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HE HONOURS wonderfully accorded to

Paddy Trainor at the Godolphin-sponsored

Stable Staff Awards 2021 highlighted once

again exactly how successful teams like

Johnston Racing work. 

When we feel valued by the system and

bring enthusiasm to our role in life, we can become

empowered beyond all previous self-reckoning and achieve

remarkable things. And, if you happen to have the

personality and talent like Paddy, you can overcome

obstacles in your way and touch many people’s lives.

There are countless others apart

from Paddy within the Johnston

Racing system to make it go.

When all their work is done

before a race and the horse

canters to post, it is the jockeys

who bear the responsibility of

adding the final flourish which

brings victory. And, while we are

handing out deserved plaudits, it

is worth bringing attention to the

recognition which those timeless

stalwarts of the saddle, Joe

Fanning and Franny Norton, have just received.

If you are a racing geek like me, the annual publication

of John Whitley’s Riding Effect Figures in the Formdata
Flat Annual (www.racingresearch.co.uk) is the cause of

high excitement. I can’t give the full ranking away because

his fervent followers pay good money for these powerful

numbers and are understandably keen to limit their

distribution, but among all professional riders in 2021,

Franny ranked joint-fourth on a rating of 11.5 and Joe joint

11th on 10.9. We will examine what those ratings mean

further down.

What makes these two jockeys

so remarkable is their longevity.

They are both 51 years old.

Franny has been riding for more

than 30 years and Joe 35. We

know that athleticism is already

on the decline when an athlete

reaches 30, let alone 50, though

the age-related decline of the

physical facets particular to riding

horses is not so well established. 

What is obvious from

Whitley’s numbers in general is

that experience and wisdom can more than compensate the

older rider. Winning and losing depends mostly on the

horse, but the rider makes a small but important

contribution on average of +/- 2lb according to Whitley.

This is the average too, and it is likely that the variations

follow a normal distribution, so it follows there must be

many rides where jockeys contribute two or three times

more than this, and even more on rare occasions.

While Whitley’s method is proprietary, several statistical

tools enable us to tackle the problem of separating out the

rider’s effect, independent from that of the horse. One of

the oldest and most reliable is Two Factor Analysis of
Variance.   

Estimating a jockey’s

independent contribution

Before we start, it is important to underline that the most

important skill a jockey possesses is the capacity to inspire

trust in powerful connections. This and the other intangibles

of the profession must be important because performance

independent of the contribution of the horse clearly isn’t the

only factor that shapes a rider’s career. Indeed, the riders

most beloved to Whitley’s followers are those who don’t

have high-profile jobs or a regular supply of easy winners.

Even if you have no interest in following the maths (I

know, I will keep it brief!), having a qualitative idea of how

jockey ratings are calculated ought to inspire a good deal of

interest in those new to the idea. The sport has few metrics

which evaluate the performance of the humans involved as

well as the horses.

When statisticians want to model a process such as the

outcome of a horse race, they must represent it symbolically

in an abstract world that mimics the real one in its

important details. Here, we can assume that the

performance of a horse is a function of two factors, the

horse’s merit and the rider’s skill independent of it. So, one

form for the model is:

The letters are variables which represent quantities which

are different for every performance in the data under

consideration. d is the distance horse i was beaten in the

race indexed by r, and μ (Greek letter ‘mu’) is the average

distance all horses were beaten in that same race. I use

capital letters for the quantities of interest known as ‘latent

variables’ which are the important skill-based assessments,

measured in the same units of lengths as d and μ. H is an

estimate of the talent of horse a, while J is the estimate of

jockey b’s independent contribution.  The curly ε or

‘epsilon’ is the error term for this performance.

O find our jockey ratings, we need to find the set of

values for every horse H and every rider J which

minimises the sum of all the ε terms, one for each

performance by a horse we are trying to model. As

promised, I won’t bore you with how this is done – it is

dead easy with a computer – but the values which fit the
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thousands of individual equations best enable a set of

values for J to emerge which estimate the jockey’s average

skill the best we can.

Now, I can’t exactly replicate Whitley’s figures because

he knows lots of nuances to the process to make the

estimation of those J values as predictive of future

performance as possible. Anyway, as featured in the table

above, if you run the model on British Flat racing data

2018 to 2021, making allowance for the distance and

ground conditions of a race and treating horses beaten a

long way in principled fashion, the jockey ratings emerge

(following Whitley’s scale, I have converted lengths to

pounds and made the average 10).

What do the figures mean?

In the table, the leading 20 jockey ratings, J, as extracted

straight from the model above, provide a simple, static

estimate of his or her independent contribution on average

to all mounts in Britain during the period 2018 to 2021

(riders who claimed allowances are penalised). It’s likely

that a jockey’s merit changed during this three-year period,

so Whitley’s ratings will be more accurate. 

Notice how the ratings don’t follow the number of wins

or the Strike Rate. Franny Norton’s rating of

11.2 should be read ‘conditional on the model

and the constraints of the data, Norton

contributed 1.2lb above average to the

performance of his mounts’.

The remainder of the team’s

contribution

The range of ratings from my model is similar

to Whitley’s and reminds us that the sport is

called ‘horse racing’ for a reason. As the

range of ability among horses dominates that

among jockeys, we are reminded that the total

package a jockey provides to the connections

of a horse goes far beyond the racecourse. 

There are some highly prized, valuable

riders just below the Top 20, and remember

that I have stressed that this is just a simple

model designed to show something like how

mathematicians like Whitley solve problems

like this one which can yield real insight.

But there’s also another important

takeaway, which brings us to nicely round to

Paddy Trainor. While jockeys are

understandably in the spotlight, they tend

to get too much criticism when they lose

and too much praise when they win. But, if we take the

scale of their contribution, as measured in a sophisticated

way by Whitely and more simply by the above model, and

compare it to other racing professionals, it becomes clear

that anyone who thinks the Stable Staff Awards is just some

sop to the unsung heroes of the sport needs to think again.

MAGINE if the data existed to measure the work

riding or animal husbandry or transportation or indeed

training itself which depends on it all. Imagine what

the independent contribution to a horse’s performance adds

up to. If a horse learns bad habits, picks up a careless

injury, encounters needless pathogens or is campaigned

insensitively, it isn’t hard to imagine that the total would be

a lot more than +/- 2lb. 

(Remember that in most races, jockeys with leading

ability are grouped together. The difference between the J

ratings above in any given race is very small.)

The whole is just a sum of its parts of which the jockey is

one. Racing is a team game which depends on the

individuals within it rising to the challenge of being the best

version of themselves. 

There is only one Johnston Racing and only one Paddy

Trainor within it. The team: a co-dependency which makes

everyone better. 
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Jockey ratings from a simple model, 2018-2021

Jockey Wins Rides SR J
Oisin Murphy 747 3929 19.0 11.6
Frankie Dettori 206 864 23.8 11.4
James Doyle 483 2408 20.1 11.4
Jack Mitchell 374 2339 16.0 11.3
William Buick 439 2089 21.0 11.3
Daniel Tudhope 464 2720 17.1 11.2
Ryan Moore 419 2163 19.4 11.2

Silvestre De Sousa 453 2708 16.7 11.2
Franny Norton 318 2454 13.0 11.2

Richard Kingscote 440 3120 14.1 11.1
Joe Fanning 437 3112 14.0 11.1
Jim Crowley 429 2218 19.3 11.1
Hollie Doyle 493 3582 13.8 11.0
Robert Havlin 374 2300 16.3 10.9
P J McDonald 392 3150 12.4 10.9
Kevin Stott 267 1926 13.9 10.9

Andrea Atzeni 336 2110 15.9 10.9
Ben Curtis 544 3443 15.8 10.8
Rossa Ryan 327 2482 13.2 10.8

Connor Beasley 158 1397 11.3 10.8


