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Honors Foreword 
In my hometown, there is this little country store called Thiel’s. It sits off far back from the main 
road and appears to be a little worn and run down from the outside. That’s the store that my 
grandparents went to for their bird seed and I would always tag along. The best part about this 
little country store was the very back room where the horse section was. Five-year-old me would 
always walk up and down the tiny aisles and admire all of the brushes and treats and bottles of 
shampoo and everything else I could imagine. We would never buy anything though; after all, 
we were there for bird seed.  

One day, however, something was a little different. We walk in, and my little legs carry me as 
fast as they can to the horse section and don’t stop until I’m in front of the wall of 12” x 12” 
boxes. When my grandma caught up, she helped me grab the box labeled with the color pale 
pink in size medium. This time was indeed different. We did not go for bird seed - we went to 
get a riding helmet.  

A few days before, I had been at a fair with my family, and we came across a booth for a stable 
close to my home. We put my name in for a drawing for a free lesson and later found out that I 
had won. Little did I know that that one free lesson would forever change my life. But safety 
first, so we had to come prepared with a helmet.  

The one that we picked out was an IRH plastic helmet that had an adjustable dial in the back so 
that it could fit my head if I were to keep riding and needed room to grow. As a five-year-old just 
excited to ride a horse, I don’t think I really considered much when picking it out, other than the 
color of course. Cost was also not a thought on my mind, although it was probably one for my 
parents. The cost of the helmet at the time was about $40. But it turned out to be a worthwhile 
investment. 

That helmet and I did everything together. I learned to steer, stop, and go faster. Then I learned 
to canter, jump, and show. I even learned how to fall and then get back up again. Through it all, 
that little pink helmet was along with me the whole time. Flash forward about 8 years, and now 
fifteen-year-old me was realizing it was time for a new helmet. I was taught that a helmet should 
be replaced after every fall or after five years without a fall. My helmet was well beyond both of 
those expiration dates. So, my hunt begins for an upgrade so that little beat up, dusty, scratched 
pink helmet could finally retire. 

This time around, I had a little more experience and knew a little more about what I wanted. I 
was getting more into horse shows and all of my friends had fancy black helmets. I also liked the 
adjustable dial and how well the helmet held up, so I wanted to stick with the same IRH brand. 
One day, I was helping at an auction being hosted at my barn and I saw a helmet that was exactly 
what I was looking for in the lineup. I talked with the seller and bought it before the auction for 
$30, which was quite the steal. I was very satisfied with the helmet and wore it for a few years. I 
even found the exact same helmet for sale from a barn in the area for $40, so I bought that one 



J o h n s o n  | 4 
 

too so that I could keep one clean for horse shows and use the other as a practice helmet. This 
one had a shiny strip of plastic that ran down the middle of the felt black for added style. I liked 
this helmet too, but it didn’t seem to hold up well. The adjustable dial broke on one of the 
helmets and the liner on the inside started to deteriorate and roll. 

Flash forward again and I’m about to graduate from high school. I have been riding for 13 years 
at this point and I was about to go to a college and participate in their riding teams. I wanted a 
new helmet that would help me fit in with the higher-level riders. In my mind, everyone who 
took riding seriously had, what I called, a “real helmet”. Its outer shell wasn’t made of plastic, 
and it didn’t have an adjustable dial. However, these helmets were much more expensive, so I 
asked for one as a graduation present. And so began the start of my second helmet search. 

This time, I wanted to be very thorough and pick the right helmet to look nice on my head. I 
didn’t really care much about brand, but I had seen some of the new IRH helmets from my 
friends at shows and liked them and I knew I liked the brand in the past. I had found that 
Samshields were popular with the more high-level riders, but I knew they were way more 
expensive than I was willing to pay. Charles Owen was a little less popular, but they were still 
very common. IRH had just come out with a new model which closely resembled the Samshield.  

I was at an equestrian convention type of event that had a lot of helmet brands represented there 
so I took the time to try them on. I stuck to ones that were in my budget, so I tried on Charles 
Owen, One K, IRH and Trauma Void. I have a large and oddly shaped head, so OneK didn’t fit 
me, and Trauma Void looked ugly and bulky. It came down to the Charles Owen and the IRH. In 
the end, I went with the Charles Owen because I was concerned that the removeable liner on the 
IRH would roll become a problem like it was with my previous helmet. I got the most basic 
model in felt black, with no adjustable dial and smooth black straps with a buckle. I loved this 
helmet, too. I was so proud to ride in my “real helmet”.  

Flash forward one last time about three years later to present day. I have now been competing 
with Alfred University’s Hunt Seat, Western and Dressage teams for three years and have 
recently done some of my own small local shows with my own horse. I have had my Charles 
Owen for three years, and although I am mostly satisfied with it, I have found some features that 
I don’t like. For one, the Charles Owen model that I have has absolutely no ventilation, and that 
means it gets hot. Without the ventilation, it also gets very difficult to dry, so after two years, it 
offers quite the unpleasant smell. Since this helmet doesn’t have a removeable liner, cleaning and 
deodorizing is very difficult. One attempt I had made to clean it damaged the felt shell and left it 
with water marks.  

I do still like my Charles Owen, but what’s more is that when I look around, no one has a 
Charles Owen anymore! Many riders say they ditched theirs for a Samshield or OneK because 
they make you look like a “mushroom head.” When riders see themselves in a Charles Owen, 
they say how they feel like they’re back in high school riding the little ponies with little bows 
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and braids in their hair. I guess I was too late to hop on the Charles Owen trend because it was 
already on its way out the door. On top of the features I don’t like, being out of style has sent me 
back to looking into my next helmet purchase.  

I thought back to my experiences competing to see what trends I could see and how they shifted. 
When I first started, I only did low-level 4H horse shows for my county. 4H is an organization 
that promotes agricultural education and activities in youth. My county’s 4H has a pretty large 
horse program so we had lots of options for shows and camps. A lot of riders at these shows 
were a bit new to riding or rode on a budget. There was a wide array of helmet types. A good 
portion of riders had plastic helmet, but about half of the upper-level riders there had those “real 
helmets” I had always wanted. When I was younger, Charles Owen was the most popular, but 
my last few years, some newer helmets started popping up and included the IRH and OneKs. 
During my last year of high school, I switched barns and got to experience a different world of 
showing. 

At this new barn, they competed in IEA, or Interscholastic Equestrian Association. IEA offers 
competitions to high school and middle school students in which they get to compete on a level 
playing field with all of their competitors riding a random horse. There were also a diverse range 
of riding levels participating in IEA, but plastic helmets were very few, if any. I saw a lot of 
Samshield, especially from riders at my own barn. Charles Owens were still pretty popular, but a 
majority of riders were split between Samshields and One Ks. I still had my second IRH while I 
did IEA and I had been told by one of my coaches that I really needed a new helmet if I wanted 
to move up divisions. It was on my wish list, but I was in no rush since I only had one year of 
IEA before college. 

In college, teams participate in IHSA which stands for Intercollegiate Horse Show Association 
and is the college level version of IEA. Riders in IHSA come from an even wider array of 
backgrounds since they can be from anywhere in the world just to attend college in our region. 
This was where I really started to notice the helmet trends and the desire to fit “the look”. 
Samshields were the dominating brand by far. One Ks were also very popular and had a similar 
look of Samshields. There were very few Charles Owens and plastic helmets. Most of the time, 
riders with plastic helmets were told to borrow one of the nicer helmets to show in so their 
helmet was “appropriate for the show ring.” The regions ring-side tack shop that came to our 
events always had helmets for sale, especially Samshields, because they were a sponsor for 
IHSA.  

All this helmet hunting experience and watching shifting trends has got me thinking about 
helmets and why equestrians choose the helmets that they choose. What are the helmet trends 
and where do they start? I needed a topic for my honors thesis, and I realized that I had this 
question I had been pondering that would be perfect. I gathered my committee, my marketing 
professor and two of my riding coaches, to come up with a plan for how to better ask and 
hopefully answer some of my questions about helmet buying behaviors.  
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My research started with a review of other research done on the topic. I quickly found that there 
was very little material available that recognized the changing trends for equestrian helmets and 
how helmet brands have reacted to them. I got a little worried that I wouldn’t have much 
information to pull from, but then I realized that it just made the subject that much more 
interesting. Whether people had asked the question before or not, no one had actually 
investigated why equestrians buy the helmet brands that they buy. 

For this project, I had the opportunity to conduct a focus group. I have had no experience with 
focus groups prior to conducting this one, outside of what has been taught in classes. It was very 
fun to learn and experience the “behind the scenes” part of focus groups that aren’t as thoroughly 
covered in classes. I was responsible for getting certified to conduct research with humans and 
writing a proposal. Waiting for approval was far more nerve wrecking than I would have ever 
guessed, but I think it was mostly hidden excitement. I also had to prepare a script, schedule a 
room, plan a time and recruit a note taker. None of it was very difficult, but they were parts of 
the process that I had never really thought too deeply about before.  

During the focus group, I started off a bit nervous even though I knew most of the participants. 
The start was a bit rocky, but after one round of introductions, we all relaxed and had a more 
active conversation. It was at that point that I was able to see snowballing take place. The 
conversation was very helpful. I had gone into the conversation knowing what my experiences 
had been, but the thoughts of the participants offered some information that validated my 
hypothesis and some that I was very surprised to hear. I learned a lot about how different riders 
perceive different brands.  Overall, a lot of the riders’ experiences were pretty similar and had 
similar thoughts about how and where trends move through the industry.  

The notes taken by the note taker were very thorough and helpful when looking back through the 
recording of the focus group. After the fact, when I went to go analyze the data and sort out the 
findings, it was a bit overwhelming. It was hard to sort out what would be important and how to 
keep track of what opinions were repeated. I started off making the graphics just as a note sheet 
to organize it in my head. In the end, they ended up being very helpful visuals that became 
important talking points for the discussion.   

After the content of the focus group was organized, it just came down to putting all of the pieces 
together. It was interesting to be able to think of the results from both sides, as a buyer and as a 
businessperson, to try to come up with conclusions to be drawn from the information I gathered. 
This past year I added a marketing minor, and this was a perfect opportunity to put my skills to 
the test and apply what I had learned. I found the subject very interesting and although my 
research time was limited, I felt like I dug up more questions that I wanted the answers to. I was 
expecting to hear more about brand loyalty. I would be curious to see if behavioral observation 
analysis showed any contradicting information to see if their actions and their thoughts were 
different. I would love to find the answers to these questions, and maybe in the future, with more 
time and resources take up the subject again to find the root of the behaviors. I also hope that this 
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thesis will inspire someone to take a closer look for themselves and make more progress towards 
understanding the helmet choices of equestrians.  

This research wouldn’t have been possible without my committee chair, Shelly Freyn who really 
helped guide my research and produce a polished paper, and my other committee members 
Olivia Costich and Theresa Shattan. Their support helped me realize I could use my curiosity 
about the helmet industry to fuel my research and development of the thesis. In addition, there 
were many who made the focus group possible and helped me receive credit for my work. Thank 
you all so much.  
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Abstract 
With consumers constantly exposed to brands, it is very important for businesses to ensure their 
brand stand out in the marketplace. Building brand loyalty creates a competitive advantage 
through increased customer recommendations, repeat purchases and overall, expenditures on the 
branded products. This study looks at the role of brand loyalty in the helmet market of the equine 
industry. There are many helmet brands that offer different features in look, fit, comfort, and 
safety and vary in price from about $23-$1,000+.  

 Secondary research was conducted, and hypothesis were developed about how these factors and 
the nature of the sport influence helmet purchases:  

• Brand loyalty plays a strong role in consumer purchases of equestrian helmets. 
• Style trends in the show ring change over time and have a stronger influence over helmet 

purchases. 
• Helmet trends vary slightly by region due to prominent trainer and competition judge 

influence. 
• Different disciplines have their own trends that are accepted and popular for competition.  
• Safety rating of helmets can be a deciding factor for which brand or model of helmet to 

purchase.  

Based on these findings, primary research in the form of a focus group was conducted. Eight 
participants from the Alfred University equestrian teams participated. The group was fairly 
homogeneous; all had similar riding experience at similar levels. To address the research focus 
of brand loyalty and various helmets. there was diversity in their primary styles of riding. Key 
themes from the focus group included: 

• Safety is a popular topic of discussion but is not the greatest factor when considering 
helmet purchases. 

• Look is one of the primary factors in helmet purchases, but it is subjective, and it is 
inconclusive how different brands view overall look.  

• Other activities of brands, like customer service, selling online, and offering other 
products, do not play a strong role in helmet selection. 

• When a consumer is satisfied with a helmet, they are more likely to buy that brand again. 
• Media plays a big role in the development of helmet trends. Footage of high-level 

competitions and the social media of professional riders show use of new helmet styles 
allowing new looks to slowly trickle down to lower levels, where they are pushed by 
trainers and early adopters. 

Although extensive conclusive research is required to confirm these findings, some implications 
were still developed for the helmet industry. For example, helmet purchases appear to be 
strongly influenced by appearance and fitting in with current helmet trends. Businesses may want 
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to focus on evolving helmet trends by working with influencers, sponsoring top riders, and 
working to get their helmet style exposed and widely available to be adopted by riders. 
Additional research was also discussed along with other key findings that could be further tested. 

Introduction 
Brands surround consumers on a daily basis. Rather than consumers seeing them as just a logo 
on a product or a name on a building, brands actually represent value to the consumer. The value 
can be utilitarian in offering a rational need for the consumer or it can be even more impactful, 
by offering hedonic value or a feeling/emotion tied to that particular brand.  If a company can 
determine the values consumers want and build it into the brand, consumers will come back to 
the brand repeatedly and develop brand loyalty.   

Brand loyalty is a big advantage for businesses. A survey done by Yotpo using 2,000 consumers 
found that “36.5% of shoppers said they will spend more on products if they’re loyal to a 
brand.”1 The same survey also found that those who are brand loyal are more likely to refer 
friends and family to the brand and make more repeat purchases.2 Brands can influence the 
loyalty of their consumer through quality, pricing, advertising, and social media, in addition to 
countless other ways; all with the goal of aligning with consumer values. 

Within the United States, a rather large sector, contributing about $102 billion to the economy 
through indirect and induced spending, is the equine industry.3 The equine industry includes 
activities directly involving horses and any sort of business interactions that occur in relation to 
those activities, and it too is affected by brand loyalty. Equestrian helmets are just one small 
contributor to this sector’s significance, but the behaviors surrounding helmet purchases reflect 
trends throughout the industry. This study intends to analyze what influences helmet buyer’s 
decisions and how the importance of those factors vary across different disciplines.  

“The United States Pony Club began requiring American Society for Testing Materials (ASTM) 
certified helmets in 1990,”4 and since then, more organizations and private show facilities have 
joined in in requiring helmets that meet particular safety standards. With 4.6 million Americans 
actively involved in the horse industry,5 there is a very large number of riders who are required 
to wear helmets and contribute financially to the economy. Helmet brands must fight to gain and 
maintain their consumers. 

This study intends to analyze the impact of brand loyalty and other factors that influence helmet 
buyer’s decisions along with the importance of these factors across different disciplines. The 
following sections will cover secondary research on the concept of the equestrian industry and 
helmet buying decisions. The development of a focus group is discussed including additional 
insights regarding consumer helmet choices in the equine industry. 
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Based on these findings, conclusions are drawn and potential implications for equestrian helmet 
businesses are developed. Further research on brand loyalty in the equine industry is also 
discussed. 

Literature Review 
In order to address the research questions, first, brands will be discussed to understand their 
value and importance in the marketplace. This will be followed by findings of branding in the 
equine industry as it relates to various equine sports and their respective equipment. Equestrian 
helmet brands and common practices will be discussed to offer better understanding of 
consumers. This research will help to establish the foundation for the primary research (i.e., 
focus group). 

Overview of Brands and their Value 

What is a brand and what does it represent? 

Companies everywhere have a brand that represents their firm as a whole. However, a brand is 
more than just a name, logo or catchy slogan; rather it is “the way a product, company, or 
individual is perceived by those who experience it.”6 There is much that goes into creating the 
overall impression of a brand and it includes everything from visual and verbal identity to values 
and competitive advantage. Putting it all together creates a recognizable entity that consumers 
use to make sense of the big names and businesses around them. All future interactions they have 
with the brand will be stored, organized and will contribute to the overall image of the brand in 
their heads.7  

How is a brand created?  

By nature, brands are created by the consumer, as their existence relies on their perception. 
“How an individual perceives a brand (consciously or unconsciously) wholly determines how he 
or she will engage with that brand. The power of branding hinges a very important truth about 
perceptions: Perceptions are malleable.”8 Therefore, it is then up to the marketer to contribute to 
molding the way the brand is perceived through branding.9  

Important elements of branding include brand positioning, brand personality, and brand 
experience. It is important for the product or service itself to be positioned in a place in the 
market that allows it to display its competitive advantage. Based on some characteristic, there 
should be some degree to which it is able to outshine its competitors and give the perception of 
quality or value. It is also important to consider the structure and physical elements like the 
name, colors, symbols, and language. This part of a brand’s identity contributes to the overall 
feeling a brand can create which leads to its personality. Brand personalities are the human 
emotions that consumers attach and associate with the brand. They are important to companies 
because they “represent opportunities for companies to differentiate their products”10 because 
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they can make their brand represent different levels of competence, excitement, ruggedness, 
sincerity or sophistication to target different markets.11 Finally, each consumer experience and 
interaction with a firm also plays a role in their perception of the brand. This can include 
products or services, working with customer service, interacting or viewing social media, 
navigating websites and more.12  

How do companies maintain and grow a brand? 

It is important to develop a strong brand to bring attention to your business. Although it may be 
considered an extra expense, “branding pays dividends over the life of your company, enabling 
you to attract better customers with lower marketing costs, all while commanding higher prices 
for your offerings… smoother sales, increased customer loyalty, the multifaceted benefits of 
brand equity”13 and more. Once a brand perception is established it is continually being added to 
through every action they take and every consumer experience they have. The goal is to maintain 
positive brand image which takes continual branding and staying on top of consumer trends, 
ensuring quality, listening to customer feedback, meeting anticipation and being consistent.14  

What is the total value proposition as it relates to brands? 

Marketers must realize that their product doesn’t create value for consumers in only one way. 
The total value proposition reflects that the total value of the brand, which “includes the basic 
benefits, the augmented product, plus the feel benefits.”15 Those “feel benefits”, also referred to 
as hedonic value, must not be forgotten when developing a business as it contributes a great deal 
to brand perception and “helps instill a brand’s meaning in the consumer psyche.”16 “Utilitarian 
aspect of an attitude toward a behavior relates to usefulness, value, and wiseness of the behavior 
as perceived by the consumer. Hedonic aspect relates to pleasure experienced or anticipated from 
the behavior. Hedonic aspect results from the esthetic/emotional feelings.”17 Both utilitarian and 
hedonic values come together to create the total value concept. 

What is Brand Loyalty? 

The development of a positive brand image is an important step in obtaining brand loyalty. “By 
definition, brand loyalty is when a customer continues to purchase from your company, not 
because you're the only option, but because they trust your company.”18 What may seem like a 
small feat, can actually be very beneficial to firms. Not only do consumers recommend the 
company to friends and family, but they are more likely to purchase other products from the 
brand.19 The free marketing through word of mouth can even be even stronger than typical 
marketing methods and contribute to consumers being willing to spend slightly higher prices, 
creating a greater profit margin for the company.20 

Brand loyalty can be created through branding to develop the experience a portion of consumers 
in the market are looking for. Common attributes that are desired are high quality, interactions 
with the brand, excellent customer service, reasonable prices, consistent and reliable and values 
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that align with the consumers own. Brand loyalty is the goal of all marketers and ensures a strong 
customer base that will not only always choose their branded products, but also recommend this 
to future consumers. 

Brand Loyalty in the Equine Industry 

All brands have the ability to create relationships with their consumers, and the equine industry 
is no exception. Although the equine industry covers a wide range of business, the helmet 
industry is one that is greatly influenced by the perception of its consumers. There is little to no 
recorded research that has been conducted on the influence of brand loyalty on helmet purchases 
in the equine industry and how it varies across different disciplines. The following sections will 
discuss different areas of the context surrounding helmet purchases. 

Overview of the Equine Industry 

The equine industry plays a significant role in the U.S. economy. Many of the activities included 
in the industry are often overlooked, but it actually consists of “core agribusiness activities 
related to the use, possession or ownership of horses, as well as leisure activities and related 
economic activity that provides associated goods and services.”21 From thoroughbred racing to 
equestrian retail and everything in between, “the horse industry contributes $122 billion annually 
to the U.S. economy” and “employs 1.74 million people”22 giving it more than triple the 
employment impact of radio and television broadcasting and tobacco product manufacturing 
industries.23   

One large sector of the horse industry is the use of horses for competition and sport. As a whole, 
riding sports can fit into one of two categories, English and Western; these can be broken down 
even further into different disciplines or styles. It is less common for Western riders to ride and 
compete in helmets and as this report will focus on helmet purchasing decisions, English 
disciplines will be discussed in greater depth. Some of the major riding disciplines include 
thoroughbred racing, hunters, jumpers, dressage, cross country, endurance/trail riding and 
barrels/rodeo events.  

The main intention of helmets is to provide protection for the rider’s head in the event of a fall. 
Although it has been relatively controversial for many years, helmet use is generally widely 
accepted and often mandated by governing authorities through the state or organizations 
overseeing equestrian events.24 In addition to having specific safety standards and certifications, 
helmet care and replacement recommendations suggest helmets be replaced after any impact 
with the ground in a fall or a drop; after experiencing any major visible defects like warping, 
cracking or melting; and/or after 3-5 years due to deterioration of materials and outdated safety 
technology.25  
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Factors Influencing Helmet Purchases 

Helmets tend to be significant purchases for many equestrians, young and old. Although they 
vary in price points from about $2326 up to $1,000+ when considering unique or custom 
styling,27 many helmets used in upper-level riding and competitions lie in the $200-$800 range. 
For such a large investment that is only intended to last for up to five years, there are many 
factors that are considered before consumers make a final decision. 

Safety 

One of the first criteria that is looked at is safety certifications. “The two groups that certify 
riding helmets are the SEI (Safety Equipment Institute) and the ASTM (American Safety for 
Testing and Materials).”28 Most formal competitions, large or small for almost every discipline 
will require an SEI or ASTM approved helmet for all competitors and riders on the grounds of 
the event. Certain disciplines and competitions may have more rigid or specific requirements that 
should be researched before making a helmet purchase. Beyond having these certifications, 
helmet brands and styles vary in their actual safety ratings. Different independent and in-firm 
research studies have been done to evaluate the effectiveness of the helmet in protecting the head 
region from damage in the event of a fall.  

Fit 

Another major factor that is recognized as influencing safety of the helmet is the fit. If a helmet 
does not fit properly, it will not provide the most protection to the rider. Each helmet 
manufacturer has different specifications and designs resulting in varying types of fit which may 
work better or worse on different shaped heads and it’s important to find the right shape to 
ensure proper fit. Sizes can be measured in centimeters, inches or S/M/L. Some brands even 
offer different head shapes like long oval and round29 beyond the normal fit of their classic 
helmet shape. A new feature that has been growing is removable helmet liners that offer different 
levels of padding to create a different size or shape to fit a wider variety of heads or to 
accommodate for different hair styles of a rider. Many plastic helmet styles often have an 
adjustable dial which allows the helmet to be secured and have a secure strap at the base of the 
head for a wider range of head shapes and sizes,30 however, the shell shape and size is not able to 
be adjusted with the dial. 

Style & Comfort 

Style and comfort are also greatly considered in making helmet purchases. Ventilation can be a 
big priority, particularly for those who ride in the warmer months and climates. Ventilated 
helmets are popular because “vents allow airflow through the helmet which helps cool your 
head, particularly when you and your horse are in motion,”31 however vents must be created in a 
stylish manner to be attractive to the individual and to the discipline as a whole. Size and shape 
of ventilation areas greatly influence the look and if it is considered acceptable in the show ring. 
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Beyond that, many helmets come in a small array of colors- typically black, gray, navy, or 
brown- and finishes-matte or velvet. The Charles Owen website states, “many helmets come in a 
variety of colours and materials” and list their 11 material options for their helmet covers and 
finishes.32 All contribute to the style and the ability to clean the surface to be fit for competition.  

Disciplines in the Horse Industry 

As mentioned, there are many different styles of riding. According to the United States 
Equestrian Federation, or USEF, there are “18 [recognized] disciplines, ranging from nationally- 
to internationally recognized equestrian sports. Each sport requires different skills from horse 
and rider, and all have different levels of competition, allowing 
competitors to grow through the levels of the sport.”33 Of these 
recognized disciplines, some examples include hunter, jumper, 
eventing, dressage, Western pleasure, barrel racing, and endurance. 
Each of these disciplines have a different expectation for rider 
apparel. Although the overall look remains the same, these 
expectations can vary by location, level of riding and style trends.  

The English disciplines, including hunter, jumper, dressage and 
cross-country, are known for having a more classical look. 
Evolving from more traditional English habits, the typical style of 
the modern English rider is light or tan colored pants, a collared 
shirt with a dark blazer-type coat, and dark, matching colored belt, 
helmet, gloves, and boots, as seen in figure 1.  

The hunter discipline prefers “a neat, clean and traditional appearance”34 which tries to stick very 
close to this conservative look. It is customary to stick to black or navy coat colors and to keep 
helmets black and gear free of embellishments. On the other hand, riders of the jumper 
discipline, often have a little bit more freedom and “encompasses the most variety of acceptable 
colors in coats, shirts and breeches” and helmets too.35 Although the traditional black is more 
popular, other helmet colors, like navy, gray, and brown, are acceptable in addition to 
embellishments like crystals, monograms, gloss finishes and other methods of customization. 
Hunters is the most keen on look. Most competitors will have a very uniform look and a fear of 
standing out unless there is significant confidence, but even still it can be a risk that can be 
unconsciously punished in the show ring. Jumpers on the other hand are more based on objective 
time and fault scores, allowing more freedom for expressive colors and designs.  

Dressage is similar to jumpers in that they have more freedom in their choices. Most colors are 
acceptable for all equipment, so long as it supports a clean and finished look. According to 
Dover Saddlery’s Attire Guide for Dressage, “you’ll find all sorts of ASTM/SEI certified 
helmets that will flatter you in the dressage ring, from the most traditional to fashionable choices 
with crystal embellishments and contrast piping”36 The helmet is often matched to jackets with 

Figure 1 Hunter Attire  
Source: https://greenwayssaddlery.com/ 
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crystal/gem decorations or colored accents. In certain levels of riding, it can also be acceptable or 
even required to wear a top hat in place of a helmet. Dressage is a very classy discipline that 
appreciates a clean and appropriate look, and it is customary to have appropriate attire to fit this 
look. Although dressage is scored with limited weight put onto the rider’s ability, it is still 
possible for bias of the judges to influence scores. 

Cross-country has the most freedom when it 
comes to attire. Long sleeve shirts and safety 
vests are required for this event, but there are 
no limitations on color or decoration. In fact, 
many riders choose to sport a color theme for 
all of their equipment. Helmet covers are 
sometimes used to make the helmet match 
the rest of the outfit. Additionally, a different 
style of helmet, called a skull cap, is 
acceptable and popular in many levels of 
competition. They are often considered the 
safest helmets on the market and face higher 
safety standards than other helmet styles.37 
Cross country is considered one of the more 
dangerous equestrian sports and a lot of 
riders take safety seriously. Look tends to be 
less important in this event as riders are 

judged on time and ability to complete a course rather than a more subjective judgement of 
appearance. 

Western disciplines have much different styles and each varies greatly for each discipline. 
Western pleasure typically has a more formal appearance with dress pants and a show top with 
wild patterns, colors and sparkles paired with fringed chaps to match or compliment the look. In 
contrast, barrel racing prefers a look of jeans and a button up shirt styled to whatever level of 
decoration the rider prefers. What both of these and most Western disciplines have in common is 
that helmets are not typically required or even customary. Cowboy hats are worn instead. 
According to the AQHA (American Quarter Horse Association), “it’s well known that a good hat 
helps finish the professional look we all strive for in and out of the arena.”38  

However, recent years have caused a rise in the discussion of the safety of helmets over hats. In 
Western pleasure, some riders are able to wear helmets and choose to keep them conservative or 
colored to match the rest of their attire, and in barrel racing, any choice of helmet is acceptable, 
although it may be stylistically frowned upon. To combat this, some riders look for fun colors or 
designs to match their helmets to their equipment. Another direction some are taking are the 
helmet hats that offer the safety of a helmet but the brim and shape of a more traditional cowboy 

Figure 2: Cross Country Attire  
Source: https://thesavvyeventer.ca/pages/team-tse 



J o h n s o n  | 16 
 

hat.39 Whether it is because of tradition or the view that western sports my be less dangerous, 
safety does not tend to take priority overlook or comfort in the western world. 

Finally, endurance riders compete by riding 50-150 miles worth of trails over the course of 1-3 
days.40 Because of the length of this competition, safety and comfort are the top priority. There 
are hardly any requirements for attire other than a helmet and boots, so using lightweight 
equipment with plenty of ventilation is the top priority for any endurance rider.  

Helmet Brands in the Equine Industry  

There are a great number of helmet brands for equestrians. They all fall into varying tiers of 
quality or price points or have models that fall into one category or the other. The following 
sections will describe tiers of helmets and provide a few examples of brands per category.  

Low Cost 

Plastic helmets tend to be the lowest range of quality and price points. The most popular plastic 
helmets, including Ovation and Troxel, typically fall “in the $50-$100 range.”41 These helmets 
often come in a variety of colors and designs and feature an adjustable dial on the back to make 
it suitable to fit a variety of head shapes and sizes. Most plastic helmet brands do not offer 
models on the higher end range, although they do have some styles that share a similar 
appearance to that of the higher end show helmets so they are acceptable for competitions. 
Troxel does not produce any products outside of helmets, but Ovation has an extensive line of 
products ranging from attire to horse tack and equipment.42 Plastic helmets are frequently used 
by lower-level riders or those who do not participate in competitions. Although they are not 
considered quite as safe or attractive as other helmets, they still offer sufficient protection at a 
significantly more affordable cost.  

Mid-tier 

Some mid-tier brands are One K and Charles Owen. The price range is from about $150-$60043 
with Charles Owen having greater variation in their range of prices. One K is thought by 
consumers to be made by another helmet brand,44 Samshield, as a more affordable option of their 
higher end helmets despite limited evidence. Although the two have a similar shape, they style 
vary enough to create a slightly different look for the rider. The safety ratings for these helmets 
are typically high. In fact, “Charles Owen has been regarded as a leader in equestrian safety 
products for almost 100 years,”45 and One K performs above the required standard on all three of 
the safety tests.46  In addition, MIPS Technology is a growing safety trend across all helmet 
industries. MIPS, which stands for multi-directional impact protection system, “features a low-
friction layer inside a … helmet that allows a multi-directional movement of 10-15mm on certain 
angled impacts, intended to help reduce rotational force to the head.”47 The first equestrian 
helmet featuring this technology came about in 2007, and since, One K and Charles Owen are 
two of 10 equestrian brands that have MIPS in a selection of their models. Both of these brands 
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also produce helmets and helmet accessories, like liners, visors and covers, but Charles Owen 
also offers protective vests and padding.48 These brands tend to be popular because of their 
accessibility of price and ability to be closer to the trending look. They are also considered safer 
and have plenty of options to make them unique or styled. 

High-end 

There is some crossover between mid and upper-level tiers, but high-end brands often include 
KASK and Samshield. For most mid-tier and upper-tier helmets, the quality and safety ratings 
are similar, but other features like ventilation and customization options vary in addition to price 
points. KASK helmets range from $550-$1,550 and can add on customizations ranging from 
$65-$850.49 In contrast to many other equestrian helmet brands, KASK focuses more on helmets 
in general, rather than specifically targeting the equine industry. They offer a variety of snow 
helmets and cycling helmets in addition to equestrian helmets.50 In the horse world, KASK is 
known for their safety ratings, comfort and ventilation. Samshield offers significant 
customization options too, with many style choices including Swarovski crystals and animal 
skins, like crocodile, lizard and python. Their basic helmet models start at about $300, but add-
ons and other styles can add up to a helmet costing over $2700.51 Samshield has also more 
recently been increasing their other product lines and been building their name in riding gloves, 
riding apparel, and other accessories, including their new stirrup called the Shield’rup. These 
helmets tend to be very common in the upper levels of riding, but they can still be frequently 
found in lower levels being worn by those looking to move up the levels or be on top of the 
newest trends.  

In summary, the previous sections reviewed brand loyalty and its importance, different riding 
styles, different types of equestrian helmets, different factors for helmet choice (fit, look, safety, 
etc.). From this secondary research, the following hypotheses were developed: 

• Brand loyalty plays a strong role in consumer purchases of equestrian helmets. 
• Style trends in the show ring change over time and have a strong influence over helmet 

purchases. 
• Helmet trends vary slightly by region due to prominent trainer and competition judge 

influence. 
• Different disciplines have their own trends that are accepted and popular for 

competitions. 
• Safety rating of helmets can be a deciding factor for which brand or model of helmet to 

purchase. 

Research Questions:  

● What are key factors that influence helmet buying decisions?  
● What do brands offer to influence product/helmet choices? 
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● What role does brand loyalty play in equestrian helmet purchases?  
● How do different areas of the equine industry view brands differently? 

The following section will provide primary research on the factors that influence helmet 
purchases and brand loyalty in the equine industry to confirm secondary research and potentially 
add additional insights. 

Focus Group Results 
Purpose 

Following review of secondary research, primary research using a focus group was conducted to 
provide insights on helmet brands and brand preferences in the equine industry. This exploratory 
study is used to test findings from secondary research along with revealing any information that 
was not discovered through secondary sources. The focus group is a form of qualitative 
exploratory research that allows researchers to find out more about the sample’s perception of 
brands in the industry.  

Focus groups are beneficial because of the quick access to responses and the depth of 
information shared. The “group interaction creates wide range of info, insights and ideas.”52  
Because of the nature of focus groups, it allows for snowballing or the building of ideas on top of 
others’ ideas to gain even more insights. However, focus groups can be difficult because of their 
unstructured nature and potential troubles getting sufficient and beneficial participants from all 
members. It is also possible to have moderator bias, and focus groups are limited because the 
small group only represents a small portion of the population.53  

Methodology 

Information gathered from secondary sources were gathered based on research questions; these 
in turn, facilitated the development of a script to be used for the focus group. A research 
proposal, and script were sent in for approval by the Human Subjects Research Committee. 
Following its approval, a sample plan was developed, and potential participants were sent 
official email invites. 

Non-probability sampling methods were used to select participants. The population was defined 
as equestrians who participate in or prepare for various competitions. Using convenience and 
judgmental sampling,54 participants were chosen from the Alfred University’s Hunt Seat, 
Western and Dressage riding teams.  

The researcher selected eight of the team riders based on the disciplines and areas in which they 
have experience prior to joining Alfred University’s riding team(s). Two participants came from 
a Western background; three had a hunter/equitation background; two had a dressage 
background; and the last participant had a mixed background of hunt seat and Western. Because 
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all of these participants are on the same riding teams and participate in a similar level of riding, 
they have shared commonalities that make them comfortable to speak in a group together, 
despite their different backgrounds.  

The focus group team used the conference room in Alfred University’s school of business. The 
room featured white boards, a small sitting area and a large, long table at the center of the room. 
The room was selected on it quite location with no distractions and a comfortable environment. 
The focus group took place on March 29th, 2022, at 6:00PM. As per participant request, food and 
refreshments were provided. Due to some participants running late, refreshments were provided 
prior to the start of the discussion. As they arrived, individuals took their seats around the table, 
sitting close together.  

Once all participants were present and settled, the consent forms were passed out to be signed 
and an overview of focus group rules and objectives were presented. The camera was set up at 
the end of the table with the most room to be close enough to pick up the audio in such a large 
space. A note taker was also present. 

Discussion 

During the focus group, eight participants were asked a series of approximately 25 questions 
shown in the script as seen in appendix A. The first round of questions asked for information on 
the rider’s background and experience in the horse industry. Most participants were from areas 
across New York with a minority from surrounding states, including Massachusetts and 
Pennsylvania. One of the participants was from South Africa. All the riders had 12 or more years 
of experience riding, and many participated in multiple disciplines. Of the eight riders, seven did 
hunt seat style disciplines split pretty evenly between equitation, jumpers, hunters and dressage 
as seen in figure 3. On the other hand, three of the eight participants had experience in Western 
riding, particularly in barrel racing, pleasure, and trail. Due to the overlapping experience in 
different disciplines, whether personal or through other forms of exposure, participants had 
enough knowledge to contribute to discussions on disciplines that were not their primary focus. 
The conversations that followed revealed the following trends: 

• Safety is a popular topic of discussion but is not the greatest factor when considering 
helmet purchases. 

• Look is one of the greatest factors in helmet purchases, but it is subjective, and it is 
inconclusive how different disciplines differ in their view of the overall look of helmets.  

• Other activities of brands, like customer service, selling online, and offering other 
products, do not play much influence in helmet selection. 

• When a consumer is satisfied with a helmet, they are more likely to buy that brand again. 
• Media plays a big role in the development of helmet trends. Footage of high-level 

competitions and the social media of professional riders show use of new helmet styles 
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allowing new looks to slowly trickle down to lower levels, where they are pushed by 
trainers and early adopters. 

Each of these trends will be discussed in greater detail in the following sections. The graphics 
were created by researchers based on the content of the focus group. Larger font sizes and shapes 
indicate higher frequency of the topic being mentioned.  

Safety as a Factor in Helmet Buying Decisions    

Safety was mentioned several times throughout the length of the focus group. However, despite 
participants saying that it is an important factor when selecting a helmet, it seemed to be 
weighted less heavily in 
their past helmet purchases 
and considerations for 
future purchases.  

When asked about their 
own helmets, only one of 
the eight participants 
mentioned safety as being a 
factor when picking which 
helmet to buy. This 
participant was from South 
Africa and had a different 
selection of brands 
available, with most options 
also having to face import 
costs. In fact, safety was so 
important that her mother 
insisted on buying a top name helmet, which for their region was KEP, because “[her] head is 
more expensive than the helmet.” After import costs, this participant paid around $1130 in US 
dollars for her helmet.  

Other than this, only one other comment of safety was mentioned. Rather than a certain brand 
being deemed safe, three of the eight participants agreed that wide brim features on helmets 
make them feel safer. However, it was still not a reason why they selected a certain helmet. It 
only became a factor they enjoyed about the helmet after buying it indicating it is more of a look 
than an actual safety feature.  

While discussing differences in different disciplines, there was no mention of safety for any 
discipline. Western is known for not wearing helmets because of tradition and look, without 
much consideration for safety aside from certain regulations for certain age groups and activities. 

Figure 3: Focus Group Participants- About You 
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In addition, the conversation 
about helmet brand 
perception noted that 
Samshield has a low safety 
rating. One participant said, 
“they’ve done research that 
Samshields aren’t that safe 
because they don’t go that far 
down [the back of the head]”. 
Despite this, and viewing 
Charles Owen as a leader in 
safety innovation, five of the 
participants have and use a 
Samshield helmet and plan 
on/are considering buying 
from them again. While 
talking about Samshield 

helmets, one participant said, “I feel like with the price tag, we kind of also just assume that 
they’re safe.”  

Two of the other participants who own One K helmets stated that part of their decision in 
choosing the brand was that it was associated with Samshield, as they’re made by the same 
manufacturer. None of the participants ride in a Charles Owen, but three of them own(ed) one in 
the past.  

After three participants had to leave due to time constraints, the remaining riders were asked to 
list six helmet features from greatest to lowest priority. Their answers are as follows, with 
parenthesis indicating their helmet brand of choice: 

• Rider 1 (Samshield): Fit, look, safety, brand, price, customization 
• Rider 2 (KEP): Safety, fit, brand, customization, price, look 
• Rider 3 Samshield): Fit, look, safety, brand, price, customization 
• Rider 4 (OneK): Price, fit, safety, brand, customization, look 
• Rider 5 (Samshield): Look, fit, brand, price, safety, customization 

Safety was ranked in the top three priorities for four of the five participants, but three 
participants still ranked safety below overall look. Only one participant ranked safety as their top 
priority. Fit was frequently sitting in the top factors for all of the participants. Some noted that 
comfort/fit could be a deciding factor in their helmet purchases. 
 
 

Figure 4: Your Helmet 
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Helmet Look is Important to Buyers 

A very prominent subject in the focus group was helmet “look”. Although it could not be clearly 
defined, it played a role in almost all participants’ decision of helmet brand. As seen in figure 4, 
look was referenced as important more frequently than any other factor. Two participants also 

said that their reason 
for buying a new 
helmet was the need 
to upgrade their 
helmet to have a 
better look in 
competitions. One 
rider, who primarily 
rides Western but 
competes hunt seat 
for Alfred 
University’s IHSA 
team, had a plastic 
helmet and was 
made fun of for it. 
She said she 
“couldn’t wear it 
because its crusty 
and gross and I 
wouldn’t get looked 

at in the show ring.” The need for a cleaner look was emphasized to her by fellow riders and 
coaches.  

The other rider stated that her previous helmet, a Charles Owen, sat on top of her head and “it 
just didn’t look very appealing.” So, by requirement of her trainer, she purchased a new helmet 
that would have a more ideal look. When asked about why look is such an important factor for 
the show ring, she said, “your look is everything, having the top brand helmets is the right thing 
to do.” 

The idea of look can vary by discipline. In general, current trends suggest sleek and simple are 
the most popular. However, figure 6 reveals some variations common of each discipline. For 
example, participants discussed that hunters commonly feature a wide brim helmet, jumpers 
more commonly have flashy helmets with color accents, rhinestones, or glossy finish, dressage 
also prefers the classy and simple look but sometimes feature grey or glossy helmets, and cross 
country has the most flexibility with any color to create matching attire and frequently uses a 
skull cap style helmet.  

Figure 5: Brand Perceptions 



J o h n s o n  | 23 
 

Despite these variations, the focus group suggests Samshield were widely accepted as the “in 
look” for Western show disciplines, hunters, and dressage. Because of its simplicity and low-
profile look, it is acceptable for all disciplines. OneK and KASK brands were also popular for 
multiple English disciplines. Charles Owen was strongly associated with cross country and the 

skull cap style. It is 
unclear if the brand 
is popular for that 
discipline because of 
the look or because 
of the safety of the 
helmet. 

Adult riders from 
Western disciplines 
frequently do not 
ride in helmets. Hunt 
seat classes under 
AQHA are closely 
associated with the 
Western and all-
around disciplines. 
One participant 
shared that she 
prefers to wear a 

hunt cap (slim helmet-looking cap without straps or any protection). “[Judges] won’t place you if 
you’re in a helmet in the hunter under saddle stuff.” For all styles of riding, it is suggested that to 
be competitive at horse shows, you must fit the look demanded by the discipline.  

The previous section showed a list of participant ratings of factors involved in helmet purchases 
and three out of five rated look to be in their top two priorities, outweighing price and safety. 
Rider 4 ranked look as the least important factor, however throughout the focus group, she had 
made contradictory comments about her concern for helmet look when trying new brands to buy. 
Look was also important to her in that she had different colors for different purposes and 
competitions. Fit and comfort were not overpowering subjects in the overall conversation, but  

Consumers don’t Care About Other Brand Offerings 

Secondary research found that there were many options for add ons for customization. However, 
the focus group had little to no interest in customization. They felt that monograms and certain 
other forms of customization were not appropriate for the show ring. Those that were interested 
“just ordered a cheap thing (monogram detail) off Etsy and just stuck it on the back of their 
helmet.” The only features that were desired were the wide brim, which are offered as standard 

Figure 6: Helmets by Discipline 
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on certain models, and a small variation of colors like brown, grey and navy, which also are 
standard color options for many brands.  

The online presence and customer service of brands also didn’t play much of a role. “I don’t 
think I’ve ever bought a helmet online,” so websites aren’t very important to consumers. “It can 
be frustrating as someone who knows what size they need, to have to go and hunt them down” as 
one participant does to find particular OneK models, but she still does it and continues to do 
while looking for her next OneK. The group collectively agreed that Samshield has terrible 
customer service, but it didn’t play any role in their helmet purchases and has not deterred them 
from considering Samshield purchases in the future. 

Additionally, participants weren’t interested in the other products that helmet brands had to offer. 
One rider said, “Samshield did well off branding from helmets, but their stuff isn’t made super 
well… like high quality. I would never actually pay that much for them.” Also, despite their 
helmets being targeted more towards the American, hunter style, their apparel, including gloves, 
breeches, riding shirts, and more, reflect more of the European look and dressage styles. Overall, 
riders seem to stick to the brands they are familiar with, so one participant said, “I feel like I 
already have brands that I like of breeches and gloves and wouldn’t buy breeches from 
Samshield, and that goes for a bunch of different things.” Just because a brand makes a good 
helmet doesn’t mean their other products are any good. 

Satisfied Consumers will Repeat Buy  

Participants were asked what kind of helmet they would buy if they could get any kind of helmet. 
All five (of the remaining) participants would consider buying the same brand that they currently 
have. Two of which would definitely buy it again, and three of which had another brand they 
would consider if it met their demands for comfort. 

One participant won her first Samshield helmet in an IEA competition. After that, her next 
helmet was the same brand because it was one she already had. Another participant switched to 
OneK for the fit and price and she now owns two and is looking for a third. Riders tend to like 
the brands they like and stick with the same brand for familiarity. As mentioned in the above 
section, when brands reach into new product fields, it does not guarantee that the new products 
will be of similar or sufficient quality. Although brands, for helmets or other products, play a 
role in helmet purchases, the look and comfort they represent is more important than the name 
itself. 

Media Affects the Progression of Helmet Trends 

The idea of the “in” look or brand does not tend to start with lower-level riders themselves. 
Trends are pushed on them by trainers and the growing exposure coming from newly established 
norms for regions and circuits.  
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Figure 7 shows the perception of how the trends in the industry change. Participants in the focus 
group believe that professional riders start trends. From there, they trickle down to lower levels 
of competition and are influenced by trainers/barns and judges working shows in the region of 
competition. As mentioned in the section about the important of look, it is believed that “your 
look is everything, having the top brand helmets is the right thing to do.” As a result, at least two 
of the participants were told they needed to upgrade their helmet in order to have an appropriate 
look for competitions.  

Riders below the professional level are exposed to trends of professionals through social media 
and footage of high-level competitions. Five of five participants in the focus group frequently 

watch professionals 
on social media and 
follow competitions. 
They can see the 
adoptions of new 
styles and watch and 
discuss what becomes 
popular or not with 
fellow riders.  

Trends can then be 
adopted differently 
by regions and tend 
to be strong within 
barns or teams. This 
can be influenced by 
trainer preference, 
exposure or by 
discounts available to 

certain barns/organizations for particular brands. For example, one participant’s trainer was 
sponsored by KEP and allowed their riders to buy brands at a discount. IHSA is another 
example. The sponsoring brand, previously Samshield, now KASK, offered discounts for their 
helmets to members of IHSA. In this way, brands can influence their role in a trend, but it is still 
unlikely for a trend to take if there isn’t a perception of being in style.  

Conclusions & Implications 
At the start of this project, research questions were developed to guide the study. Secondary and 
primary research was collected to aid in developing answers to these questions.  

 

Figure 7: How do trends grow? 
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Question 1: What role does brand loyalty play in equestrian equipment purchases? 

Brand loyalty does have an effect on consumers’ helmet purchases, but other factors, like look 
and comfort can still play a role. Comfort is important to many riders as they are worn frequently 
and for long periods of time. Participants mentioned that comfort and fit of a helmet are one of 
the key factors when choosing a helmet. As discovered in the focus group, satisfied consumers 
are more likely to buy a brand again. If a brand is able to prove their helmet can reliably fit a 
consumer’s needs, brand loyalty is created until those needs change.  

For equestrian apparel, brand loyalty might not be universal across product lines. When a 
consumer likes a brand of a particular product, they may stick to that brand for that product, but 
extending the product line my create a different set of criteria for consumers and brands to 
consider. This was noted in the focus group regarding a brand preference for helmets, but not the 
same brand preference for other items like breeches and gloves. As one focus group participant 
said, “I feel like I already have brands that I like of breeches and gloves and wouldn’t buy 
breeches from Samshield, and that goes for a bunch of different things.”  The capabilities of a 
brand in one product line does not imply their capabilities in another product line. 

Implications 

This finding should be kept in consideration when firms try to compete in the equestrian helmet 
industry. The development of new technology and the shifting of trends creates a new need that 
helmet brands must fill. It is critical to anticipate or even participate in the molding of trends in 
the industry (e.g., influencers) in order to prepare to fulfil the needs of consumers as they change 
to maintain brand loyalty.  

To initiate the first experience with the helmet brand, other product lines can not be relied on. 
Helmet companies should focus on the how consumers view helmets specifically, rather than 
relying on the existing brand reputation for other products. Since equestrian consumers tend to 
be brand loyal for each individual piece of equipment, drawing them to a new brand can be 
difficult. Offering helmets as a prize or with significant discounts through sponsorships can get 
riders exposed to a new helmet brand and potentially initiate brand loyalty.  

Question 2: What are key factors that influence helmet buying decisions? 

Research indicates that look and comfort are the top factors in helmet buying decisions. Whether 
it is a personal preference or trainer request, there is a certain standard for appearance in the 
show ring to which helmets must comply. The focus group found that most riders believe “your 
look is everything; having the top brand helmets is the right thing to do.” When preparing for a 
helmet purchase, a rider will consider how the helmet looks on their head and how it will 
contribute to their overall appearance in the show ring.  Comfort is also evaluated to see if the 
helmet can support long hours and frequent wear. Depending on the individual, comfort can be a 
deciding factor between one brand and another.  
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Safety is an important consideration for most helmet buyers, but it does not have a strong 
influence on brand choice. As important as safety is stated to be, it is likely assumed by 
consumers that approved helmets provide sufficient protection and additional safety doesn’t 
create much added interest.  

Implications 

Since “look” was unable to be truly defined, it indicates that there is fluidity in its meaning. 
There must be more research done on how helmet trends are created and eventually become an 
unspoken rule about what is “the look” and what is acceptable for shows. It is important for 
brands to watch trends of consumers and be prepared for shifts of consumer needs. Brands may 
also find, with further research, that they can influence the start of trends by targeting influential 
professional riders to wear their helmet. Also, because of comfort’s importance, helmet brands 
should not discount comfort and the sustainability of that comfort. Some brands offer removable 
liners so that padding can be replaced once it is compressed to help maintain fit and comfort.  

While research discovered that the influence of high safety ratings and features is limited, it is 
important to not discount safety. Those with the intention of competing might choose look over 
safety, but consumers buy for a variety of reasons and some may have preference for safety. For 
example, older consumers or those with history of concussions might choose a helmet with the 
best safety technology with no thought to look at all. Because of this, offering different helmet 
models to cater to needs of safety vs look can save expenses of safety technology. Some models 
may have standard safety requirements and focus on giving the sleek look often sought after for 
competition, while some models may have all of the newest protective innovations to make it as 
safe as possible. Offering different models can allow for greater variation in price points making 
the less expensive models more accessible to lower income and lower spending consumers. 

Question 3: What do brands offer to influence product/helmet choices? 

Beyond the helmet features that a brand offers, companies contribute to the perception around 
their brand through online activities and sponsorships. As noted in the focus group, consumers 
are not concerned about a brand’s website, social media pages, or customer service quality, as it 
has no effect on the helmet which they will invest in and likely have for years. However, 
exposing riders to the helmet and making it accessible can influence the style’s ability to become 
a trend. Professional riders get a lot of exposure through social media and major competition 
footage.  

Implications 

In order to play a role in trend transformations, brands should do all they can to present their 
helmet to consumers. Sponsorships of professionals can initiate the start of a trend and 
sponsorships at lower-level organizations can fuel growth and adoption among younger riders. 
The use of brand ambassadors and social media influencers can be a great new area for helmet 
brands to enter. Pending further research, brands can penetrate influencers at the lower levels and 
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disrupt where trends originate and result in new possibilities for lifecycle behavior of the 
equestrian helmet industry. 

Question 4: How do different areas of the equine industry view brands differently? 

Different disciplines have different ideals for their competition look. However, an overall clean 
and sleek appearance is widely accepted and looked for. Some disciplines may have more 
tolerance or interest in accent colors or rhinestones, but some have none. The focus group 
described hunters as the most clean and simple, whereas jumpers and dressage had flexibility for 
more variations. This research was not able to gain enough information to conclusively 
differentiate how discipline’s view brands differently. But some disciplines do tend to be 
influenced by different trends and have small variations in overall look, like cross country which 
is known for use of Charles Owen skull caps according to the focus group.  

Western disciplines are more commonly against helmets in general, but even still their horse 
shows seem to be dominated by Samshields. There was not enough information available to get 
more information about how they view helmet brands differently, but since one look dominates 
that area of the industry, there must be some sort of microculture that contributes to the helmet 
trends that are evident.  

Implications 

More research should be done on how disciplines view helmets and trends before making any 
changes to brand strategies. To cater to different style choices available to different disciplines, 
many brands offer different models, finishes, colors, and details to be added. This is a beneficial 
feature that allows one brand to get attention from multiple disciplines. When a brand offers a 
standard model, individual consumers can then add features like rhinestones or variations in 
color or brim size to fit the look and style of their individual discipline. More research should be 
conducted to see what the trends are for each discipline so that the appropriate selection can be 
offered to cater to hunters to western and everywhere in between.  

Limitations, caveats & future research 

Despite researchers’ best efforts, limitations and potential research errors must be acknowledged. 
The research conducted took place in a very limited span of time with a small number of 
respondents. Access to participants for the focus group was limited geographically, leaving 
regions other than the northeast United States unrepresented. However, focus groups require 
homogeneous groups for exploratory findings. These participants all came from similar level of 
riding which represent one potential target market for a company.  

Additional focus groups would need to be conducted to represent riders of different areas of the 
equine industry. There will likely be varying opinions from riders of different ages, disciplines, 
level of riding and frequency of riding. Because the equine industry includes such a wide variety 
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of consumers and it is important to keep groups, at least 3-4 more focus groups should be 
conducted. Some groups should include higher levels of competition and lower levels of 
competition, in addition to different regions and disciplines of the horse industry. Groups of 
different age and gender riders might provide an interesting insight as well.   

To determine more conclusive results, focus groups must then be followed up with descriptive 
research, like surveys, for larger pools of respondents (e.g., >1,000) to validate insights from 
exploratory research. The use of focus groups inherently has non-sampling errors. The mediator 
can create possible interviewer bias in swaying respondents (a script was developed to minimize 
this) and researcher bias can occur with interpretation of qualitative results. All efforts were 
made to ensure that the focus group would provide rich information. The focus group was in a 
non-distracting area, the session was recorded, and a note taker also gathered feedback.   

The initial idea behind this research was to investigate how consumers in the equine industry 
decide to make helmet purchases and review how brands influence those decisions. As noted, 
more focus groups with a greater representation of different disciplines and levels within the 
horse industry would be required for more insights. Descriptive research and surveys would be 
conducted to validate findings. From this initial search, it appears that brand loyalty does play a 
role in helmet purchases, but it doesn’t necessarily reflect the shifting trends of the equine 
industry. The focus group stated that they would prefer to buy again from the brand of helmet 
they currently own, but they also put a lot of weight on helmet look and fitting in with show ring 
expectations. Given time, as trends shift, there it is possible that the brand loyalty will not be 
enough to retain some consumers. Future research should consider focusing on the way helmet 
trends begin, shift, and influence brand loyalty, in addition to how brand loyalty itself influences 
trends. It may also be important to look into crossover riders (riders in multiple disciplines) and 
investigate how they influence trends in helmets. Overall, this study offers an initial look into the 
riding consumer and their perception of not only the criteria in choosing a helmet, but the role of 
brands in the actual choice of helmet. 
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Appendix  
Appendix A 

Focus Group Script  

This focus group is focusing on your experience with different helmet brands and how brand loyalty has 
influenced your helmet purchases. To start, we’ll talk about what helmets you currently have/use and 
what you like or dislike. 

I. A LITTLE ABOUT YOU (5 min) 
A. Let’s go around the room and tell me where you’re from. 
B. What equestrian teams are you on?  
C. How long have you been riding?  
D. What disciplines do you do/have experience doing? 
 

II. INFORMATION ABOUT YOUR HELMET (5 min) 
A. What kind of helmet do you have? 
B. When did you buy it? 
C. Why did you buy it?  
D. Were there any factors other than the features of the helmet? 
E. How do you like it? 
 

III. WHAT IF…? (10 min) 
A. What would you change about your helmet? Why? 
B. What are some features you’d consider when looking at a new helmet? Why? 
C. If you could get yourself a new helmet of your choosing, what would you get? 

 
IV. HELMET BY DISCIPLINE (10 min) 
A. When you think Western disciplines, what kind of helmet do you think of? 
B. When you think of hunters, what kind of helmet do you think of? 
C. When you think of jumpers, what kind of helmet do you think of? 
D. When you think of dressage, what kind of helmet do you think of? 
E. When you think of cross country, what kind of helmet do you think of? 
F. When you think of endurance, what kind of helmet do you think of? 

 
V. BRAND PERCEPTION (10 min) 

A. Name some helmet brands. 
B. What do you think of when you think of Samshield? 
C. What do you think of when you think of Charles Owen? 
D. What do you think of when you think of OneK? 
E. What do you think of when you think of Troxel? 
F. Do you have any experiences buying from any of these brands? 
G. What is your perception/experiences with them outside of their helmets themselves? 
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Appendix B 
Official Focus Group Invitation 
 
 
Good afternoon, 
 
You have been selected to participate in a focus group that will help in understanding brand 
loyalty for helmets in the equine industry. This session will provide an opportunity for you to 
discuss your experience purchasing and wearing helmets.   
 
The session will be working with Emma K. Johnson, a student at Alfred University. 
 

 
 
Mediator 
Emma K. Johnson 
 
The Collection Team 
Amber O’Toole 
 
Thank you for your consideration for this very important project! 
 
Best, 
 
Emma K. Johnson 
Alfred University Class of 2022 
Business Administration Major 
Equine Business Management, Equine Studies & Marketing Minor 
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