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Equestrian Perspectives: Exploring the role of humans in horse
welfare through management and training

The welfare of horses used for human purposes is under increasing
scrutiny, as evidence suggests horses may experience poor welfare
conditions in both management and training. For example, horses are often
kept in confined spaces far removed from their evolutionarily adapted living
conditions. Dressage, in particular, faces growing risk of losing its social
license to operate due to horse welfare concerns. This thesis explored
equestrian perceptions of horse welfare in management and dressage
training contexts. The first part of this thesis employed a quantitative survey
to assess the consistency between horse owner attitudes toward different
housing scenarios and their actual practices. Results revealed that while
caretakers generally align their management choices with their perceptions
of positive horse welfare outcomes, discrepancies exist between their
intended welfare improvements and caretakers' perceived ability to provide
good quality care.

Further, semi-structured interviews were conducted with horse caretakers
selected from the previous questionnaire for having at least 1 horse
assessed as overweight by a veterinarian. The aims of this study were to
understand the motivators and barriers for caretakers to manage overweight
horses. Qualitative analysis revealed that despite recognizing health risks,
caretakers believed overweight horses reflected good horse care practices,
reinforcing a reluctance to implement weight management strategies. When
caretakers implemented recommended weight management strategies they
faced challenges with practicality, feasibility and strategies that conflicted
with their views about positive horse welfare practices.

The second part of this thesis explored equestrian perceptions of dressage
training. The objectives included understanding how horse welfare is
incorporated within dressage culture, how horse behaviours are interpreted,
responded to and elicited from the rider and how coach-rider interactions
influence horse welfare. Results highlighted the systemic issues faced by
the dressage industry including how governing equestrian bodies may
contribute to cognitive dissonance experienced by equestrian’s by stating to
promote positive horse welfare but rewarding horse behaviours contrary to
that message. Further, lack of actionable language used during dressage
lessons often construed coach-rider communication, instilling fear in riders,
and contributed to undesirable behaviours from the horse who is the
downstream recipient of coach-rider communication.

Overall, this thesis highlights the crucial role that caretakers and equestrians
play in horse welfare. Embracing holistic perspectives through systems
thinking solutions may be necessary to better support improved horse
welfare in management and training.
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