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Slide 1: Opening 

 

I would like to thank ISES and the local organising committee for arranging this 

conference, at which I am honoured to be presenting. 

Today’s talk is about research which investigates sport participant’s attitudes 

about welfare and how these can inform an organisation’s communication 

framework. 

In this presentation, I will: 

• Provide an overview of the study  

• Look at ‘Social Licence to Operate.’  

• Share some study results and briefly discuss how these can inform a 

communication framework 

• Conclude with ideas for future research and general observations 

In this talk, the term ‘sport’ includes any human-horse activity, for example, 

halter showing, racing and polo. 
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Slide 2: Sport Horse Welfare and Social Licence to Operate 

 

Outlined on the screen, are the project aims and questions. 

 

The study design featured a literature review, followed by a mixed-method 

approach to collecting quantitative and qualitative data through an online survey 

and semi-structured interviews.  

 

The primary survey was distributed to members of the Australian Endurance 

Riders Association, while a secondary survey collected further data at a 

professional development event run by Horse SA. 

 

Today we will discuss the literature review to shape the project context and 

some results from the primary survey. 

 

 

Slide 3: What are the future headlines for your horse sport? 

 

Here are some media stories with which you may be familiar. 

 

The public becomes outraged when they perceive that the welfare of the horse is 

at risk. 
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From international headlines to photos on individual social media feeds – all 

collectively form the public storyline about a sport, a digital hoofprint if you 

like, which can last online forever. 

 

Slide 4: The emerging issue 

 

Sports are increasingly becoming globalized and commercialized, including 

sports where humans partner with horses as part of the business model. 

 

The Internet provides 24/7 access to media platforms which allow more people 

than ever to witness human-horse interactions.  

 

This ease of accessibility is a marketing win but exposes horse sports to a new, 

potentially naive audience and increased scrutiny. 

 

The public begins to question human motives, money, cultural relevance and 

transparency of sport business practices. 

 

If the public perceives that the welfare of the horse is at risk, trust is 

eroded, particularly if the sport appears to fail to safeguard horse welfare. 

 

In extreme cases, the public determines ongoing viability, withdrawing 

community support. One example is when the NSW Government closed 
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greyhound racing - citing social licence and welfare as the reason. The sport 

was eventually reinstated in response to political pressure. 

 

Slide 5: Sport Fans  

 

The public may watch sport, and be a fanatic, or watch and not be a fan. 

This image of Winx winning her fourth Cox Plate is an example of how 

society’s relationship with the horse is changing.  

 

Many of these fans holds a smartphone. Thousands of photos and comments 

appear on social media before Winx; the non-human super sports-star has yet to 

get back to her stall.  

 

The story of what played out on the sporting field that day is told from the 

viewpoint of each spectator.  

 

This is a challenging media space for sports administrators, who offer a 

corporate message about welfare from a single source, using traditional sport-

centric language. 
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Slide 6:  Fans want to be involved 

 

Increasingly, fans want to be involved and be part of the sporting action. 

 

The trading of sports self-experiences is a new type of digital currency, where 

experiences have value.  

 

It is not only photos and headlines that make up this public discourse, but 

crowdsourced information which validates personal credibility and awards 

integrity. 

 

Disruptive technologies have changed human behaviours, leading to the public 

developing a new digital-skill set. You may search sites such Air BnB ™, your 

final room selection was unlikely to have been validated by an independent 

audited rating system, but by the opinions of total strangers. 

 

Delegates at this conference may argue that disruptive technologies have not 

only impacted the Hilton Hotels chain, but also research. 

 

For horse sport, administrators are faced with how to have a viable business 

model while making welfare decisions ‘in the company of the public’. 
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Slide 7: What the public know about welfare 

 

The new public skill set can also source information about animal welfare 

standards and frameworks. 

 

The overshadowing model is the Five Freedoms, where humans seek to keep an 

animal ‘free from’ hunger, and injury, and so forth. 

 

However, the public can also easily find out about the Five Domains Animal 

Welfare Assessment Model, and thank you to Dr Nic for the introduction this 

morning. 

 

It is not the purpose of this study to explain the ‘how and why’ of the 5 domains 

model.  

 

Instead, we have used the model as a theoretical lens through which to examine 

how sports participants talk about welfare in this context, if at all.  

 
Slide 8: Social Licence to Operate? 

 

So far in this presentation, we have set the scene for an emerging issue. 

The public’s relationship with the horse is changing, as is their understanding of 

animal welfare. 
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Social licence to operate is where the public provides social acceptance of the 

organisation to undertake its activity.  

 

The term originated with businesses such as mining or banking, where the 

central interest point is the insentient gold or money.  

 

In horse sports, the central interest point is the equine athlete and their human 

partner, who is also their chief guardian.  

 

Social licence is not linear, but multiple discourses at different levels, all 

running at the same time on different platforms. No wonder it can become 

overwhelming. 

 

And, unlike Corporate Social Responsibility or social contracts, which are 

initiated by a business to protect their reputation with the public, the 

contemporary social licence sits within the community, and sport cannot walk 

away. 

 

Slide 9: Old and new ways 

 

Disruptive technologies and the sharing economy mean that in the business of 

running sport sees a blending of old and new ‘ways of doing things’ - at the 

same time (and faster). 
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Adaptive organisations blend traditional leadership and social leadership, 

hierarchal and flat governance structures, and find ways to speed up decision 

making. 

 

To remain relevant, sport must work out how to be transparent in a digital age, 

and to use organisational listening skills, as there are now many voices 

advocating for the horse’s welfare inside and outside sport. 

 

Sports participants, many of whom may also be voices for the horse, are the 

primary interface with the public about welfare. 

 

However, sport participant messaging may or may not align with the sport’s 

corporate communication on the same topic. 

 

As such, this study starts to look at the opinions of sport participants about 

welfare, which will help a sport organisation develop an approach to talk with 

the public on this topic. 
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Slide 10: Stakeholders  

 

We were interested in attitudes towards horse welfare in the context of 

relationships with stakeholder groups important for sport. 

 

A mind-map exercise provided a large list, from which five were selected. 

 

From the perspective of the sport participant, we wanted to know about their 

attitudes to working with their organisation, with other members, with 

government, breeders and research.  

 

 

Slide 11: Question Clusters 

 

The next step involved questions design for a Likert-survey. 

 

Question topics were clustered into engagement, leadership, cooperation and 

transparency. A cluster appeared under each stakeholder heading.  

 

I will now briefly discuss some of the results from the primary survey, and one 

of the two open questions asking participants to complete the statement ‘Horse 

welfare is…’ 
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Slide 12: Survey results 1 

 

The Australian Endurance Riders Association distributed the survey to just over 

1600 members, of which 107 responded. The results of note are on the slide. 

 

We asked if people gained full-time, part-time or casual income from horses.  

 

What appears to be a high average age of sport participants fits within the age 

range mentioned on the Equestrian Australia website, reflecting that athletes 

who compete at an Olympic Games are up to 60 years old. 

 

In the following three slides, results will be coupled with some discussion 

points. 

 

Slide 13: Survey results 2 

 
In the first set of results, we found that there was more support among women 

for the co-creation, adoption and sharing of horse welfare information. 

 

These results indicate that there may be further opportunity for sports to develop 

ways to engage men with the subject of welfare. Drawing on research from the 

field of men’s health initiatives provides insights into the importance of 

culturally ‘safe places’ to discuss welfare, for example, as found in the 

Australian ‘men’s sheds’ projects. 
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In the second result shown, our discussion considers that the goodwill of sports 

members towards welfare is a social capital base for a sports organisation, and 

potentially an untapped resource. 

 

For administrators, there is an opportunity to work with amateurs to co-lead 

with scientists the building new evidence-based welfare information. 

 

In discussing the third result, in the context of our social media world, there is 

an opportunity for professionals to take a role in validating welfare knowledge.  

 

Organisations may seek out ways to construct informal and formal opportunities 

for professionals to be involved in the design, development and distribution of 

projects which result in new horse welfare knowledge.  

 

If these projects are evidence-based research, the results will then not only have 

scientific merit but gain social legitimacy. 

 

 

Slide 14: Horse Welfare means… 

 
Respondents completed the sentence ‘Horse welfare means…’ 

 

The analysis included direct word matching between respondents’ answers and 

the descriptive list aligned with positive or negative welfare as found in the Five 

Domains Model. 
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The analysis found use of non-specific terms to describe welfare, commonly 

‘well-being’ and ‘care’. 

 

Descriptive words were most often aligned to the physical domain of ‘health’, 

however overall the range of words used by respondents to talk about welfare 

was narrow, when compared to the available word list within the Five Domains 

Model. 

 

Our discussion looked at one possible intervention, which is to strengthen 

knowledge about the ‘how and why’ of animal welfare within the Australian 

vocational qualifications.  

 

Currently, no stand-alone Unit of Competency exists in how to ‘undertake a 

horse welfare assessment even though job role descriptions indicate it is a 

required skill.  

 

Slide 15: General discussion  

 

In recognising responsibilities, organisations will need to acknowledge the new 

level of public accountability where welfare decisions attract a global 

readership. 

  

Opportunities exist for a positive digital hoofprint to be created and curated by 

participants, informed by the attitudes toward welfare in their sport. 
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Therefore, an investment in welfare is also an internal investment with sports 

participants, who are the primary interface with the public. 

 

Social licence involves everyone who has a responsibility for the welfare of a 

horse, not just the overarching sports administration.  

 

Our study has shown that by having insights into cohorts of sport participants, 

and their attitudes to welfare, it will inform an organisational communication 

framework with a focus on social licence to operate. 

 

 

Slide 16: Future research  

 

The public interface with horse sports is an under-researched, and we propose 

areas for future study. 

 

One aspect is to investigate participatory approaches to the design of 

organisational horse welfare strategy underpinned by reciprocity. 

 

 And the development of a horse welfare-centric vocabulary which resonates 

with sports participants. 
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Further, we need to understand the differences between professionals and 

amateur horse owners’ viewpoints to horse welfare, and if this differs between 

the home stable, organisation-led athlete education, and the sporting field. 

 

 

 

Slide 17: Closing 

 

In closing, an observation: social licence to operate is not an afterthought. Every 

sport, every organisation, will need to work out what it means to keep and 

maintain a social licence.… and what it might look like when it’s lost. 

 

Sport participants are social capitol for an organisation, investment in growing 

understanding about the ‘how and why’ of horse welfare informs the approach 

to public communication, strengthening long term sustainability for the sport. 

 

And everyone involved in a sport will need to work every day to maintain 

public trust, so that what is said ‘could be done’ is in fact ‘done’. 

 

Slide 18: End 

I would like to acknowledge Central Queensland University, Horse SA and the 

Australian Endurance Riders Assoc. for their support. Thank you for listening. 
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