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Overview

As leading organisations in horse sport and leisure in Britain, we commissioned independent 
research in June 2024 to understand the current state of public sentiment towards equestrianism in 
the UK and the drivers behind public trust and acceptance of our activities. This is a summary of the 
results of the full report.

Why did we do this?

Public scrutiny of horse sports and leisure has grown substantially in recent years, with a focus on 
various topics such as the ethics of using horses, effects on the environment, and the role of horses 
within the social context of the UK. An understanding of public attitudes towards horse welfare, in 
particular, is crucial to help the industry to move forward. This summary and the full report contribute 
to that understanding, and the insights that they provide will inform our plans to strengthen our ‘social 
licence’ – a concept that describes the extent to which the public trusts and accepts equestrianism.

Who did it?

The organisations involved in this project are: the Racing Foundation; Godolphin; British Dressage; 
British Equestrian; British Equine Veterinary Association; British Eventing; British Horseracing Authority; 
British Horse Society; British Showjumping; Great British Racing; Horse Welfare Board; Hurlingham 
Polo Association; and The Pony Club UK. The research was facilitated by World Horse Welfare and 
conducted by engagement science specialists, Voconiq. 

What did we do?

Survey responses were collected from over 5,000 members of the UK public aged 18 years or over in 
April of 2024. The survey respondents were representative of UK society in terms of gender, age, and 
geographical region (see appendix for more details).

Respondents were asked questions that related to a broad set of topics and issues related to horse 
sports in the UK. Their responses were analysed using a sophisticated statistical technique that 
results in generation of a ‘path model’. This model, which is reproduced in the figure at the top of 
the next page, shows the main factors that influence public trust and acceptance, as well as their 
relative influence. In this way, the model provides a ‘recipe’ for improving public acceptance of 
equestrianism by implementing strategies for action that prioritise the most influential drivers of trust 
and acceptance.
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https://worldhorsewelfare.app.box.com/s/7brb5izyjknu6mxbvu0p6sx7paqrz818


Procedural fairness 
reflects the extent to 
which the public feels 
as if horse sport listens 
to and respects their 
concerns. It is related 
to the industry’s overall 
responsiveness and 
willingness to change 
its practices in response 
to those concerns.

Distributional fairness 
reflects the extent to 
which public feels that 
they receive a fair share 
of the benefits that 
horse sport generates.

This representation of the path model shows the main factors that drive trust and acceptance of 
equestrianism in the UK. It is generally easier to influence those factors that drive trust (lighter blue 
bars) than those that drive acceptance independent of trust (darker blue bars). For this reason, the 
recommendations at the end of the report focus primarily on the drivers of trust.

A key takeaway from this work is the power of any form of contact with horses to provide people 
with a more positive view of equestrianism.

Key 
findings

What factors influence trust and acceptance of equestrian sport and leisure among the 
UK public?

Those who interact with horses on a regular basis are more supportive of horse sports’ 
contribution to the social fabric of the UK than those who have never had any contact 
with horses
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Length of bar indicates magnitude of influence on trust or acceptance.

Social importance

Procedural fairness

Horse sports play an 
important role in

preserving cultural 
traditions

Horse sports provide 
valuable educational 

opportunities

Horse sports contribute to 
the social fabric by fostering 

community connections 
and shared experiences

Percentage of agreement with cultural importance statements, comparing those 
that have never had contact with horses with those that interact with horses regularly.

Transparency about welfare

Regulation

Distributional
fairness

Acceptability of breeding horses

Environmental
impacts



A substantial number of participants agreed that costs prevent access to horse sports more than 
any other potential inhibitors, while lack of access, awareness, and concerns about welfare and 
elitism are also factors.

More than three-quarters of respondents felt that horses should have the opportunity to enjoy 
positive experiences and that their mental wellbeing is as important as their physical welfare. Other 
data show that less than half of the respondents believed that, currently, horses enjoy being used 
in sports.

Financial cost is the most significant factor hindering participation in horse sports

The public believes that providing horses with good welfare is important
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Costs associated with buying and 
looking after horses

Not at all Slightly Moderately Very much Extremely

Socioeconomic factors 
(e.g., income level, social status)

Geographical distance from 
horse sports facilities 

Lack of awareness about the training and 
employment pathways in horse sports 

Lack of awareness about how to 
participate in horse sports 

Concerns about horse welfare

Negative perceptions or attitudes 
towards horse sports (e.g., ‘elitist’ image) 

Not knowing anyone actively 
involved in horse sports 

Lack of representation and diversity 
within horse sports 

Cost of equipment and training 

I am concerned that horses
 are treated as an object
or equipment rather than
as an emotional creature

Ensuring the welfare of horses
involves not only avoiding

harm, but also providing them
with positive experiences

The mental welfare of
horses is just as important
as their physical welfare

Distribution of scores on factors hindering access to horse sports in the UK.

Proportion of answers (agree, neutral, disagree) with statements related to horse welfare in the UK.
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Over three-quarters of the public felt that horse sports should prioritise making competitions safer 
for horses, even if this meant sacrificing some of the traditional difficulty or challenge of the sport. 
This is reflected in their responses to questions about horse sports’ current safety measures, as 
shown in the figure above.

A range of practices that are regarded as standard across much of the equestrian industry, 
including the use of whips and spurs and prolonged stabling and transport, were deemed ‘not at 
all’ or only ‘slightly’ acceptable by almost half of respondents.

Distribution of scores of acceptability on various factors regarding horse sports.

The UK public questions the acceptability of many common horse sport practices

The UK public has concerns about the equine safety and welfare protections currently in 
place in horse sport

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree Neutral

There should be more safety and 
welfare measures in place 

There are too many safety and
welfare measures in place 

The current safety and welfare 
measures are enough 

Distribution of scores on safety and welfare measures in UK horse sports. 

The use of whips in horse sports

Horses being transported for long 
periods of time 

Horses being made to compete in sports 
or racing, even if they don’t enjoy it 

Horses being kept in stables for long 
periods of time

The amount of equipment that some 
horses wear when ridden or driven

The use of spurs in horse sports

The use of banned substances in horses
to gain a competitive advantage 

Not at all Slightly Moderately Very much Extremely
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When respondents were asked about their level of concern surrounding a range of issues, those 
that worried them the most were injuries or fatalities that occur during competition or training, 
the fate of horses that are bred for competitive sports but fail to perform well, and the post-
competition fate of sport horses. 

The UK public’s welfare concerns span multiple uses of horses and all life stages

Horse injuries and fatalities that occur during competition

Horses’ post-competition career (e.g., being used in a 
different sport for teaching lessons, therapeutic riding)

The fate of horses after they retire from horse sports

The training of foals to become comfortable around 
people, and able to interact with them in a way that is 

safe for both the foal and people 

The participation of horses in competitive events

The rehabilitation process of injured horses (e.g., box rest, 
physical therapy, gradual reintroduction to exercise) 

The breeding of horses for desirable traits

Horse injuries and fatalities that occur during training

The retirement of horses (e.g., full-time pasture 
turnout, semi-retirement with light riding) 

The fate of horses that are bred for competitive 
sports or racing but fail to perform well 

The training of horses for a specific chosen sport

Not at all Slightly Moderately Very much Extremely

Distribution of scores on the level of concern for the lives of horses in the UK.
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The only circumstance in which the majority of respondents felt that ending a horse’s life 
prematurely was acceptable was if the horse had sustained serious untreatable injuries. In 
all the other scenarios presented, they found both euthanasia and slaughter overwhelmingly 
unacceptable.

Although a majority of respondents felt that the standards developed by horse sports ensure that 
people ‘do the right thing’, a higher proportion felt that rules and guidelines should be tighter. 
However, the high percentage of neutral responses is of note: this shows that there is widespread 
uncertainty or lack of knowledge on these topics and indicates that there is an opportunity to 
inform the public about the measures that are currently in place to regulate welfare. 

The UK public has strong views about end-of life-options for sport horses

The UK public generally has confidence in the welfare standards developed by 
horse sports

There should be tighter rules and guidelines 
regarding the use of horses in sports

Standards developed by horse sports ensure 
people in those sports do the right thing

Horse sports are transparent and 
accountable to the wider public

The government is able to hold
horse sports accountable

Slaughter horses that are bred for competitive 
sport or racing but fail to perform well 

Euthanise horses that are bred for competitive 
sport or racing but fail to perform well 

Slaughter horses that are no longer suitable for 
competitive sport or racing due to old age 

Slaughter horses that are no longer suitable for 
competitive sport or racing due to injury, but 
which could live the rest of their life in a field 

Euthanise horses that are no longer suitable for 
competitive sport or racing due to old age 

Euthanise horses that are no longer suitable for 
competitive sport or racing due to injury, but 
which could live the rest of their life in a field 

Euthanise horses that have
serious untreatable injuries

Not at all Slightly Moderately Very much Extremely

Distribution of scores on the acceptability to the UK public of enthanasia and slaughter in a range of circumstances.

Distribution of scores on regulation and transparency questions regarding horse sports in the UK.

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree Neutral
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Respondents were generally fairly positive about the environmental impacts of equestrianism. 
However, the high percentage of neutral responses indicates that, as for regulation, there may be 
an opportunity to increase public knowledge in this area.

The UK public is currently fairly positive about the environmental impacts of horse sport

Distribution of scores on statements about the environmental impacts of horse sports in the UK.

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree Neutral

Horse sports have a negative
impact on the environment

Horse sports manage their
environmental impacts effectively

Horse sports responsibly manage carbon
emissions resulting from the long-distance

travel of horses and personnel
I am concerned about the carbon

footprint associated with transporting
horses and personnel long distances

The use of land for keeping
and competing horses helps protect

it from urban development
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Recommendations

This research has resulted in the following recommendations for action – actions that apply to all 
sectors of the equestrian industry but that should be interpreted and enacted by each sector within 
their own context.

Demonstrate competence, humanity, and integrity in all policy choices, investment decision-
making, and communication efforts. This will help to maintain the trust that is fundamental for 
public acceptance.

Take ownership of accountability by increasing transparency, standardising and enforcing rules 
and regulations, educating stakeholders, and investing in research. This will help equestrianism 
to retain control of its own future.

Embrace (controlled) vulnerability by publishing the results of regular independent audits 
of equine safety and welfare practices. This will increase confidence in governance and 
demonstrate transparency and trustworthiness.

Develop a transparent, empathetic, and proactive narrative around horse injuries and 
fatalities that highlights ongoing efforts to protect horse welfare and does not attempt to 
hide uncomfortable truths. This will mitigate negative perceptions and foster a more positive 
relationship with the public.

Align welfare practices with the values and expectations of different demographic groups 
(especially younger generations), invest in and showcase ongoing welfare improvements, and 
demonstrate responsiveness to community concerns. This will enhance the industry's reputation 
and improve public acceptance.

Emphasise – in creative ways – the social value and economic benefits of horse sports to the 
British public. This will address the most important driver of public trust.

Actively engage with those who do not hold a strong view on equestrianism and expose them to 
contact with horses with the aim of turning uncertainty into informed support.

Promote stories that break down perceptions of elitism, focussing on initiatives that make 
equestrianism more accessible and considering how the entirety of equestrianism – from elite 
sports to leisure riding – could be presented within a single cohesive narrative. This will help to 
change how the public perceives equestrian activities.

Integrate the report’s recommendations into internal reports and communications and frame 
them culturally and socially within the context of each sport. This will encourage buy-in from 
stakeholders and ensure a cohesive approach to implementing changes.

Develop public awareness about our ethical responsibilities towards horses, including the 
role of responsible breeding practices, the humane way in which horses are managed, and 
the necessity for euthanasia in some contexts. This will help the community to connect and 
empathise with the realities and complexities of the horse world and understand the decisions 
and challenges involved, including the necessity for euthanasia in some contexts.

Develop a clear communication plan that balances publication of summary reports with 
internal use of more detailed data to inform sector-wide actions and decisions. This will 
demonstrate a commitment to transparency, accountability, and continuous improvement and 
enhance public trust.
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Share insights and data with stakeholders, including through the presentation of research 
findings at key internal meetings and public conferences. This will help the industry to become 
accustomed to the feeling of vulnerability that comes from transparency (which ultimately 
builds trust), gather feedback from stakeholders and the public, and build a collaborative 
approach to addressing challenges.

Engage with trusted groups such as equine veterinarians and independent welfare 
organisations. This will promote public understanding and trust.

Conduct further research into public attitudes to enable the industry to address public 
concerns through targeted policies and practices and remain aligned with evolving public 
sentiment. By focusing on transparency, engagement, environment, welfare, and inclusivity, the 
industry can foster greater trust and acceptance, ensuring a sustainable and thriving future for 
horse sports in the UK.

The future

The participating organisations in Britain’s horse sector welcome this insight and will be working 
together and individually to take these recommendations forward. We recognise that the way 
forward is about actions, not just words and that, above all, competence, humanity, and integrity will 
be our lodestars in how we demonstrate our responsible and ethical involvement of horses in sport 
and leisure. 
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Appendix: Demographics of the survey 
respondent population



A research project coordinated 
by World Horse Welfare


