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Abstract 

This paper discusses an analysis of earnings and career lengths for jockeys in thoroughbred horse 

racing and the application of the data found in equibase.com to personal injury and wrongful death 

cases. Jockey's earnings are directly correlated to their winnings. This paper offers a reasonable 

approach to compute past and future lost earnings in case of lost ability to race. Tables show the 

maximum, average, median, the 10th, 25th, 50th, 75th and the 90th percentile of earnings before taxes and 

expenses.  
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Earnings and length of professional careers of Jockeys in the United States. 

This paper discusses an analysis of winnings and earnings, and career lengths for jockeys in 

thoroughbred horse racing and the application of the data in personal injury, wrongful death and 

medical malpractice cases.1 

Assessing the future earnings of professional Jockeys is difficult. This paper discusses some 

reasonable approaches to issues that a damages analyst may encounter. First, the earnings are typically 

dependent on the jockey's success and his ability to win races. Secondly, professional lives in the sport 

are typically limited and can end suddenly by injury. When compared to other sports careers such as 

football, soccer and skiing, a career in horse racing can be relatively long.2 Careers in football and 

soccer are typically much shorter.3 The differences are not only caused by a higher incidence of injuries 

but also different physical demands of the sport. In sports where speed and endurance are crucial, many 

athletes leave the sport in their thirties when they lose their competitive edge. In sports where 

experience is an advantage athlete leave the sport in their forties, or fifties when they lose their 

competitive edge. Horse racing is such a sport. In horse racing we see jockeys who start at the age of 16 

or 17 and some riders that compete until in their early sixties. Some riders such as Mario G. Pino and  

Danny Sorenson have raced for over 40 years.4 

It is widely accepted that it is difficult to earn high wages in competitive sports. Only the very best 

earn the incomes that make them wealthy. We like to think of the highly paid athletes like Lebron  

James who earned more than 30 Million Dollars in 2017 and Cristiano Ronaldo who banked over 90  
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Million Dollars in 2017.5 This level of earnings is extremely rare. Only the elite, after years of training 

get paid for their craft. Earnings for the majority of jockeys are relatively low and only a few show very 

high earnings.  

Chart 1. Income distribution 

 

 

Jockey's receive mounting fees and a percentage of winnings. As a result, their earnings are 

directly related to how they perform in races. Jockey's winnings vary a great deal over their life. An 

analysis of Mike Smith's earnings profile, the winner of the 2018 Kentucky Derby, shows that he 

experienced peak earnings between 8 and 17 years of experience. However, his highest earnings to date 

were in 2017 when he had more than $20 million dollars of winnings. Reasons for fluctuating 
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winnings, in addition to the jockey’s performance, are a result of horse quality and purse amounts. 

Those vary per race and location. Average daily purses varied from $49,000 at the Portland Meadows 

to over 1.6 Million Dollars at the Kentucky Downs in 2017.6 The more successful horses and jockeys 

tend to race at the tracks with the higher purses. However, the data suggest that certain riders are 

successful over long periods of time.  

 

 

Chart 2 Mike Smith's winnings varied a lot over the years. 

Mike Smith 

Annual Earnings 

 

Year 
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Methodology 

The source used to calculate 2017 earnings and participation in the sport is data found in 

www.equibase.com.  This website tracks the industry and will display total earnings, annual earnings 

and rankings by jockey's last name. 

The jockeys, discussed in this paper, race thoroughbreds. These horses are known for their agility, 

speed, and spirit. They were developed in 17th and 18th-century England, when native mares were 

crossbred with imported Oriental stallions of Arabian and Turkoman breeding. They were typically 

used for show jumping, polo, and fox hunting. Thoroughbreds are also commonly crossbred to create 

new breeds or to improve existing ones, and have been influential in the creation of the Quarter Horse.  

Jockeys, discussed in this paper, are the ones that participate in well known races including the 

“Stakes” and the Triple Crown.7  They race at tracks such as Belmont, Kentucky Downs, Aqueduct, 

Churchill Downs, Mountaineer and Turfway Park.8 

Jockeys are usually self-employed persons. A typical jockey has expenses including Jockeys' 

Guild membership and mount fees, travel, tips, pictures, hotels and meals in addition to the cost of 

agents and valets. This paper excludes expenses but for the cost of the Agent and Valet. Other expenses 

vary a great deal per individual and will need to be gathered from individual sources.  Jockey's receive 

approximately 9.2 percent from the winnings.9 Of that amount he then needs to pay his agent 25% and 

the Valet between 5 and 10% of his share of the purse. This leaves approximately 6.4% of the winnings 

before other expenses for the jockey. This paper calls that 'Take Home Pay.' Other income, such as 

Mounting fees, are ignored in this paper.10 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mare_(horse)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mare_(horse)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mare_(horse)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crossbreed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crossbreed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crossbreed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crossbreed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stallion_(horse)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stallion_(horse)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stallion_(horse)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arabian_horse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arabian_horse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkoman_horse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkoman_horse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkoman_horse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Show_jumping
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Show_jumping
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Show_jumping
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Polo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Polo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fox_hunting
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fox_hunting
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crossbreed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crossbreed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crossbreed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Quarter_Horse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Quarter_Horse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Quarter_Horse
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Many jockeys only participate in a few races and earn less than $15,080 per year or the federal 

minimum wage.  When a jockey earns less than the federal minimum wage, they are not assumed to be 

full time professional jockeys. The sample used for this paper excludes those individuals. The sample 

size is 605. 

Jockeys at the lower spectrum of earnings regularly perform other duties in addition to racing. For 

example, they 'break in horses,' train them and may be reserves at races.  Others perform duties around 

the track such as 'horse identifier,' 'racing and entry clerk' or 'jock room custodian.'  

Similarly, in order to calculate the length of the career, the rider should not have participated in 

races after 2017 and 2018 and have earned more than $15,000 in at least 50% of the years of 

participation. The sample size for this calculation is 107. 

Furthermore, this paper looks at the Jockeys that still race in 2018, their lifetime winnings,  

average winnings per year, average estimated earnings and current years of experience. 

 

 

The Industry developments 

On June 4, 2015, “The New Republic” reports, “Horse racing lives in a perpetual state of decline. 

Half a century ago, the Sport of Kings had a firm place in mainstream American culture; today, that 

place is a window of approximately five weeks, from the opening bell of the Kentucky Derby in May to 

the final stretch of the Belmont Stakes in June.” It seems that the downfall has stabilized.  The 

winnings of the best earner fluctuate between $3.1 and $4.6Mln. The winnings per start have gone up.  
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The total number of jockeys has decreased. Purses in the Kentucky Derby have increased:  2018 – 

$2Mln; 2017 – 2Mln; 2016 – $2.4Mln; 2015 – $2Mln; 2014 – $1.8Mln; 2013 – $1.4Mln; 2012 – 

Attendance at the Kentucky Derby is stable 2008 - 157,770;  2015 – 170,513; 2016 – 167,227; 2018 – 

157,000. The online ticket prices prior to the Belmont Stakes have skyrocketed from $42.12 in 2017 to 

$149.79 in 2018.11 

 

Table 1. 

Racetracks and purses 

Track Name 
Average 

Daily Purse 
Median 

Purse 
Location 

Aqueduct $491,008 $50,000 Queens, NY 

Del mar $1,008,300 $54,070 
San Diego,  

CA 

Belmont $798,467 $62,000 Elmont, NY 

Mountaineer $92,472 $6,596 WV 

Hawthorne $138,257 $10,200 Chicago, IL 

 

The 2015 total for money wagered on races rose 1.2 percent over 2014 and rose 4.4 percent in the 

first four months of 2016 compared to the same period a year ago, according to the Jockey Club and 

Equibase.com, which tracks the industry.12 13  

The highest earners in the thoroughbred and quarter horse racing show varying levels of income.  

However, there is no trend whether earnings are going down or up. 

Table 2 Highest earners by year 
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Year Name  Starts 1st 2nd 3rd Winnings Per Start 

2017 Rodrigo Sigala  V 329 71 49 31 $3,292,912 $10,009 
2016 Esgar Ramirez  515 77 68 70 $4,392,894 $8,530 

2015 Ricky Ramirez  455 91 74 49 $3,675,636 $8,078 

2014 G. R. Carter, Jr.  721 134 92 108 $3,147,926 $4,366 

2013 Jaime Parga 

Leo 
 524 83 70 56 $3,700,432 $7,062 

2012 G. R. Carter, Jr.  807 121 118 106 $4,419,681 $5,477 

2011 G. R. Carter, Jr.  886 172 148 116 $4,411,602 $4,979 

2010 Esgar Ramirez  779 120 103 80 $3,371,518 $4,328 

2009 Ramon Sanchez  763 157 137 119 $4,688,341 $6,145 

 

Results: 

The analysis of Equibase data shows that “Take Home Pay” varied between $15,190 and 

$1,759,336. The highest earner was Jose L Ortiz. In 2017 he achieved $27,318,875 in winnings. Out of 

1,408 starts he won first place 270 times, second place 259 times and placed third 211 times. Jose is 

estimated to have taken home $1,759,336 after paying his agent and valet. 

Earners in the Median range such as Alejandro Medellin, having $842,335 in winnings started 

only 509 times, placed first place 53 times, second place 56 times and third 66 times. Assuming he 

takes home 6.4%, he earned $54,246. At the bottom of the sample rankings, Jennifer Whitaker 

achieved $236,337 in winnings in 2017. She placed first 14 times, second 23 times and third 15 times 

in 127 starts. Assuming she takes home 6.4%, she took home $15,220. 

Earnings 

Table 3 2017 Earnings Jockeys 

Median Take home $54,309 
Average Take Home $114,980 
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Highest Take Home $1,759,336 
Minimum Take Home $15,190 
Standard Error $7,467 
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The following table shows the earnings by percentile: 

Table 4. Earnings by percentile: 

10% 25% 50% 75% 90% 
$19,233 $30,131 $54,309 $123,122 $234,051 

 

The distribution of the earnings is positively skewed (114,980-54,309)/7,467 = 8.12 

Career length 

Career lengths, based on www.equibase.com data, generally vary between 1 and 42 years.  The 

median number of years that a jockey is in the business is 17 years and the average is 17.5 years. The 

confidence level is .9 

 Mario Pino and Danny Sorenson have been racing for more than 41 years and are still active. 

Russel Baze raced for 42 years. Yet, Jorge Chavez' career ended after 19 years. Whyat C. Johnson only 

raced for 1 year.  

Table 5. Career length 

Average 17.5 
Median 17.0 
Standard Deviation 10.7 
Count 102 

 

This curve is also positively skewed.  The expectation of a jockey being in the business can be 

anywhere between 1 and 42 years with the greatest probability between 7 and 27 years.  
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Life time winnings: 

The median life time winnings are more than $15Mln. That means that the Jockey's life time take 

home income is over $1Mln. The highest level of winnings at the time of the writing of this paper is 

almost $386Mln.  

 

Table 6. Lifetime winnings 

 Lifetime Winnings 
Annual 

Average 
Years of 

Experience 
Median $15,774,985 $1,170,966 13.4 

Max $385,518,233 $16,877,224 41.4 
Min $471,241 $108,736 1.0 

 

If the total winnings per person are divided by the number of years in racing, the average annual 

earnings are higher than the 2017 earnings per Jockey. This may be caused by the fact that successful 

Jockey's stay longer in the business. It is probable that the low earners find better paying, less risky jobs 

outside of racing. This reduces their work life in the field. 

Table 7. Lifetime by percentile 

 10% 25% 50% 75% 90% 

Lifetime winnings $1,754,348 $4,977,849 $15,774,985 $35,751,475 $86,956,924 
Average Annual 

Winnings 
$286,694 $591,428 $1,170,966 $2,295,814 $6,260,660 

Average Annual 

Earnings 
$18,348 $37,851 $74,942 $146,932 $400,682 

Years 4.4 7.4 13.4 23.4 31.4 
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The chart below shows the number of years that 79 separate jockeys were involved in racing 

thoroughbreds: 

 

 

Chart 3. Length of careers 

Years as professional Jockey 

    Years 
 Angie D Smith A.L. Gutierrez Guillermo Gutierrez Lafit Pincay 
 Anna Roberts Robert Smith Eibar Coa Ruben Dario Solis 

Name 

 

Practical Applications 

Just like anyone else, professional athletes can be victims in personal injury and medical 

malpractice cases. It is difficult to assess the loss of earning capacity in these cases due to lack of data.  

This paper tries to help to develop reasonable approaches to calculate lost earning capacity of a Jockey.  

Below find two basic scenarios of lost earning capacity. 
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Scenario 1 

Joe Jock is a jockey who got hurt at age 29 in a car accident. He started riding horses at age 17 and 

has 12 years of experience. His 2015 and 2016 earnings were $55,000 which was close to the sample's 

median of $54,309. His doctors report that he cannot ride horses any longer. In this case, it is 

reasonable to project that he could ride for another 5.5 years before retiring, assuming his career would 

be the median length if not for the accident. Therefore, a reasonable projection of his lost earning 

capacity related to winnings in horse racing could be 5.5 times $54,309 or $298,700 before discounting 

to present value. 

Scenario 2. 

Ferry Fast is a 28-year-old who has been a successful jockey at secondary venues such as 

Hawthorne in Illinois and Mountaineer in West Virginia for the past 11 years. He is well known to be 

able to race in all kinds of weather, dry and wet tracks. Based on his tax returns, he has earned 

$180,000 annually during the last 3 years. His agent believes he needs to start racing in locations such 

as Belmont and Aqueduct in New York. The average purse in these locations is approximately 5 to 8 

times higher than in the locations where he currently races. Since he is a good rider in poor weather, his 

agent believes a good time to break into this market is during the winter months. A few months before 

Ferry is expected to make his move, he gets hurt in a car accident. He breaks his back in two places and 

is not expected to race any longer.  An analysis of the earnings profiles of similar careers to Ferry's, 

show that riders jump to higher earnings when they start racing at the higher paying tracks. His agent 
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believes that Ferry would have had a long career. He quotes Perry Wayne Ouzts, who competed until in 

his 60s and participated in more than 50,000 races.14 

In this case an analyst may develop 2 scenarios. Scenario 1 where the expected earnings are in the  

90th percentile for 40 years minus 11 or 29 years. This would result in a loss of more than $6.7Mln. and 

scenario 2 where the earnings continue to remain at $180,000 per year for 17.5 minus 11 or 8.5 years. 

The loss in this scenario would be over $1.5mln. 

 

Scenario 3 

In John Perez and Rayna Perez v.  Joseph C. Maroon M.D. UPMC, UPMC Presbyterian, UPMC  

Presbyterian Shady-side, Tri-State Neurosurgical Associates, DePuy Spine, Inc, DePuy Spine Sales LP, 

the Court of Common Pleas of Allegheny County, Pennsylvania, GD-11-024543 (2018, Jury Verdicts 

LEXIS 34942) the discussed information was adjudicated and admitted in court. In this case the 

professional 43-year-old Jockey, John Perez, jammed his neck, suffered a spinal cord compression, 

broke his femur, broke his neck and tore a meniscus in the starting gate in 2009. John had finished high 

school and started full time racing immediately after graduation. 

John underwent several surgeries. His doctors limited him to sedentary work. He would have been 

expected to have a similar earnings profile as other jockeys. Therefore, a sample of 12 jockeys were 

selected from equibase.com based on the expert opinion of his agent and similar beginnings of their 

careers and length. Their winnings were averaged and the average percentage of change was computed. 

This percentage was multiplied with John's previous year's earnings in order to project the earnings if 
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not for the incident. John's revenues were estimated as 9.2% of the winnings. This figure for past losses 

until the year of the accident was multiplied by .65 in order to reflect the 10% pay to the valet and 25% 

pay to the agent. This calculation results in the amount that John would take home from racing.   

After his injury he tried a number of light or sedentary jobs related to horse racing, including 

racing official. He could probably work as a telephone information clerk, a sedentary job with a Special 

Vocational Preparation (SVP) of 2. The wages for such a job were deducted from his probable earnings 

as a jockey to calculate the loss of earning capacity. 

Conclusions 

There are several reasonable approaches possible to calculate the earning capacity of professional 

jockeys based on the information provided by equibase.com and expert opinions. The damages expert 

can assume that the jockey performed and will perform based on his or her historical performance. This 

may be a good approach for a middle career jockey. However, if a jockey is relatively early in his 

career, more information can be obtained from agents and other experts in the field in order to calculate 

future earnings if not for the injury or death. 

The methodology here can give good predictions of the Jockey's take home pay. Other experts 

may be needed to assess reasonable expenses that aid in establishing the jockey's earning capacity. For 

instance, the jockey may have travel or living expenses that are directly related to participation in races. 

These expenses need to be valued based on their economic value and not necessarily on the fact that 

they were deducted from the jockey's income on a tax return. 
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