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Topics

❑ Origins of concern for horses

❑ 20 years ago

❑ Performance vs welfare

❑ Veterinary leadership on 

welfare

❑ Equitation science

❑ Social license to operate

❑ Whips & nosebands

❑ Five Freedoms & Five Domains

❑ One Welfare 

❑ Australian national guidelines 

on the welfare of horses

❑ 20 years from now:
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The origins of concern

Horses:

❑ “trust” ; “leadership”; ”partnership”

❑ acted as ambassadors for other members of the animal kingdom; 

❑ bridge at least three stakeholder groups; and

❑ may be their own worst enemies 
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1751
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1751

The generous steed in hoary age

Subdued by labour lies, 

And many a cruel master's rage, 

While Nature strength denies...
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"If a thing is right, it 

can be done, 

and if it is wrong, it 

can be done without; 

and a good man will 

find a way.”

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:BlackBeautyCoverFirstEd1877.jpeg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:BlackBeautyErstauflage.jpg
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RSPCA Australia Sci Sem 2002
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2002

❑ 2002 9/10 speakers male 

➢ [6/10 veterinarians]

❑ 2023 3/11 speakers male 

➢ [2/11 veterinarians]

Peak performance assuring optimal welfare
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Veterinary leadership on welfare

❑

❑ In 2016, the British Veterinary Association (BVA) adopted a new animal welfare
strategy ‘Vets speaking up for animal welfare’.

❑ Where the traditional role of veterinarians has been to advocate only for animals in
their care, this strategy provides a framework to help vets advocate good animal
welfare outcomes for all animals.

https://www.bva.co.uk/media/3124/bva-animal-welfare-strategy-final-version.pdf
https://www.bva.co.uk/media/3124/bva-animal-welfare-strategy-final-version.pdf
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❑ As recently as 2006, the Australian Veterinary Association’s (AVA)
strategic plan identified the rise of animal activism as one of its “major 
threats”. 

❑ In the AVA’s 2016 strategy, animal welfare took the number one 
position of five priority areas. 
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Sentience 2012
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International Society for Equitation Science (ISES) 2005

❑ promotes the application of objective research and 
advanced practice which will ultimately improve the 
welfare of horses in their associations with humans. 

❑ produced several science-based position statements that 
address key topics, including: 

• the consequences of restrictive nosebands and 

• the use/misuse of leadership and dominance concepts in 
horse training. 

• the use of aversive stimuli

https://ises.mykajabi.com/equitation
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2007
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Two decades of science and advocacy

❑ It is removing emotiveness from the horse-riding welfare debate because it permits 
the assessment of equine discomfort, pain and learned helplessness.  

❑ Is the scientific evidence respected?
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What do we plan to do?

❑ How much contact is neutral?

❑ How much rein tension is too much?

❑ How can discomfort be measured?

❑ How can pain be measured?

❑ How does learned helplessness manifest in horses?
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2010
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Dr Bidda Jones AM
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Ethical equitation

❑ Animal Ethics Committee model

➢ Assess stress

➢ Mitigate stressors, where possible

➢ Justify the residual distress

❑ Precautionary principle
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The influence of learning theory

❑ Horses have missed out when it comes to advances in behavioural science. 

❑ Established traditional equestrian techniques bypassed the findings of modern 
learning theorists, including the principles of operant conditioning that have 
transformed dog training over the past 30 years. 

❑ Accordingly, many observers now question the welfare of ridden horses since most 
are trained using negative reinforcement and pressure-based cues. 
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Dr Andrew McLean

❑ Ethical training

❑ Conflict behaviours

❑ Elephant training
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What is equitation science?

The science of horse-handling and training

An exploration of mechanisms in equine education, combining:

• physics

• ethology 

• learning theory (timing and consistency)  
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Physics

❑ If we understand our signals to horses, we can refine them.
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Ethology

❑ If we understand horses’ relationships 

with other horses and with potential 

predators, we can mobilise them in 

training.
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Learning theory

❑ If we understand equine learning and horsemanship, we can perfect training.
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Clicker training
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Clicker training
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Negative reinforcement

❑ Removal of pressure = reinforcement
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Negative reinforcement 

❑ Underpins all equitation

❑ Can be very subtle

❑ Relies on the immediate release of 

pressure as  an instantaneous reward
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Negative reinforcement

Not showing respect

or accepting dominance
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UK 2018 Australia 2021
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Learned helplessness
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2017.     Social License to Operate

Roly Owers, CEO of World Horse Welfare 

“… it is important to recognise that we are all responsible for 

cultivating that licence”

40

Julie Fiedler
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Tokyo 2021

Saint Boy in the Modern Pentathlon

Annika Schlue
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2022

Sir Mark Todd – patron of WHW
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Horse skin is as sensitive as human skin

❑ Microscopic studies of skin from 10 deceased humans and 20 euthanased horses have recently been conducted to
explore any differences between the species in their skin structure and nerve supply.

❑ The results revealed no significant difference between humans and horses in the concentration of nerve endings in the
outer, surface layer of skin.
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Discarded on the 5th January 2023
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Circa 2011

FEI Director of Dressage, Mr Trond Asmyr, said, 

"The FEI rules previously included guidelines which stated 

that it should be possible to put two fingers under the 

noseband. This was a very imprecise measurement, due to 

the different finger sizes of the persons who did the checks, 

and also how they were used. As a result, this sentence 

was removed."
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Casey et al., (2013) 

reported pressures 

under the noseband 

with two fingers 

space. 

Pressures 

ranged from 200 

to 400 mm Hg…
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ISES Taper Gauge
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Australian Noseband Study
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Eye temperature
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February 2018
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Danish Noseband Study

❑ Post-competition evaluations were performed in 3143 horse/rider 

combinations competing in Danish Equestrian Federation competitions in 

dressage, showjumping, eventing and endurance

• Oral lesions or blood were visible at the commissures of the lips in 9.2% 

of horses ...

• and increased with level of competition.

• Tighter nosebands increased the risk of oral lesions.
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Mexican noseband study
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Mature cavalry horses (n = 144)
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Specialist

veterinary

radiologists

reported bony

changes in 33.3%

of horses
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Denmark - April 2018
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New Zealand - July 2018
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© Sue Dyson AHT
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2020

62.2% of horses were revealed to be lame
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5 Domains
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ONE HEALTH
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One Welfare

❑ A triple bottom line
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Good health does not guarantee good welfare
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92

Cristina Luz Wilkins, Horses and People

Animals

PlanetHumans

One 

Welfare
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Cristina Luz Wilkins, Horses and People

Performance animals
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ONE WELFARE

❑ ...because we care about much more than 

health alone.

❑ It sits alongside its older sibling, One Health, 

but delivers quite different outcomes and should 

not be seen as a competitor.

❑ It is fundamental to sustainability.
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Australian national guidelines on the welfare of 

horses 

❑ There are still none
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But in good news!

100



101

2022
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December 2022
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Technology

❑ Social media

❑ Video cameras

❑ Thermographic cameras

❑ Rein tension meters
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Judges struggle

to detect “lightness”.
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“It takes two to pull”
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Topics

❑ Origins of concern for horses

❑ 20 years ago

❑ Performance vs welfare

❑ Veterinary leadership on 

welfare

❑ Equitation science

❑ Social license to operate

❑ Whips & nosebands

❑ Five Freedoms & Five Domains

❑ One Welfare 

❑ Australian national guidelines 

on the welfare of horses

❑ 20 years from now: horses 

holding mirrors up to us 
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Paris 2024

French Parliament Calls for Horse Welfare 

Overhaul with 46 recommendations, including:

• noseband-checks with the ISES taper gauge
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Negative

reinforcement

Negative 

punishment

Positive 

reinforcement

Positive

punishment

Attractive 

stimuli

Aversive stimuli

Response more likely

Response less likely
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The 3 As

113

© Sue Dyson AHT

• Arousal

• Affective state

• Attachment



114

Negative

reinforcement

Negative 

punishment

Positive 

reinforcement

Positive

punishment

Attractive 

stimuli

Aversive stimuli

Response more likely

Response less likely

The best horsefolk manage the 3 As
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❑ Attachment

❑ Arousal

❑ Affective state

to reveal what is meant by:

❑ “Trust” 

❑ “Leadership”

❑ ”Partnership”

Learning theory will develop when we measure:



116

Questions
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