestrian Federation (SLRC) formed in 1928 
– had partly different purposes and target groups.18 While SRC and SLRC were 
focussed on competitions, Ridfrämjandet was founded with the aim of protecting 
the Swedish Warmblood horse by establishing equestrianism as a ‘sport for all’. Thus, 
Ridfrämjandet supported and developed the warm-blooded horse so that Sweden 
would have a ‘required reserve’ of trained horses in case of war.19

Before any measures were taken, the government explored whether local eques-
trian organizations were interested in hosting foster horses and developing riding 
schools. A considerable number of such organizations were willing to organize 
riding activities with foster horses. One of the new riding schools – Boden Ridklubb 
(BRK) – was established in Boden (northern Sweden) after the general secretary 
of Ridfrämjandet asked a ‘Miss Ekbom’ if the riding club was interested in estab-
lishing a riding school when military riding activities decreased. In 1957, the riding 
school commenced leisure activities for children, although economic problems 
forced it to close in 1960. BRK re-formed in 1968 as a club run riding-school.20 
Today the riding club has a board that is responsible for activities, employees, and 
presently about 24 ponies and horses used in riding school activities.21 Another 
example of a riding school established just after the Second World War is Enskede 
Ridsällskap (ERS). The initiator, Hans-Georg Netterberg, had previously been 
employed within the cavalry regiment in Stockholm. A rider himself, he held a 
wide interest in sport, also competing in modern pentathlon. After the Second 
World War he left the cavalry, like many others, to start a civil career. Netterberg 
asked the Stockholm City Council for permission to rent Enskede Gård to start a 
riding school. The proposal was met with scepticism as it was not believed possible 
to run a riding school in the working-class area of Enskede. Nevertheless, a riding 
school was established in 1946 and doubts subsided when the riding school wel-
comed many new riders who wanted to practice riding as leisure.22 Today the 
riding school is run by Enskede Ridskola AB via Ingrid Doria with family. The 
daughter of H.G. Netterberg, Doria rents the facility from the city of Stockholm. 
The riding school is responsible for equestrian activities, owns the horses and 
equipment, and employs the staff who work in the stable with horse care and 
teaching. This is done in close collaboration with a non-profit member club, with 
mandatory membership for all who ride at ERS. The club organizes non-equestrian 
activities for members.
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All of the new riding schools did not use the foster horse system. Even so, and 
like the other establishments, an important goal was to make horse-riding a sport-for-
all activity. At Torn’s Pony Club and Riding School (hereafter called Torn), formed 
in 1966, ponies owned by some of the members were used for the activities. The 
idea was to share these ponies with others that were interested in learning how to 
ride. Torn was established as a non-profit club, with a board including ordinary 
members, deputies, a nomination committee, auditors, and a youth section with its 
own board. The facilities are owned by the club. At the outset, all ponies were 
owned by members and used by the riding school two to three days a week.23 One 
of the founders expressed it as follows: ‘The main idea of the club is and has always 
been that the young people who are happy owners of a pony should share their 
happiness with those who for various reasons do not have a pony’.24 In other words, 
members with their own ponies shared them with less fortunate pupils at the riding 
school. Inspired by the new leftist movement growing around the student protests 
in 1968, the initiators emphasized solidarity and cooperation as important values 
in the pony club and organized activities in line with these ideals.25 In this club, 
just as in the other horse-riding schools presented above, the mission was to orga-
nize horse-riding as a grassroot activity – not just a privilege for the upper class. 
At the club’s fiftieth anniversary celebration in 2016, the chairman of the riding 
school commented that the founders could hardly have imagined that the club would 
contribute to developing and consolidating the interest in equestrian sports. Situated 
in the university town of Lund and formed by a small group of university-educated 
people, Torn was different from other riding schools established close to regiments 
and by officers. However, Torn also had a military connection as one of the initi-
ators, who became the chief instructor, was a cavalryman. In addition, Torn collab-
orated with a national-level competitive show jumping rider and his wife. The latter 
had learnt to ride at the cavalry regiment outside another town in southern Sweden 
and became manager and instructor at the riding school.26

Public means supported the riding schools in more ways than through the foster 
system. The government introduced interest-free loans with no compulsory instal-
ments at the suggestion of the investigation, and granted riding schools interested 
in increasing their activities loans for building riding halls between 1948 and 1958, 
during which time several new riding halls were built.27 From 1958, the government 
offered new grants, which did not have to be repaid if riding schools offered activ-
ities for 15 years or longer. In addition, riding schools used public means to offer 
discount tickets for youth to attract more young people to riding.28

Ridfrämjandet grew rapidly. In 1948, 51 clubs joined the organization. In 1990, 
more than four decades later, the number had increased tenfold to just over 500 
(Table 1). The increase in the number of clubs continued until 2010 to 930. 
Thereafter, there has been a slight decrease to 862 clubs in 2018. The number of 
members increased too, from 7,695 in 1948 to 215,000 in 2000. The increasing 
number of clubs not only describes an increase in riding schools. Ridfrämjandet 
also organized small so-called ‘Stable Clubs’, with less than 50 members who owned 
their horses.29 In 2018, the number of riding schools was 450. These numbers 
should also be interpreted in relation to organizational development. Between 1990 
and 2000, the number of clubs seems to have doubled. It is, however, difficult to 



612 S. HEDENBORG ET AL.

compare the number of clubs before and after 1994, as four different equestrian 
federations joined together and formed the Swedish Equestrian Federation (SEF) 
at this time. Table 1 demonstrates that membership numbers did not increase in 
the same way as clubs, as many people were members of both Ridfrämjandet 
and SRC.30

From 2000 both the number of clubs and individual members has decreased, and 
it is difficult to ascertain whether this reflects a downward trend. On the one hand, 
societal changes and economic challenges at the beginning of the twenty-first century 
affected equestrian sports – and especially riding schools – in several ways. Economic 
recession and increased commercialization meant that several riding schools faced 
financial difficulties. In addition, many facilities were, and remain, in need of refur-
bishment and modernization.31 On the other hand, a majority of children and youth 
sports have witnessed declining membership figures during the last decade and the 
decreasing number of riding clubs and individual members may be part of this 
trend. Nonetheless, equestrianism is still among the top-ten sports in Sweden, and 
despite the decrease in riding school activities there seems to be an increase in 
horse riders with their own horses.32

Horse-Riding, Childification and Feminization

The development of horse-riding from an activity for military men to a sport-for-all 
activity was coupled with changes that were not foreseen by the public investigators 
suggesting subsidies to horse-riding schools in the mid-twentieth century: childifi-
cation and feminization. Young people and children (especially girls) became mem-
bers of and riders in the newly established riding schools. Public support continued, 
but over time the reason for and organization of economic support changed from 
being connected to the army to subsidies related to children and youth sport, and 
more specifically for the support of girls’ sporting activities.

Table 1.  The development of Ridfrämjandet and the Swedish Equestrian Federation illustrated in 
the number of affiliated clubs, and members of the clubs (cross-sections 1948, 1950, 1960, 1970, 
1980, 1990, 2000, 2010 and 2018).
Year Clubs Members

1948 51 7,695
1950 63 9,775
1960 75 16,017
1970 168 41,314
1980 – 121,730
1990 514 180,273
2000a 991 215,000
2010 930 166,442
2018 862 164,125
aIn 1994, four different equestrian federations joined together and formed the Swedish Equestrian federation.  
Source: Årsmöte, Ridf-kalender, Ridf-Ungdomskalender 1948–1990 [Annual Meeting, Ridf-Calender, Ridf-Youth 
Calender], Ridfrämjandet, Riksarkivet; Verksamhetsberättelser [Annual Reports], Svenska Ridsportförbundet, Riksarkivet; 
Centrum för Idrottsforskning ‘Statens stöd till idrotten - uppföljning 2019’ [Public Support to Sport – A Follow-Up], 
https://centrumforidrottsforskning.se/kunskap-om-idrott/rapporter/statens-stod-till-idrotten-uppfoljning-2019 (accessed 
July 6, 2021).

https://centrumforidrottsforskning.se/kunskap-om-idrott/rapporter/statens-stod-till-idrotten-uppfoljning-2019
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The proportion of children and young people among the members of Ridfrämjandet 
and, later, the Swedish Equestrian Federation increased during the first decades, 
from 46 per cent in 1950 to 75 per cent in 1980 (see Table 2). A similar develop-
ment was seen in SLRC in which the number of youth clubs increased from 7 in 
1950 to 15 in 1975.33 During the 1950s, SLRC noticed increased interest in riding 
among members of this age group as a welcome development; learning to ride at 
a young age was important in order to avoid errors and omissions.34 However, it is 
difficult to interpret the changing proportion of young people. In 1950 and 1960, 
a young person was defined as below the age of 21, after which the age demarcation 
was changed to 25 years. The apparent increase in young members may, in other 
words, at least partly be explained by a changed age demarcation.

The riding school managers noticed that young people were interested in 
horse-riding and initiated new activities. One of the founders of Torn expressed 
that the riding school was founded because the initiators wanted to do something 
for local youth: ‘Let us do something for the youngsters, they do not have anything 
to do in this area. You have knowledge about horses and riding, and I have ponies, 
let us do something for the children so that they can come here, and you can teach 
them how to ride.’35 A similar development was also seen at ERS. The stable man-
ager recognized that many new riders were children and young people, and in the 
1970s the riding school increased their activities to include summer camps at one 
of the islands in the Stockholm archipelago. The summer camps were organized 
together with the municipality and were described as follows.

During the first years there were a lot of children. There were two children to every 
horse and as there were 25 horses, we welcomed 50 children. After a few years it 
was decided that this many children were not allowed to stay together in the same 
camp. We used to have two or three summer camps each summer. The horses and 
the employees at the riding school stayed together with the children. My father 
(Hans-Georg Netterberg) worked there and was probably the oldest summer camp 
leader.36

Table 2.  The development of Ridfrämjandet and the Swedish Equestrian Federation illustrated by 
the percentual proportion of young people among the total number of members (cross-sections 
1950, 1960, 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000, 2010 and 2017).a

Year Young members in %b)

1950 46
1960 62
1970 70
1980 75
1990 69
2000b 65
2010 65
2017 65
aIn 1948, there is no information on the proportion of young people and children.
b In 1994, four different equestrian federations joined together and formed the Swedish Equestrian federation.
Sources: Årsmöte, Ridf-kalender, Ridf-Ungdomskalender 1948–1990 [Annual Meeting, Ridf-Calender, Ridf-Youth 
Calender], Ridfrämjandet, Riksarkivet; Verksamhetsberättelser [Annual Reports], Svenska Ridsportförbundet, Riksarkivet; 
Stockholms läns Ridsportförbund, Verksamhetsberättelse 2017 [Annual Report], https://www.ridsport.se/globalassets/
svenska-ridsportforbundet-stockholms-lans-ridsportforbund/dokument/strf/2018-o-tidigare/verksamhetsberat-
telse_2017_v02.pdf (accessed March 25, 2021..

https://www.ridsport.se/globalassets/svenska-ridsportforbundet-stockholms-lans-ridsportforbund/dokument/strf/2018-o-tidigare/verksamhetsberattelse_2017_v02.pdf
https://www.ridsport.se/globalassets/svenska-ridsportforbundet-stockholms-lans-ridsportforbund/dokument/strf/2018-o-tidigare/verksamhetsberattelse_2017_v02.pdf
https://www.ridsport.se/globalassets/svenska-ridsportforbundet-stockholms-lans-ridsportforbund/dokument/strf/2018-o-tidigare/verksamhetsberattelse_2017_v02.pdf
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ERS had started as a riding school for adults in the working-class neighbourhood, 
but the quote demonstrates that the riding school shortly after the establishment 
became an all-year round institution for children and organized activities accord-
ingly. The employees working as riding teachers during the winter season, had 
another occupation during summer as camp leaders.

The government and county councils offered economic support for activities 
including children and young people in equestrian sports from the second half of 
the twentieth century. This was clearly reflected in the economic undertakings of 
Ridfrämjandet, a large part, between 70 and 90 percent, of whose budget (incomes 
and expenditures) was dedicated to discount tickets and operating allowances for 
the riding schools up until 1960. After this, these posts in the budget decreased.37 
Ridfrämjandet’s annual report of 1958 comments on equestrian sports as a youth 
sport. In connection with the organization’s ten-year anniversary, the organization 
concluded that the youth issue had not been seen as an important area of focus 
for Ridfrämjandet when the organization was formed, but that the activities had 
proven to be of educational value for young people.38 As various public investigations 
on youth issues stressed the importance of youth activities, the latter increased in 
importance for Ridfrämjandet’s riding schools and they received grants from the 
county councils as well as the National Board of Education for these activities.39 
Like other club-based organizers of children and youth sport, BRK, ERS, and Torn 
received economic support for their activities. They also raised funds by hosting 
competitions and events, managing cafeterias, and organizing activities not related 
to horse-riding.

A public investigation on the role of horses in Swedish society also highlighted 
the youth activities in the horse-riding schools.40 The investigation proposed that 
the Ministry of Trade should administer funding for equestrian sports, as for the 
sports movement in general and the government reorganized the funding in 1965.41 
The recognition of Ridfrämjandet’s activities as youth activities meant that the 
organization received a higher grant than would have been the case had it been 
considered a sports or outdoor organization for adults. Within a few years, however, 
this changed. The public inquiry ‘Sports for All’ published in 1969 led the govern-
ment to decide that organizations such as Ridfrämjandet, which hitherto had been 
outside the Swedish Sports Confederation (SSC), should be linked more closely to 
the latter.42 Together with the Voluntary Shooting Movement (Frivilliga Skytterörelsen) 
and the Association for the Promotion of Skiing and Outdoor Recreation (Skid- och 
Friluftsfrämjandet), Ridfrämjandet was subsumed under the umbrella organization 
SSC in terms of funding. This organizational change resulted in the reduction of 
public contributions to Ridfrämjandet, as the government now considered it a sports 
and outdoor organization.

In 1962, Ridfrämjandet formed a youth committee to show the high extent of 
youth activities and to facilitate fundraising from various youth organizations.43 This 
occurred at the same time as other sports organizations developed youth committees. 
SSC’s youth committee had been dissolved in 1961 and in football, the Technical 
Committee, the Committee for Youth Football, and the Referees Committee formed 
a new Technical Committee, known from 1969 as the Educational Committee, in 
order to develop the course and training activities.44 When the youth committee 
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formed, the number of junior members of Ridfrämjandet amounted to 12,681 – a 
majority of the members. In the first year, the activities of the committee were 
focussed on courses and fundraising for course activities. Activities increased during 
the 1970s. As of 1979, the total number of members had grown to 83,986, while 
the proportion of young members had increased to more than 70 per cent.45 The 
youth committee managed its own activities under the aegis of Ridfrämjandet for 
a total of 17 years, from 1962 to 1979. During this time, the proportion of young 
members within Ridfrämjandet increased and in the late 1970s, prompting a prop-
osition at the annual meeting that the entire organization be regarded as a youth 
organization working on improving youth activities. As a result, Ridfrämjandet’s 
youth committee from 1980 was no longer a separate organization within the asso-
ciation; instead, it became an educational body within Ridfrämjandet.46

In the last few decades, the sports movement has lost young practitioners to 
non-sporting activities.47 There has also been an increase in commercialization and 
more private actors now compete with traditional club sports.48 A similar develop-
ment can be found in equestrian sports. From the 1980s, the proportion of young 
people decreased to 69 per cent in 1990 and 65 per cent in 2000. This development 
can, however, not be interpreted as a sign that childification has ceased. Until 
recently, horse-riding schools offered activities for children aged 7 or older.49 In 
the last decade, however, the number of members in the age group 0–6 years has 
doubled from 2,633 to 4,793. Riding schools introduced activities for the younger 
children partly to meet economic challenges impelled by the decreasing participation 
of older youth, despite skepticism from riding instructors.50 Riding teachers stress 
that riding schools have long upheld a lower age limit of 7 years as children this 
age were seen as receptive to instructions pertaining to riding and safety. Today, 
many riding schools offer activities for children from the age of three, and many 
riding teachers note that parents often request an early start.51 The three riding 
schools scrutinized herein all offer activities for younger riders. At ERS and Torn, 
children aged 4 or 5 years and above, respectively, may attend ‘tiny tots’ riding 
activities on the weekends.52 BRK welcomes riders from 3 years of age, offering 
special activities one afternoon per week for the 3–7 age group. These activities 
are presented as ‘aimed at children who want to come to the stable and get to 
know the horse’.53

The process of childification has obviously continued and horse-riding follows a 
general trend seen in sports organized by SSC. Equestrian sports are, however, 
different from many other sports in that childification is coupled with feminization. 
Horse-riding was primarily an activity for men a hundred years ago, although some 
women rode horses at this time.54 The Swedish upper class was small, and many 
men learned to ride in the army. Male riders dominated high-level competitions, 
and the International Olympic Committee barred women from competing in the 
Olympic dressage event until 1952, show jumping until 1956, and eventing until 
1964.55 This male domination was seen in many sports up until the 1970s but has 
decreased during the twentieth century. Today, there are almost as many women 
athletes as there are men registered in the Swedish Sports Confederation. There are, 
however, clear gender variations in participation rates. For instance, boys are in the 
majority among ice hockey players, whereas girls are in the majority in gymnastics 
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and horse-riding.56 The feminization of equestrian sports, can be seen in numbers 
as well as in how educational activities were described.

Interviews with stable mangers show that girls flocked to the riding schools BRK, 
ERS, and Torn from the start. However, it is difficult to illustrate the feminization 
of horse-riding school activities quantitatively; Ridfrämjandet did not keep statistics 
on the number of female and male members until the 1980s. At that time, the 
proportion of girls and women was just over 80 per cent. Yet, a quote from a 
member at Ridfrämjandet’s annual meeting in 1955 indicates that girls were in the 
majority as early as the mid-twentieth century:

It may be bold to suggest that the riding education given to the male youth should be 
rewarded. But is it conceivable to note in the conscription book whether the person 
in question has received riding training? If you bring groups of riding-skilled boys 
together during mobilization, the government does not have to put so much work 
into teaching them to ride. It costs a lot of money to teach them to ride. Most of the 
riders – maybe 75 percent – are girls, and why do not the boys ride as much. Well, 
there is so much else that attracts them, football, ice hockey, cigarettes and everything. 
It is the cost that keeps the boys away from riding. Could you imagine helping the 
boys with prizes much like a horse gets conscription prizes?57

As evinced by this quote, girls comprised the majority of riders (75%) and boys 
did not take part in riding school activities to the same degree. According to 
Ridfrämjandet’s annual meeting protocol, this was detrimental to the army, which 
still needed skilled riders. Therefore, the attendants of the annual meeting suggested 
that boys should be rewarded for attending the riding schools. They claimed that 
costs deterred the boys (clearly, costs were not believed to deter girls). Only ten 
years later, public investigators presented girls’ participation differently: ‘The exclu-
sivity that was previously associated with the equestrian sport seems to have dis-
appeared more and more, and especially among the youth, especially girls and 
women, the equestrian sport … has come to be embraced with great interest.’58

Girls’ participation in riding school activities was now linked to a political striving 
for equality in sport in general and support for riding activities for girls was used 
to promote sporting activities at large. Since the 1980s, horse-riding schools have 
referred to the high number of female riders as an argument against how the 
municipal financial support system has promoted male-dominated sports such as 
football and ice hockey. One example is a 1994 campaign launched by the Equestrian 
Federation: Project X. The campaign aimed to create more equitable economic 
distribution between sports in the municipalities.59 The project became nationwide 
and contributed to an increased awareness of the situation for equestrian sports in 
local policy. The campaigners had observed that football pitches and ice hockey 
rinks were often owned by the municipality and maintained by public employees, 
whereas members of the riding schools needed to pay for the costs of stables, riding 
halls, and employees in their riding fees. Today, some municipalities have assumed 
ownership of riding schools in order to increase support for girls’ sports activities.60

The feminization of equestrian sport is consistent with that of some other coun-
tries.61 This general development can be connected to the changing role of the horse 
– the motorization of agriculture, forestry, transport and the army. Simply put: the 
engine became coded as masculine, whereas the horse was feminized.62 There are, 
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however, diverging gender patterns within this broader development that are worth 
indicating. For example, unlike in Britain and the United States, the strong connec-
tion between the army and horse-riding meant that Swedish women were less 
involved in equestrian sports and leisure riding in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
century.63 Today, equestrian sports appear to have undergone a stronger degree of 
feminization in Sweden than in many other countries.64 Currently, 91 per cent of 
Swedish Equestrian Federation members are women.65 There are also differences 
between equestrian events. Men still dominate show jumping, whereas women dom-
inate dressage.66 Furthermore, the relationship to the horse is gender coded differently 
in different equestrian sports. In harness racing in Sweden, for instance, a majority 
of drivers and trainers are men.67 In thoroughbred racing internationally, men dom-
inate the field as trainers and jockeys, whereas there are many female riders and 
trainers in Sweden.68 These varying patterns can be explained by regulations and 
socioeconomic factors as well as constructions of femininities and masculinities, 
though further research and comparisons are needed to provide a comprehensive 
view of the development. For the Swedish case, public support to children and youth 
sport as well as the special focus on girls’ sport, are explaining factors for the 
development of the horse-riding schools. The low participation of boys and men is 
still addressed as a problem to be solved within targeted initiatives. Arguments are 
no longer based on the need for boys to learn to ride before serving in the army. 
Instead, discussions are governed by notions of gender equality within the sport.69 
Gender constructions have contributed to bullying against some horse-riding boys, 
especially those who are in their early teens, but riding schools also offer ways of 
inhabiting masculinities outside of hegemonic masculinity.70 Studies of girls’ activities 
in the riding school point to the fact that they, just like the men trained at SNEC, 
are socialized to develop leadership qualities, drive, and responsibility by handling 
and caring for horses.71 The social construction of femininity within the riding-school 
milieu differs in some aspects from hegemonic femininity; stable girls are seen as 
caring, but also competent, responsible, and autonomous. In addition, they can be 
brave, strong and dirty.72

Formal and Informal Education

The changes in organization and participation patterns for the horse-riding schools 
coincided with alterations in who was expected to be responsible for the activities 
and ideas on formal and informal education and learning. Horse-riding school 
activities were based on the notion that members should receive a comprehensive 
equestrian education, including horse-riding as well as equine and stable knowledge.73 
The educational endeavours – creating better horse people and citizens – are found 
in both formal and informal teaching and learning and can be linked to the pro-
cesses of childification and feminization.

The changes have affected the ways in which riding has been taught less than 
other areas of education. Previous research has indicated that this is likely explained 
by the training of the horse-riding instructors. In the 1950s, it was relatively com-
mon for retired officers to be employed as riding instructors at the newly formed 
riding schools, as demonstrated for BRK, ERS and Torn. In 1949, the Swedish 
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National Equestrian Center (SNEC, i.e. the Army’s Riding and Driving School) at 
Strömsholm established an instructor course aimed at training riding instructors for 
the new riding schools. The newly formed organization Ridfrämjandet had the task 
of supporting these courses, as one of the organization’s most important issues was 
the availability of riding instructors. SNEC increased the number of courses and 
introduced so-called civilian courses in addition to the military courses: a first-year 
course and a second-year course for future riding instructors, a course for agricul-
tural youth, a course for forestry instructors, and a course for foresters.74 When 
SNEC allowed civilians to enter the courses they also admitted the first female 
students.

In 1968, Ridfrämjandet took over the education at SNEC, which had been formed 
with the aim of training riding instructors for the modern riding school. Despite 
an institutional reorganization, however, the educational programmes mimicked the 
military in many ways.75 In accordance with SNEC practice, children and young 
people were to ride in groups of 10–12. Dressage, jumping, and ‘gymnastics’ (balance 
training) were taught. The teaching technique was, and in many cases still remains, 
based on military commands such as ‘Forward march’, ‘Halt’, ‘On the volts’, ‘Canter’, 
and ‘Trot’, which are evidence of the strong military tradition.

The teaching of equine and stable knowledge changed more than the horse-riding 
lessons during the studied time period. This is exemplified by the training of youth 
leaders, initially the most important educational initiative for the youth committee.76 
Ridfrämjandet employed two national youth instructors, Ulla Ståhlberg and Jan 
Wigdell, to work specifically with youth activities. Their tasks were to prepare and 
lead youth leader courses, make study plans for study circles, help local riding 
schools with study circles and leisure group activities, assist local riding schools in 
their contact with municipal bodies and county councils, including in relation to 
funding acquisition, and to keep in contact with youth leaders across the country. 
The courses administered by Ridfrämjandet’s youth committee had a different focus 
than courses within other sports. In addition, activities in the riding schools came 
to differ from children and youth activities in other sports clubs. For example, 
previous research has indicated that football activities organized for children and 
youth had a ‘competitive’ focus.77 Ridfrämjandet’s youth courses were focussed on 
how to take care of the horses and how to manage a sports club.78 Large parts of 
the course activities and educational materials during the 1970s and 1980s touched 
on these topics. One of the national youth instructors, Wigdell, referred to it as an 
education for citizenship.79

Youth leaders had week-long basic and advanced courses. The basic courses 
included youth psychology, the pedagogy and methodology of youth work, alcohol 
and drug issues, and riding. During the advanced course, the knowledge from the 
basic course was deepened and new subject areas were added such as first aid and 
marketing. In addition to these courses, weekend courses were held for leaders 
teaching horse-riding to disabled children.80 The number of course attendees increased 
from 1968 to 1970 but decreased thereafter, prompting Ridfrämjandet’s youth com-
mittee to change its educational activities. In 1973 and 1974, no basic courses for 
youth leaders were arranged centrally. Instead, the organization invested in follow-up 
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courses for former participants wishing to continue their education. Furthermore, 
a leader training course was introduced, attended by 414 people in 1973. As a result 
of the increasing number of youth leaders, many riding schools established them-
selves as a form of youth recreation centres (fritidsgård), especially for young girls. 
In the following quotes, two girls explain how they see the activities in one of the 
Swedish riding schools:

We enjoy hanging around in the stable, it’s not just that you ride and then go home… 
this has been our leisure time… when you come from school you have polished some 
bridles and talked to friends and so on.81

The fellowship is strong. Friends outside the stable do not really understand what we 
do here when we only ride once a week and do not have our own horses. But we 
hang around with friends. They don’t get it. There is a difference between football and 
stuff, where you go there and have practice and then go home. There is so much more 
here to do [in the stable, AN].82

Another example evincing this change is the development of educational material. 
The booklet ‘Know your horse’,83 first published in 1962, was intended as a basic 
introduction for those wishing to pass the test for a so-called bronze badge, pre-
ceding the silver and gold badges that had been instituted during the first half of 
the twentieth century. In addition, the booklet was used as study material for a 
national equine knowledge competition. There are further examples of how educa-
tional material began to take shape. The production of course material was part of 
the national youth instructors’ work. Ulla Ståhlberg was the main trailblazer in this 
area. In an interview, she emphasizes the necessity of this work as the educational 
materials and pedagogy that had been used in equestrian sports until this point 
was not suitable for the children and youth activities that emerged. Until this time, 
the book used for equestrian education in the Swedish Army was ‘Riding Instruction 
(R.I.)’, i.e. the so-called ‘Army Riding Theory’, which according to Ståhlberg could 
not be ‘put in the hands of the children’.84 Ståhlberg also emphasizes an additional 
reason why training in equine knowledge was important, namely, the fact that a 
declining proportion of the population lived in the countryside and grew up among 
animals. Therefore, new riders needed to be educated.85 In addition, it was no longer 
certain that rural dwellers had practical equestrian experience: agriculture was 
undergoing rapid mechanization, as the magazine Hästen pointed out as early as 
the 1950s.86 Education was also a safety issue – and the issue of safety became 
increasingly important in Ridfrämjandet’s activities.87

In the early 1970s, extensive lesson material was compiled for the education of 
youth leaders.88 The material, which among other things contained overhead pro-
jector sheets, was manufactured and assembled at the head office.89 Participants 
received folders on behalf of each district. Thus, the districts were provided with 
materials for four regional weekend courses that preceded the central youth lead-
ership courses.90 In 1973, Ridfrämjandet began collaborating with a publisher on a 
textbook series called ‘All about horses’ to be published in a cheap format.91 As of 
1977, twelve books in the series had been published and three more were planned.92 
The first two books were called ‘Getting a horse’ and ‘The riding club’. The third 
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book, published in 1974, ‘The little horse-riding book’, comprising approximately 
100 pages, had considerable impact and remains in use at riding schools, especially 
in theory classes.93 Thus far, it has been published in eight editions and is translated 
into Danish, Norwegian, and Finnish.94 The contents were adapted to the theoretical 
equestrian knowledge level equivalent to the iron badge (proceeding the bronze 
badge). ‘The little horse-riding book’ diverged from R.I. in its introduction, which 
emphasized riding as a leisure activity and the importance of cooperation with the 
horse: ‘Riding and spending time with the horse is a fun leisure activity… you are 
completely dependent on cooperation with each other’.95 The author simultaneously 
underlined that riding and working with the horse was not a game – the book was 
intended to help the rider reach a goal with their riding. Although there were many 
differences between R.I. and ‘The little horse-riding book’, they resembled each 
other in terms of structure. Both books featured instructions on how to saddle, 
bridle, mount, and dismount, as well as the horse’s physiology. The style of address 
was, however, completely different. ‘The little horse-riding book’ was written in 
simple language and the explanations of how to perform various chores were 
lengthier. The pictures in the book showed the rider as a girl in riding breeches, 
sweater, and helmet – in stark contrast to the uniformed man depicted in R.I.

As the riding schools’ focus on children’s activities increased in the 1980s, more 
study materials were needed. In 1988, Ulla Ståhlberg published the book ‘Teaching 
children how to ride’. The book was financed by Ridfrämjandet, which had received 
a grant from the Ministry of Social Affairs in 1986 for the production of educational 
material geared towards children.96 This was a clear indication that riding teachers 
were in need of gaining more knowledge about how to adapt pedagogy and teaching 
methodology to children.

Although several books and booklets on equine knowledge were produced in Swedish 
for children and young people from the 1970s onwards, much of the learning in the 
stable was – and to a large extent still is – informal, taking place mainly through par-
ticipation and experience.97 This was not a novel idea and was expressed, in the 1950s, 
in the following description of the broad education received at SNEC at Strömsholm:

Through the daily contact with horses in almost all weathers and ages and educational 
stages [of the horse, AN], they [the students at Strömsholm, AN] have learned some-
thing more. Self-control, patience and consideration! Characteristics of value not only 
when dealing with animals, especially horses, but perhaps just as much in the more 
or less forced interaction with other people, which no one avoids in this life … At 
Strömsholm, not only horsemen have been trained but also men have been brought up.98

The stable environment at the riding schools usually provides space for learning 
as there is often a need for labour.99 Numerous tasks around the horses must be 
performed daily, and routines for care, feeding, exercise, outdoor activities, and 
stable work are made visible to those who spend their time in the stable. Helping 
out and being involved is seen as a matter of course for those who spend their 
time there. This commitment also entails an education in how best to take care of 
horses and what rules and routines apply in the stable. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, horses were cared for by paid grooms – often young men. The job was 
tough, but not without glamour as horses were ascribed high status. Horse care was 
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seen differently over time, and studies of stable work in racing stables show that 
paid grooms were increasingly difficult to attract in the second half of the twentieth 
century. Wages were low compared to other jobs, and working conditions were seen 
as substandard.100 The new riding schools established a care-taking system based 
on young people (most often girls) serving as grooms. Ethics of care – often con-
nected to the social construction of femininity – guided the work. This is exemplified 
in an interview that depicts what it was like to be a child in the stable in the 1970s:

We mucked out, filled hay-nets, swept and did a lot of different chores that needed to be 
done. We were used as slaves. I don’t know how old we were – but, between 10 and 12 
years. We were two young girls working the stable. We worked from 6 in the morning 
to 6 in the evening, for a riding ticket, which in best case was worth 20 or 25 SEK. If 
you wanted to use it, you still had to add a few crowns to pay for a riding lesson.101

One of the purposes of the system was to offer children the opportunity to 
develop and be trained so that they could take care of the horses and the riding 
school in the future. The system was supposed to increase the children’s under-
standing of horses, strengthen the relationship between horses and humans, and 
teach the child independence and leadership skills. The system was also attractive 
for children, enabling them to develop leadership qualities as well as riding skills 
through extra riding, and to participate in competitions and courses on regional 
and national levels. Although working conditions were problematic, clashing with 
perceptions of suitable work for children, the labour was accepted as a way of 
learning about horses and the stable.102 As expressed by an adult who used to work 
in the stable as a child: ‘As you are inexperienced nobody wants to pay you. Now, 
when I look back, I can understand this – I don’t want to pay anybody if I’m 
supposed to teach them at the same time’.103

The interviewees above describe stable chores in general. There was also a system 
in which children were assigned as grooms for specific horses, taking care of them 
for two to three days per week. Several children shared the same horse, being ranked 
as first groom, second groom, et cetera. Young people’s work was seen as important 
from an educational perspective, yet, some young people have been exploited as 
economic limitations have made it difficult for riding schools to employ a sufficient 
number of people to care for the horses.104

Websites of different riding schools demonstrate similar expectations of children 
who attend riding schools and become grooms today. There are manuals and detailed 
information about what the groom assignment entails.105 In many riding schools, 
children must take an equestrian care course before becoming grooms. It is also 
common for grooms to be expected to fill out reports on their assignments. The 
tasks that the child, and/or their guardian, are expected to perform include grooming, 
mucking out, caring for and cleaning equipment as well as the horse’s box and crib, 
general cleaning, helping to teach riding lessons, take weekend shifts, and [when 
possible] take shifts Monday to Friday, helping out at competitions, and participating 
in information meetings, groom meetings, and courses. Manuals and instructions 
state that a groom must be a good role model, show gratitude and respect, be nice 
to all, be responsible and independent, follow rules and uphold daily routines, listen 
and ask the staff for help, put the horse’s needs first, and contribute to a congenial 
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atmosphere in the stable. In return, the groom receives benefits such as extra riding 
lessons, a sense of community and the opportunity to participate in courses, lead-
ership training, outings, activities, and – above all – the feeling of having their 
own horse.

The prevalence of the groom system indicates that the caretaking of horses is 
central to riding school activities. At Torn, ERS, and BRK, learning to take care of 
horses and facilities is clearly prioritized, and taught by one generation (or age 
group) to another. At Torn, one may apply to become a caretaker for one of the 
riding school’s horses. Aside from this system, all members of the club take turns 
in helping with the feeding of the horses and bringing them in and out of the 
paddocks. In addition, members are expected to help take care of the facilitates as 
well as the equipment and volunteer as officials at competitions organized by the 
riding school. The socializing aspect of these activities are strongly underlined, and 
on the website, it is emphasized that: ‘In the stable you meet many other horsey 
girls and boys and there are many who can help you if you need it’.106 There are 
similar systems at ERS and BRK.107 At ERS these activities are currently coordinated 
by a designated employee (known as fritidsledare – youth activity leader – who is 
employed by the municipality), while one of the instructors is in charge at BRK. 
Before being assigned as grooms, the children (7 years and above at BRK and 8 years 
and above at ERS) need to pass a grooming course. At ERS the role of the parent 
is underlined – grooms younger than 10 years need to be accompanied by a parent. 
The websites feature brief video clips informing new riders how to take care of 
horses and equipment before and after riding lessons. The rider is also informed 
about rules in the stable, including regulations on smoking (not allowed anywhere 
on the premises), keeping unnecessary noise to a minimum in the stable, and 
opening hours. Aside from taking care of the horse, the young grooms can do extra 
chores on the weekends. Both ERS and BRK clearly give priority to the ways in 
which the horses are to be taken care of, but there is also an expectation that the 
more experienced children are to help ones with less experience.108

Childification and feminization influenced education in the horse-riding schools. 
The development is, however, complex. The stable has since long been an environ-
ment in which young people have been taught how to take care of horses. There 
are, however, aspects of the educational endeavours such as the adaption of educa-
tional material and the focus on care in both formal and informal education that 
are shaped in line with social constructions of the child and girl.

The Emergence of the Swedish Horse-Riding School

The Swedish horse-riding school has changed dramatically from the second half of 
the twentieth century until today. A sport practiced mainly by adults, especially 
army officers, became a sport-for-all activity for young people and children, espe-
cially girls. The emergence of horse-riding schools in the mid-twentieth century in 
Sweden was connected to public policy decisions, and economic support, prompted 
by concerns that Sweden might go to war. In such an event, it was important to 
have good Swedish horses already trained for the purpose. Over time, however, the 
activities were incorporated into the sports movement, rather than being seen as 
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preparation for war, and supported accordingly. Several features distinguish Swedish 
equestrian sports and the activities of the riding schools from horse-riding activities 
in many other countries. In Europe and the United States, modernization and 
industrialization resulted in the emergence of a new bourgeois upper class during 
the second half of the nineteenth century, whose members developed an interest in 
horseback riding as a form of conspicuous consumption. European riding schools 
offered opportunities for these people to practice horse-riding.109 In contrast, the 
Swedish foster horse system seems unique in an international perspective. In Sweden, 
horse-riding as a form of leisure consumption developed later and was paired with 
public funding for youth sports. This funding has rendered horse-riding more 
affordable in Sweden than in other countries.

An unexpected development for the investigators initiating the publicly funded 
riding schools was that young people, especially girls, were attracted to the activ-
ities. Like many other sporting activities, horse-riding in the riding school has 
become an activity for children and youth, with children below the age of 7 being 
admitted to activities in the last decade. Childification was coupled with femini-
zation. In the mid-twentieth century, public investigators and representatives of the 
equestrian federation commented on and discussed boys’ declining participation 
and stated that young men were seen as those in need of (equine) military prepa-
ration, despite this the number of girls in the horse-riding schools increased. Over 
time the involvement of girls became an issue discussed in relation to public funding 
of sport. In the late twentieth century, arguments related to equality were used to 
portray economic support for riding schools as a way to promote girls’ sporting 
activities. Currently, the Equestrian Federation views the low participation of boys 
as problematic from a different equality perspective as boys and girls should have 
equal opportunities to participate in horse-riding. The development is, however, 
complex. Horse-riding in Sweden has become a leisure activity for young girls and 
ethics of care – connected to the construction of femininity – guide many activities. 
The feminization has, however, not resulted in a convergence between the socially 
constructed stable girl and hegemonic femininity. Instead, the stable seems to offer 
a context in which girls as well as boys can form other femininities and 
masculinities.

Activities in the horse-riding schools have partly been affected by the changing 
participation patterns. Military-style commands remain prevalent, but more playful 
activities have been instituted for the youngest children. A new group working in 
the stable – the youth leaders – have become important for the transmission of 
equine and stable knowledge. Youth leaders have the opportunity to attend special 
courses on how sport clubs are run as well as how to care for horses and stable 
facilities. The education within equestrian sports differs from that of many other 
sports, in which youth courses are more focussed on athletic practice and compet-
itive logics. Despite widespread changes, there is also continuity in the activities. 
There is still a combination of formal and informal learning activities in which 
children, from an early age, are educated to care for the horses through riding and 
stable chores, to become responsible persons caring for the whole riding school 
(including both horses and facilities), and to develop skills that can be used in many 
different contexts – just like the men taught at SNEC more than 50 years ago. The 
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socializing processes are based on younger children learning from older children 
– a system similar to that experienced by the young recruits.
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