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Social Licence to Operate and
The Use of Equipment in Horse Sports



• What is a social licence?

• Why does it affect horse sports?

• Why is equipment in the spotlight?



Social Licence to Operate

Society’s acceptance of the practices and 
activities of any organisation

A virtual licence, unwritten and informal

Sits apart from formal, legal licences
(Moffat et al., 2016)

Benefits Costs



BenefitsCosts

Social licence is the ongoing public debate over
 whether the end justifies the means



Three Pillars of the Social Licence

Follow the rules, including social norms (integrity).

(And accountability) Be transparent, fulfill any 
commitments made.

Positive feelings associated with predictability

The pillars are built and maintained 
over time... 
But they can be destroyed quickly! 

Credibility:

Legitimacy:

Trust:

Benefits Costs



$135M Cultural
Value?“Don’t let this happen... Don’t 

trust the people... Make them 
work hard for the trust.”



Why does this affect horse sports?

People are increasingly sensitive to animal welfare issues. 

Widespread recognition of animal sentience

A horse is not ‘just’ a horse



• 20% of surveyed adults did not 
support the continued 
involvement of horses in sport, 
in any circumstances. 

• 40% said they would support the 
continued involvement of horses 
in sport ONLY if their welfare 
was improved. 

Shift in attitudes to animals

(World Horse Welfare survey, 2022 & 
2023)



(Equine Ethics & Wellbeing 
Commission, 2022)

Benefits

Costs



“If the dog is man’s best 
friend...

Then the horse could well 
be described as man’s best 
slave.”

Desmond Morris, Horse 
Watching (1988)



”For thousands of 
years, and still today, 
Horses have been 
harnessed, ridden, 
spurred and 
whipped. In past 
times they were 
ruthlessly driven into 
the centre of bloody 
battlefields, where 
they were hacked to 
pieces. 

“In many countries 
today, horses are not 
required for these 
essential working 
roles, but they are 
still used for 
entertainment...”

Desmond Morris 
(1988)
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Benefits

Costs

?



“The welfare of the horse must be paramount”

“The highest standards of integrity”

Benefits

Costs



What matters to 
animals in welfare 
terms is their 
subjective experience.

It’s about 
me! 

Welfare: 
More than 
Physical health
and performance…

(Mellor et al. 2020)

I am a 
horse!





“The welfare of the horse must be paramount”

“The highest standards of integrity”

“Most strikingly, despite 
acknowledging the need for 
improvement and professing 
love for their horses, 
participants did not recognize 
that the conditions under 
which they keep or use horses 
often fall short of their own 
standards.” 
Mauricio et al. (2024)



Why is equipment the #1
priority for welfare reform?





Double Bridles Spurs Nosebands

NEW TIGHTNESS CHECK

• 12 welfare-related risks
• 18 scientific references

• 10 welfare-related risks
• 9 scientific references

• 19 welfare-related risks
• 50 scientific references
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Effort

Effort

Fulcrum

Effort

Fulcrum

Load

Load



• Protect entry to the Olympics

• Contradicted survey results (blame “trolls”, 
“activists”, and “people who have no real 
understanding”)

• Distanced themselves from other disciplines

• Want the public to believe that they are  
“working on it”

• Sole arbiters of what is and is not abuse 
(“things are being portrayed as abuse or 
welfare issues that are not [a welfare 
problem]”)

• Contradicted themselves often (”there are big 
problems” ... ‘actual abuse is very, very small’, ...) 



Three Pillars of the Social Licence

Playing by the rules - Integrity - (includes social norms).

(And accountability) Be transparent, fulfill any 
commitments made.

Positive feelings associated with predictability

The pillars are built and maintained 
over time... 
But they can be destroyed quickly! 

Credibility:

Legitimacy:

Trust:

Benefits Costs



“The welfare of the horse must be paramount”

“The highest standards of integrity”



Benefits Costs

“The welfare of the horse must be paramount”

Breach of 
trust

Appropriate action taken

Loss of credibility when
promises are not fulfilled

Legitimacy questioned
(Government intervention)

Decline in participation?
 Economic Losses? 

(e.g.,  loss of sponsors, tax benefits, government grants, etc.) 

“The highest standards of integrity”

Benefits

Costs



Questions? 

Social Licence to Operate and
The Use of Equipment in Horse Sports
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