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Abstract 25 

Happiness is a subjective feeling and associated with positive affective states that can indicate good 26 

welfare. It is becoming increasingly agreed that equestrians’ ability to recognise indicators of positive 27 

emotions has the potential to enhance overall horse wellbeing, but research in this area is limited. 28 

Therefore, this study investigated equestrians’ perceptions of horse happiness. A survey comprising 25 29 

questions was distributed through equestrian-related social media (internationally) and yielded 332 valid 30 

responses. Frequency analysis was conducted within each factor category (e.g., rider type). Pearson chi-31 

squared and Fisher’s exact test determined if differences occurred between the tested factor categories 32 

(significance level: p<.05). The majority of respondents believed that they were able to recognise when 33 

their horses were happy (94%, n=332;p<.0001) whilst 92.8% (n=332;p<.0001) believed that their horses 34 

could be described as happy. The majority of participants who indicated that they were able to recognise 35 

when their horses were happy also believed that their horses were: happy when they interacted with 36 

them (98.3%, n=295;p<.001); when they rode them (83%,n=270;p<.0001); when they worked them (i.e., 37 

unmounted work) (82.7%, n=312;p<.0001). The largest respondent proportion believed that horses who 38 

were very ‘forward’/energetic every time they were being ridden could be best described as “rather 39 

happy” (36.4%,n=332). Owners more frequently believed that horses were “rather happy” if they did not 40 

react to loud noises/scary objects (30.9%, n=285;p<.013). These results suggest that some equestrians 41 

may have overconfidence in interpreting equine affective states. Furthermore, some respondents may 42 

have incorrectly perceived behaviours potentially indicating negative emotions as indicators of happiness.  43 

 44 

Keywords: Equine emotions, horse welfare, affective state, happiness, behavior, equestrianism. 45 
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1. Introduction 49 

Happiness is a subjective feeling [1,2] characterised by individual, intra- as well as inter-species 50 

differences. The earliest recorded written definition of happiness (i.e., contentment or ‘eudaimonia’) is 51 

linked to the ancient philosopher Socrates and defined as the human-desired ultimate consequence of 52 

rational actions. Aristippus defined happiness as the presence of pleasure (hedonia) and absence of pain 53 

[3]. Contemporary definitions of happiness in humans frequently equate with life satisfaction, subjective 54 

wellbeing [4,5], or the concept of Quality of Life (QoL). However, happiness is not a homogenous construct 55 

and is characterised by cultural, age-related, and individual differences [6], depending on what one 56 

requires to achieve a state of wellbeing. In animal welfare science, the definition of happiness is 57 

inconsistent [2]. Some authors link happiness to the presence of pleasure (e.g., [7]), whilst others define 58 

it as a reduction or absence of physical or mental pain (e.g., [8]), a short-term affective state or mood 59 

(e.g., [9]), the existence of predominantly positive life experiences (e.g., [10]) or absence of negative 60 

affective states and presence of positive emotions (e.g., [11]). For the purposes of this study, happiness 61 

was defined as the presence of predominantly positive affective states. 62 

Scientifically studying any type of mental construct such as happiness and, subjective wellbeing, requires 63 

the application of objective and valid measures [12]. Unlike humans, animals are unable to verbally self-64 

report emotional states. Instead, animals communicate emotional states through, for instance, 65 

behavioural changes including vocalisations. The first study investigating happiness in animals by King and 66 

Landau [13] analysed zookeepers’ evaluation of chimpanzee happiness. Attempting to assess emotional 67 

states of animals is a common practice among pet owners and others working with animals. However, the 68 

soundness of this practice may be questioned since it can be jeopardised by subjectivity due to the 69 

interpreter’s own experiences and emotions, and is, therefore, open to individual interpretations [14]. 70 

Anthropomorphism, a phenomenon referring to the attribution of human personality traits to animals 71 

[15], is frequently reported in animal owners, keepers, and some professionals [15] and can add to the 72 
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complexity of interpreting animals’ emotional states. Since one individual cannot experience another 73 

individual’s subjective emotions, their judgements may be subject to personal and unconscious bias [16]. 74 

However, some animals use certain behavioural and / or acoustic signals to communicate emotional 75 

states, and knowledge of these indicators could aid horse owners or caretakers in objectively assessing 76 

their horses’ emotions. 77 

Managing animals in artificial or semi-natural environments which arguably deprive them from their 78 

natural habitat and needs can negatively impact their welfare (e.g., [17]). Assessing farmed, captive, and 79 

companion animal welfare has been based on the 1979 Five Freedoms framework (FFF) [18] (originating 80 

from the 1965 Brambell report). The Five Freedoms only define minimum welfare standards based on 81 

provisions for farmed and companion animals [18,19]. Contemporary welfare evaluation typically includes 82 

the Five Domains Model framework (FDMF) for animal welfare assessment proposed in 1994 [19,20,21]. 83 

The FDMF requires the inclusion of affective states, e.g., positive and negative emotions experienced by 84 

an animal [19,20,21] in a range of physical and situational domains (freedom from hunger and/or thirst - 85 

domain 1; freedom from discomfort - domain 2; freedom from pain, injury, and/or disease - domain 3; 86 

freedom to express normal behaviour - domain 4). Mellor et al. [19] recently updated the model to include 87 

human-animal interactions in Domain 4 - the behaviour domain. Welfare assessment has progressed from 88 

a resource-based approach whereby welfare is considered ‘good’ if the individual is provided with basic 89 

resources to an animal-based approach. This development takes into account affective state, agency and 90 

contributes to ‘Quality of Life’ [22]. The definition of good welfare has shifted from the concept of 91 

achieving minimum welfare requirements, to living a good life associated with affective states that can be 92 

described as overall positive (e.g., [22,23]). Since the early 2000’s, the “One World, One Health”-approach, 93 

now employed by numerous major human and animal welfare, environmental, and economical 94 

organisations and institutions worldwide, recognises the relationship between human and animal 95 

wellbeing, and the environment, and aims to ensure overall wellbeing through multi-sectoral 96 
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collaboration on a global scale [24]. Ensuring good welfare states in domestic horses is the responsibility 97 

of the horse owner or keeper / trainer [25]. However, some of these individuals may lack knowledge and 98 

/ or experience in horse management and training [26,27,28], resulting in compromised welfare states 99 

[25,29]. 100 

Contrary to their social nature, in many countries horses are traditionally housed in single stalls at riding 101 

schools or boarding / livery yards with no or little contact to conspecifics [25,30]. Turnout can be limited 102 

and restricted due to spatial, economic, or climate-related constraints and prolonged periods of 103 

confinement have been associated with aggression [31], depression [32], or the display of stereotypic 104 

behaviour [33] in stabled horses. Diets and feeding regimens may not meet the requirements of the horse 105 

who would normally spend up to 16 hours per day grazing whilst covering large distances [17]. Extended 106 

periods without forage are known to contribute to reduced welfare in stabled horses, possibly generating 107 

negative emotions such as frustration or aggression in addition to physical health problems [31,32,33]. 108 

Therefore, some horse husbandry practices have the potential to compromise equine wellbeing through 109 

the occurrence of negative emotional states.  110 

Objective measures of happiness in animals, including for horses, have not yet been researched [2]. It has 111 

however been suggested that affiliative behaviour [34,35], whinnies [36], snorts [37], and allogrooming 112 

[30] may be indicative of positive affective states and, therefore of, good welfare in horses. Equestrians’ 113 

views of what constitutes good welfare vary and some lack the ability to detect sub-optimal welfare in 114 

horses [25,27,29,38]. This is compounded by the Dunning-Krueger effect which has been demonstrated 115 

in equestrians.  Marlin et al. [26] reported that equestrians may have overconfidence in their abilities and 116 

perceptions of equine-related knowledge, which could have a serious impact on the welfare of the horses 117 

under their care. Being knowledgeable about equine welfare is not necessarily associated with the ability 118 

to translate underpinning knowledge into correct or optimal practice [39]. Some equestrians’ gaps in 119 

procedural knowledge may be linked to their different interpretations and views of good welfare [27,40], 120 
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which can be directly impacted by gender, income, culture (including country- and facility-specific 121 

regulations and views), the species and aesthetic appearance of the animal itself [41], and 122 

anthropomorphic assumptions [15,23,42]. It therefore remains difficult to agree on a common 123 

understanding of ‘good’ welfare in animals, including equids, and equestrians may continue to interpret 124 

‘good’ or ‘bad’ affective states based on their own personal experiences, socio-economic and cultural 125 

backgrounds.  126 

Wipper [14] maintains that some equestrians believe that only happy horses can perform at their best. 127 

This notion particularly applies to equestrian sport, where it is thought that a good or happy human-horse 128 

relationship partially contributes to enhanced performance and, ultimately, competitive success [43]. 129 

Interestingly for over a decade the FEI has promoted the concept that competition horses should be 130 

managed to be “happy athletes” [44], yet it remains unclear how happiness in horses is defined. Research 131 

investigating equestrians’ perception, and interpretation of happiness in horses is limited [2]. Therefore, 132 

the objective of this study was to explore equestrians’ perceptions of ‘happiness’ in horses where 133 

‘happiness’ or ‘happy’ is characterised by the existence of predominantly positive affective states. 134 

  135 

2. Materials and methods 136 

2.1 Survey design 137 

A survey comprising 25 questions (Q) that could be completed in approximately eight minutes, was 138 

constructed, and piloted on twelve adult equestrians of different nationalities and educational levels.  139 

The survey comprised four binary, sixteen multiple-choice, and five open-ended questions 140 

(supplementary file – copy of survey) and was delivered via SurveyMonkey™ (SVMK Inc.) online. The 141 

survey consisted of three sections: 142 

• Section 1: Participants’ demographics (age, gender, nationality, qualifications relating to the 143 

equine industry, horse ownership, horse-related experience, and rider type); 144 



7 
 

• Section 2: Participants’ perceptions of horse happiness in general and in select situations (e.g. “In 145 

your opinion, how happy is your horse in general?”; “If your horses could change one factor in 146 

their life to increase/improve their happiness, what do you believe they would change?”; “For 147 

each of the following statements tick the one which you feel best describes how a horse is feeling 148 

in the following scenarios: [e.g.] Horse is ‘bomb-proof’ when ridden.”);  149 

• Section 3: Participants were required to pick one scenario per question (from a defined list of 150 

answer choices) which they considered most important to their horses’ happiness. Select 151 

scenarios evolved around the five domains model framework of welfare assessment [20].  152 

 153 

2.2 Target population and participant recruitment 154 

The target population comprised English-speaking equestrians above 18 years of age. Participation was 155 

voluntary and no personal data were collected. Ethical approval was granted (Ref. No: 2019-51 from the 156 

Hartpury University Ethics Committee). To be eligible to participate in the study, respondents had to meet 157 

research inclusion criteria (i.e., adults 18 years and older). By completing the survey, participants 158 

automatically consented to information being used for the purposes of this study. The risk of a single 159 

survey participant completing the survey multiple times was reduced as only one entry per IP-address was 160 

possible. The survey link was distributed online via equestrian related and personal social media accounts 161 

on social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn, and was open from 13th March 2020 162 

until 16th June 2020.  163 

 164 

2.3 Data collating 165 

All responses were downloaded from SurveyMonkey.com and transferred to a Microsoft Excel 166 

spreadsheet (Microsoft Excel 365, 2019). A total of 347 participants completed the survey, however 4.3% 167 
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(n= 15) of answers were incomplete, resulting in 332 valid survey responses being taken forward to data 168 

analysis.  169 

Nationalities were categorised based on their frequencies and summarised in four different categories: 170 

Canadian, American (US-National), British (UK-National), and Other (all remaining nationalities). Answer 171 

choices of questions 5, 12, and 15 were summarised as follows: 172 

• Question 5 (“horse-related experience”): two categories (“less than 20 years” [summarised; 173 

formerly “less than 5 years” and “between 5 and 20 years”]; “more than 20 years”); 174 

• Question 12 (“how happy is your horse in general”): three categories (“rather happy” 175 

[summarised; formerly “very happy” and “somewhat happy”]; “rather unhappy” [summarised; 176 

formerly “very unhappy” and “somewhat unhappy”]; “I do not know”); 177 

• Question 15 (“For each of the following statements tick the one which you feel best describes how 178 

a horse is feeling in the following scenarios”): four categories (“rather happy” [summarised; 179 

formerly “very happy” and “somewhat happy”]; “rather unhappy” [summarised; formerly 180 

“somewhat unhappy” and “very unhappy”]; “neither happy nor unhappy”; “I do not know”). 181 

Open-ended answers (Q. 11, 13 and 14) were transferred to a word cloud generation software 182 

(monkeylearn.com) to visually present the most popular phrases and words based on their frequency.  183 

 184 

2.4 Statistical analysis 185 

Data were analysed using the SPSS statistical software program IBM Statistical Package for Social Sciences 186 

(version 24). Frequency analysis was conducted within each factor category (e.g., rider type, horse-related 187 

experience, perception of horse happiness when being ridden) and between different factors (e.g., rider 188 

type vs. perception of horse happiness when being ridden). The analysed data types comprised 189 

categorical/nominal data and binary data (“yes”,”no”), except question two (“What is your age?”). 190 

Therefore, the non-parametric Pearson chi-squared test for independence and Fisher’s exact test (applied 191 
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to 2x2 contingency tables) were used to analyse the data.  Values of p<.05 were considered significant for 192 

all analyses. In order to meet the required test assumptions (i.e., expected cell frequencies < zero and a 193 

maximum of 20% of all contingency table cells contain cell counts < 5) some answer categories (questions 194 

5, 12, 15) were combined to provide sufficient data for analysis.  195 

 196 

3. Results 197 

A total of 349 equestrians participated in the survey and 43.1% of responses were received in the first five 198 

days. After discarding incomplete surveys, results from a total of n=332 participants were analysed, 199 

representing a margin of error of ±5% based on a 95% confidence interval for an estimated global 200 

equestrian population of 15 million (UK: 3 million in 2019 [45]. Therefore, it can be predicted that repeated 201 

data collection from randomly selected sample populations of comparable sizes would yield similar results 202 

95 out of 100 times.  203 

 204 

3.1 Participant demographics 205 

24 nationalities were represented, with the majority originating from Canada (34.9%, n=116), the UK 206 

(31.3%, n=104) and the USA (14.8%, n=49). The remaining 19% (n=63) comprised other nationalities such 207 

as Australian, German, Japanese, and Maltese. The mean age was 43.5 ±15.71 (SD) years and the age 208 

ranged from 18 to 77 years. Gender, horse-related experience, horse ownership, horse-related 209 

qualifications, and rider type distribution are displayed in table 1.  210 

Table 1: Survey respondents’ demographics: nationality; age; gender; horse owner; horse experience; horse-related 211 
qualifications; rider type; where horse is kept. Frequencies (n) are indicated in parentheses.  212 
 213 

Question Answer categories 

 
Q1. Nationality 

 
Canadian: 34.9% (116); American: 14.9% (49); British: 31.3% (104); Other: 18% 
(63) 
 

Q2. Age Range: 18-77; Mean age: 44 
 

Q3. Gender Female: 97.3% (323); Male: 2.1% (7); Prefer not to say: 0.6% (2) 
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Q4. Horse ownership Yes: 86.1% (286); No: 13.9% (46) 

 
Q5. Experience Less than 5 years: 3.9% (13); Between 5 and 20 years: 34% (113); More than 20 

years: 62.1% (206) 
 

Q6. Horse-related        
       qualifications 

Yes: 50.3% (167); No: 49.7% (165) 
 
 

Q7. Rider type Competitive/show rider: 28.6% (95); Leisure rider: 62.7% (208); Do not ride their 
horses: 8.7% (29) 
 

Q8. Where horse is kept  At home: 42.5% (141); Away from home: 44.6% (148); Do not own a horse: 13% 
(43) 
 

 214 

3.1 Equestrians’ interpretation of general horse happiness  215 

The majority (94%, n=332) of respondents thought that they were able to recognise when their horses 216 

were happy although a small proportion (6%, n=332) stated they did not know when their horses were 217 

happy (Figure 1). When respondents were asked to indicate how happy they thought their horses were in 218 

general, 92.8% (n=332) believed that their horses were either “very happy” (41.3%, n=332) or “somewhat 219 

happy” (51.5%, n=332), 2.71% (n=332) believed that their horses could be described as “somewhat 220 

unhappy” (1.5%, n=332) or “very unhappy” (1.2%, n=332), with 4.5% (n=332) not knowing how happy 221 

their horses were in general (Figure 1).  222 
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 223 

Figure 1: Participants’ perceived ability to recognise state of happiness in their horses and subjectively perceived general horse happiness 224 

There was a significant association between equestrians’ perceived ability of knowing when their horses 225 

were happy and their subjective assessment of their horses’ general happiness state (χ2(2) =46.642, 226 

p<.0001). The vast majority of survey participants who indicated that they were able to recognise when 227 

their horses were happy also believed that their horses were “rather happy” (i.e., either “very happy” or 228 

“somewhat happy”) in general (94.9%, n=312) (Cramer’s V =.375, p<.0001) and few participants (2.6%, 229 

n=312) indicated that they did not know how happy their horses were.  230 

A chi-square test for independence determined significant associations between participants’ subjective 231 

assessment of their horses’ general happiness state and horse ownership (χ2(2) =14.181, p<.001). A large 232 

proportion believed that their horses were “rather happy” (94.4%, n=286) and fewer horse owners 233 

indicated that they “did not know” how happy their horses were (2.8%, n=286; Cramer’s V =.207, p<.001).  234 
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Respondents’ perceived ability to recognise happiness in their horses and being a horse owner were 235 

strongly associated (Fisher’s exact test (2-sided) (1) =7.972, p<.012). The vast majority (95.5%, n=286) of 236 

horse owners compared to equestrians who did not own a horse (84.8%, n=46) thought they were able 237 

to recognise when their horses were happy (Phi=.155, p<.012). Chi-squared test showed a strong 238 

significant association between respondents’ perceived ability to recognise happiness in their horses and 239 

rider type (χ2(2) =10.777, p<.005). A large proportion of competitive riders (98.9%, n=95) indicated that 240 

they were able to recognise when their horses were happy. On the contrary, fewer participants who did 241 

not ride their horse thought that they were unable to recognise when their horses were happy (82.8%, 242 

n=29).  243 

The most frequently given examples (Q.11: “Please describe in a few words how you know that your horse 244 

is happy”) for  how survey respondents generally described they knew their horses were happy contained 245 

terms linked to their horse’s ears, eyes, body language, and facial expressions (Figure 2). 246 

 247 

Figure 2: Results of a word cloud analysis (30 most frequently mentioned words/terms) performed on answers provided to question 11 (“Please 248 
describe in a few words how you know that your horse is happy.”). Ear (95), horse (82), eye (63), body language (36), facial expression (24), 249 
willingness (22), interaction (22), and soft eye (18) were mentioned most frequently (count in brackets).  250 

 251 

3.2 Equestrians’ perception of horse happiness when interacting with/riding/working horses (Q.10) 252 
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The vast majority of equestrians in this study believed that their horses were happy when they interacted 253 

with them (91.6%, n = 332), rode them (69.3% n=332), or worked them (80.7%, n=332) (Table 2). Fisher’s 254 

exact test determined significant associations existed between participants’ horse-related experience, 255 

their perceived ability of recognising their horses’ happiness states, and their perception of horse 256 

happiness when interacting with their horses. Fewer numbers of participants with less than 20 years of 257 

equine-related experience thought that their horses would be happy when interacting with them (94.3%, 258 

n=123) (χ2(1) =5.752, p<.031). Almost all survey participants who believed they would be able to recognise 259 

when their horses were happy also thought that their horses were happy when they interacted with them 260 

(98.3%, n=295). A significant portion of equestrians who believed they were unable to recognise when 261 

their horses were happy also indicated that they did not think that their horses were happy when they 262 

interacted with them (22.2%, n=18) (χ2(1) =25.597, p<.001, Phi=.286, p<.000). 263 

Significant differences were recorded between rider type, participants’ perceived ability to recognise 264 

happiness in their horses, and respondents’ perception of horse happiness when riding their horses. A 265 

chi-squared test for independence recorded a strong significant association between rider type (χ2(2) 266 

=36.231, p<.0001) and respondents’ perception of horse happiness when riding their horses. Almost 90% 267 

of competitive riders (88.5%, n=87) believed that their horses were happy when they rode them and 268 

reduced numbers of participants who did not ride their horses (30%, n=20) (Cramer’s V=.356, p<.0001) 269 

thought their horses were happy when they rode them. Fisher’s exact test revealed a strong significant 270 

association between respondents’ perceived ability to recognise happiness in their horses and their 271 

perception of horse happiness when riding their horses (χ2(1) =19.827, p<.0001). A large proportion of 272 

equestrians who believed they could recognise when their horses were happy also believed that their 273 

horses were happy when they rode them (83%, n=270) (Fisher’s exact test (2-sided) =.263, p<.0001). There 274 

was a strong negative association between participants’ perceived ability to recognise happiness in their 275 
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horses and their perception of horse happiness when they rode their horses (37.5%, n=16) (Fisher’s exact 276 

test (2-sided) =.263, p<.0001). 277 

There was a moderate statistically significant association between horse ownership and respondents’ 278 

perception of horse happiness when they worked their horses (χ2(1) =4.174, p<.041). A significant portion 279 

(90.2%, n=302) of horse owners believed their horses were happy when they were worked, and a 280 

significant portion of participants who were not owning a horse (21.1%, n=38) believed that horses were 281 

not happy when they were worked (Fisher’s exact test/Phi=.118, p<.041). A strong significant association 282 

was recorded between participants’ perceived ability of recognising happiness in their horses and their 283 

perception of horse happiness when being worked (χ2(1) =16.139, p<.001, Phi=.231, p<.0001).  284 

Table 2: Survey respondents’ subjective perception of horse happiness when interacting with/riding/working with their horses (including adjusted 285 
proportions after removal of non-responses).  286 

Q 12: Do you believe your 
horses are happy when … 

Response count Original data Adjusted proportions 

 
… you interact with them? 

 
n = 313 

Yes: 91.6% (304) 
No: 2.7% (9) 
No response: 5.7% (19) 
 

 
Yes: 97.1% (304)  
No: 2.9% (9) 

 
… you ride them? 

 
n = 286 

Yes: 69.3% (230) 
No: 16.9% (56) 
No response: 13.9% (46) 
 

 
Yes: 80.4% (230) 
No: 19.6% (56) 

 
… you work them? 

 
n = 302 

Yes: 80.7% (268) 
No: 10.2% (34) 
No response: 9% (30) 
 

 
Yes: 88.7% (268) 
No: 11.3% (34) 

 287 

3.3 Equestrians’ perceptions concerning improving their horses’ happiness; in their own view and 288 

perceived horse perspective 289 

 290 

When survey participants were asked which single factor they would like to change in their horses lives 291 

to improve their happiness (Q.14), answers were predominantly focused around turnout (e.g., 292 

“turnout”, “paddock”, “bigger field”) , turnout length (e.g., “pasture time”, “increase turnout”, “time”), 293 
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turnout on pasture (e.g., “grass”, “grass pasture”, “pasture”), and contact to conspecifics (e.g., “herd”, 294 

“bigger herd”, “paddock mate”) (Figure 3).  295 

 296 

Figure 3: Results of a word cloud analysis performed on answers provided to question 14 (“If you could change one factor in your horses’ lives to 297 
increase/improve their happiness, what would it be?”). Time (54), horse (45), turnout (34), pasture (26), paddock (24), grass (18) were the most 298 
frequently mentioned words/terms (numbers in brackets indicate counts). 299 

 300 

When survey participants were asked to indicate which single factor their horses would change in their 301 

lives to improve their happiness (Q.13), equestrians’ believed that their horses would choose increased 302 

turnout time (e.g., “time”, “outside time”, “hours turnout”), particularly on pasture (e.g., “grass”, 303 
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“bigger pasture”, “field”, “larger pasture”) together with conspecifics (e.g., “herd”, “interaction”, 304 

“paddock mate”, “bigger herd”) (Figure 4).  305 

Figure 4: Results of a word cloud analysis performed on answers provided to question 13 (“If your horse could change one factor in their life to 306 
increase/improve their happiness, what do you believe he/she would change?”). Horse (64), grass (50), pasture (35), time (46), turnout (32), 307 
turnout time (5), field (22), paddock (29), herd (25) were the most frequently mentioned words/terms (numbers in brackets indicate counts). 308 

 309 

3.4 Equestrians perception of horse happiness linked to selected scenarios/horse behaviours 310 

Significant differences were recorded between the categories rider type, horse owner, where participants 311 

kept their horses, and participants’ perceptions of the horse behaviours “quietly standing in the stall and 312 

not reacting to the environment”, “not reacting to loud noises/scary objects”, “’bomb-proof’ when 313 

ridden”, and “very ‘forward’/energetic every time when being ridden”. A large proportion of 314 

competitive/show riders believed that horses were “rather happy” (i.e., “very happy” or “somewhat 315 

happy”) when they were described as “’bomb-proof’ when being ridden” (38.3%, n=94) (χ2(6) =16.969, 316 

p<.009, Cramer’s V=.160), “very ‘forward’/energetic every time when being ridden” (47.9%, n=94) (χ2(6) 317 

=22.436, p<.001, Cramer’s V=.184), or “not reacting to loud noises/scary objects” (χ2(6) =21.836, p<.001, 318 

Cramer’s V=.182). Fewer numbers of competitive riders indicated that they did not know how their horses 319 

were feeling when they were “very ‘forward’/energetic every time when being ridden” (10.6%, n=94) 320 

(χ2(6) =22.436, p<.001, Cramer’s V=.184), “’bomb-proof’ when being ridden” (10.6%, n=94) (χ2(6) 321 

=16.969, p<.009, Cramer’s V=.160), and when the horses were “not reacting to loud noises/scary objects” 322 

(8.5%, n=94) (χ2(6) =21.836, p<.001, Cramer’s V=.182).  323 

Participants who did not ride their horses believed horses were “rather happy” when they were “not 324 

reacting to loud noises/scary objects” (10.3%, n=29) and “very ‘forward’/energetic every time when being 325 

ridden” (13.8%, n=29) (χ2(6) =22.436, p<.001, Cramer’s V=.1840) and a large proportion of respondents 326 

who did not ride their horses did not know how horses were feeling when “not reacting to loud 327 

noises/scary objects” (44.8%, n=29) (χ2(6) =21.836, p<.001, Cramer’s V=.182) and believed that horses 328 
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that were “very ‘forward’/energetic every time when being ridden” were “rather unhappy” (34.5%, n=29) 329 

(χ2(6) =22.436, p<.001, Cramer’s V=.184). 330 

Significantly more horse owners (30.9%, n=285) compared to survey participants not owning a horse 331 

(15.2%, n=46) believed that horses were “rather happy” when “not reacting to loud noises/scary objects”. 332 

Fewer horse owners believed that horses were “neither happy nor unhappy” when “not reacting to loud 333 

noises/scary objects” (37.2%, n=285) (χ2(3) =10.844, p<.013, Cramer’s V=.181) and when “quietly standing 334 

in the stall and not reacting to the environment” (26.9%, n=286) compared to equestrians that were not 335 

owning a horse (43.5%, n=46) (χ2(3) =7.839, p<.049, Cramer’s V=.154). 336 

Participants that kept their horses at home more frequently indicated they did not know how horses 337 

were feeling when they were “quietly standing in their stall and not reacting to the environment” 338 

(19.9%, n=141) or believed that horses were “rather happy” (21.3%, n=141) in the latter scenario (χ2(6) 339 

= 16.207, p<.013, Cramer’s V=.156). Equestrians that kept their horses at home also more frequently 340 

thought that horses “not reacting to loud noises/scary objects” were “rather happy” (35%, n=140) (χ2(6) 341 

= 17.660, p<.007, Cramer’s V=.163).  342 

Table 3: Survey participants’ perceived horse happiness level based on horse behaviour described in five sample scenarios (six 343 
original answer categories and two summarised answer categories [“rather happy”: former categories “very happy” and 344 
“Somewhat happy”; “rather unhappy”: former categories “somewhat unhappy” and “very unhappy”]).  345 

              Perceived     
Horse                     happiness   
Behaviour                       level 

Very happy Somewhat 
happy 

Neither 
happy nor 
unhappy 

 

Somewhat 
unhappy 

Very 
unhappy 

I do not 
know 

 
Quietly eating in stable 

 

 
25.9% 

 
49.9% 

 
17.5% 

 
0.9% 

 
0.3% 

 
6% 

Summarised categories            Rather happy 
              75.8% 

      
     17.5% 

Rather unhappy 
1.2% 

     
   6% 

 
‘Bomb-proof’ when ridden 

 

 
3.6% 

 
25% 

 
39.2% 

 
8.4% 

 
1.8% 

 
22% 

Summarised categories            Rather happy                
                    28.6% 

         Rather unhappy                         
          10.2% 

  

 
Not reacting to loud 
noises/scary objects 

 
3.3% 

 
25.3% 

 
39.5% 

 
8.1% 

 
6% 

 
17.8% 

Summarised categories            Rather happy          Rather unhappy   
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                    28.6%                  14.2% 

 
Very ‘forward’/energetic 
every time when being 

ridden 

 
5.7% 

 
30.7% 

 
24.7% 

 
15.4% 

 
2.7% 

 
20.5% 

Summarised categories            Rather happy   
                    36.4% 

         Rather unhappy 
                  18.1% 

  

 
Quietly standing in the stall 

and not reacting to the 
environment 

 
3.3% 

 
12.4% 

 
29.2% 

 
21.4% 

 
19% 

 
14.8% 

Summarised categories            Rather happy     
                    15.7% 

         Rather unhappy 
                40.4%  

  

 346 

3.5 Equestrians’ perceptions of horse happiness relating to the five dimensions of the five welfare 347 

domains model (using examples) 348 

A large proportion of respondents considered “regular routine, veterinary and dental checks” most 349 

important to their horses’ happiness (59%, n=196). Over two-thirds of respondents thought that “daily 350 

full-body interactions with (an)other horse(s)” would be most important to their horses’ happiness 351 

(68.7%, n=228), and 27.4% (n=91) believed that “daily full-body social interaction with conspecifics” would 352 

be as important as “daily grooming sessions/scratches by the owner/familiar human”. Almost 80% (78.3%, 353 

n=260) of respondents indicated that “full-day (24/7) turnout on a large paddock/field with (an)other 354 

horse(s)” would be most important to their horses’ happiness compared with 6.3% (n=21) who selected 355 

“daily exercise (riding/hand-walking/free-lunging/etc.) and eight hours turnout on a small paddock with 356 

another horse in the adjacent paddock”. When the participants were asked about which practice 357 

concerning training/work would make their horses most happy, the majority (44.6%, n=148) chose the 358 

answer option “horse being ridden regularly (four times per week) and turned out the remaining hours of 359 

the day” and 19.3% (n=64) selected the “horse is not being ridden at all but turned out 24/7”. A large 360 

respondent proportion (47.3%, n=29) considered “regular mental stimulation and exposure to novel 361 

situations, e.g., introducing to unknown objects” as most important to their horses’ happiness and 38% 362 

(n=126) thought that the latter practice would be as important as “maintaining a daily training and 363 



19 
 

handling routine to avoid unknown situations”. A detailed summary of the frequencies and counts is 364 

displayed in table 4 (supplementary file).  365 

4. Discussion 366 

Recognising happiness in horses 367 

The ability to identify and correctly interpret non-verbal indicators of positive and negative emotions plays 368 

a key role in safeguarding equine welfare and can enhance the horse-human relationship. Equestrians’ 369 

awareness of affective states in horses is essential when it comes to providing domestic horses with 370 

adequate training and management regimens and evaluating chosen approaches in terms of meeting 371 

minimum welfare standards. Over 90% of equestrians in this study indicated that they would be able to 372 

know when their horses are happy and believed that their horses could be described overall as “very 373 

happy” (41.3%) or “somewhat happy” (51.5%). Happiness is characterised as a subjective feeling and no 374 

uniform definition of happiness in animals/horses has yet been established by animal welfare scientists 375 

[2]. Affiliative behaviour, certain acoustic vocalisations, and snorts [34,35,36,37] have been linked to 376 

positive affective states in horses, therefore, providing equestrians with clues as how to identify happiness 377 

or pleasure in horses. In contrast, survey participants reported their horses’ happiness could be 378 

determined based on their horses’ facial expressions (e.g., ear position, eyes). Facial expressions can be 379 

reliable indicators of acute or chronic positive and negative affective states in humans, including 380 

happiness [46]. In horses, certain facial expressions are thought to reliably indicate negative emotional 381 

states such as pain (e.g., [47]). Yet, the absence of facial (or other) pain indicators, i.e., the presence of a 382 

relaxed eye (absence of triangular-shaped wrinkles above the frontal portion of the eye), nostril, and 383 

lower lip (relaxed muzzle) [47], does not automatically mean horses are experiencing positive emotions, 384 

such as happiness. Therefore, respondents may have incorrectly perceived happiness in their horses due 385 

to their inability to identify indicators of positive affective states in horses. This misperception suggests 386 



20 
 

that research findings may not reach a large proportion of equestrians, which requires further 387 

investigation.  388 

The influence of horse ownership on assessing horses’ emotional states 389 

Respondents’ perceived ablity to interpret happiness in horses was associated with their experience of 390 

being a horse owner. The degree of attachment between owners and their horses can directly impact 391 

equine welfare as the perceived quality of the human-horse relationship plays a key role in equestrians’ 392 

daily decision making [48]. Gender, education, cultural and socio-economic background, personality, and 393 

the aesthetic appearance and subjective value of the respective animal contribute to how humans 394 

interpret an animal’s overall wellbeing [16,27,40,41]. Riding elicits a feeling of pleasure and happiness in 395 

equestrians and is often linked to riders forming strong emotional bonds with their equine counterparts 396 

[49,50], which is desired by both competitive and pleasure riders [50,51]. However, it is unclear if horses 397 

experience similar emotions towards their owner, rider, or caretaker, i.e., a familiar human. In one study, 398 

stress levels in horses were not automatically reduced when handled by their owners and were dependant 399 

on the handler’s general demeanour (i.e., reassuring, confident, calm) [51], therefore, horses may 400 

perceive the company of reassuring humans as overall positive. In another study horses were seeking 401 

contact with a familiar human whilst exposed to pain [52], probably viewing the familiar human a ‘safe-402 

haven’ in the absence of reassuring conscpecifics. A recent study showed a reduction in heart rate 403 

variability (indicative of lowered stress) when horses were turned out alone in an indoor arena were re-404 

united with their owner or a stranger alike [53]. Therefore, it may be possible to surmise that a positively 405 

perceived horse-human relationship may have contributed to horses actively seeking closeness to humans 406 

in general. Whilst these studies indicate that human presence (under some circumstances) may have the 407 

potential to reduce the presence of negative affective states in horses, research exploring the impact of 408 

human presence/contact on horse happiness is embryonic.  409 
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Pet ownership in general is known to increase subjective wellbeing and happiness in humans [54,55] and 410 

in more extreme cases, pets may become self-objects for their humans, helping indviduals to build a 411 

construct of self [56]. Pet owners reporting deep bonds to their companion animals, including horses, 412 

believed that their non-human counterparts also share these emotional experiences [57,58]. Caring about 413 

animals can prompt humans to project their own “(…) sensations, emotions and intentions into other 414 

animals (…)” (Bateson, 1991, p. 830). In addition, pets can take on a social support role by reducing stress 415 

and increasing subjectively perceived happiness in their owners [59], which may also be the case in horses 416 

[60]. Therefore, the experience of deep feelings of happiness and pleasure whilst spending time with or 417 

riding their horses may have incited equestrians to unconsciously project their own positive affective 418 

states into their horses. Yet, feeling a strong attachment to their horses may unintentionally contribute 419 

to poor welfare states, for instance, due to owners’ unwillingness to part with a less suitable equine (e.g., 420 

young horse and inexperienced or fearful rider combination) or potential financial restraints resulting in 421 

insufficient care. The presence of perceived strong emotional human-horse bonds and the projection of 422 

self-experienced feelings of happiness into their horses could have potentially contributed to a large 423 

proportion of the current study’s participants perceiving their horses’ overall emotional states as happy. 424 

The emotional attachment experienced by some equestrians may further explain why particularly horse 425 

owners who rode and competitive riders in this study more frequently perceived their horses as happy in 426 

general or when riding/working them compared to non-horse owners or those survey participants who 427 

indicated that they do not ride their horses. However, it may be argued that horses do not form strong 428 

and permanent emotional bonds with their riders in the same way as described by humans [49], and, 429 

therefore, the reciprocal bond may be incorrectly perceived [51]. Nevertheless, horses may be able to 430 

gain joy and pleasure through human interventions, e.g., grooming and positive reinforcement training 431 

(e.g., [19]).  Horse-related experience may have impacted on respondents perceived confidence or ability 432 

to interpret if their horses are happy; Marlin et al. [26] reported overconfidence in study participants’ 433 



22 
 

perceived knowledge versus their actual knowledge of common equine health, management, and welfare 434 

practices [26]. This misperception could compromise equine welfare and horse/rider safety and requires 435 

further investigation.  436 

Equestrians’ perceptions of horse happiness: impact of exercise and work   437 

Whilst equestrians may feel strong positive emotions towards their horses when riding, working or 438 

interacting with them, which is possibly exacerbated by life events such as competition success or 439 

achieving a training goal, it is unclear if horses experience equivalent emotions towards their owner, rider, 440 

or caretaker. The limited studies in this area have found that horses showed higher motivation to feed or 441 

spend time with their conspecifics compared to being ridden [61], nor did horses prefer exercise over time 442 

spent in their stalls when given the choice [62]. Horses may perceive the activity of horseback-riding as 443 

stressful from both a psychological and physical level, particularly during the initial stages of training 444 

where horses are exposed to novel objects and situations, e.g., tack, mounted rider, which may elicit stress 445 

responses that could compromise horse and rider safety. Horses may not enjoy exercise involving 446 

strenuous workloads [62,63] and it is not known if horses experience positive emotions such as happiness 447 

when being ridden or worked intensely and involuntarily. This contradicts equestrians’ views expressed 448 

in this study, where over two-thirds of respondents thought that riding or working their horses would 449 

make them happy. Interestingly, almost eighty percent (78.3%, n=332) of study participants indicated that 450 

their horses would be happiest when turned out 24/7 on a large paddock or field with another horse when 451 

compared to being exercised daily (riding/hand walking/free lunging etc.) and turned out for eight hours. 452 

The perceived misconception of horse happiness related to under-saddle training and exercise in general 453 

was more prominent amongst competitive/show riders in our sample. Henceforth, some equestrians may 454 

project their subjective experiences of happiness when riding or working their horses into their mounts 455 

[58] and, incorrectly, perceive their horses to be happy.  456 

Equestrians’ perceptions of horse happiness: turnout and social contact to conspecifics  457 
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Approximately two thirds of respondents recognised the importance of social contact with conspecifics 458 

to horse happiness, which is encouraging in terms of horse welfare. It appears that horses prefer turnout 459 

with other conspecifics over housing in single box stalls [64] and research has confirmed that forming 460 

affiliations, i.e., positive social interaction with conspecifics, can be regarded one potential indicator of 461 

positive emotional states and, therefore, good welfare in horses [19]. Yet, the reality in boarding/livery or 462 

schooling/riding school yards often differs and horses are commonly housed in single stalls as well as 463 

turned out on individual paddocks without the possibility of full body interactions to conspecifics 464 

[25,30,65]. Social interactions, including allogrooming, substantially contribute to positive affective states 465 

in horses [43] and can generate pleasure [30]. Intensely managed animals, including horses, can display 466 

signs of distress, aggression, self-mutilation, when they are deprived from expressing normal behaviour, 467 

including social interactions with conspecifics and the ability to express sexual behaviour [66]. In a natural 468 

environment, horses live in bands or herds comprising of mixed sex members and form affiliations ad 469 

libitum with select members of the herd, which is essential to domestic horses’ wellbeing [30]. With 470 

humans making choices on behalf of horses, separating mares from geldings and vice versa may further 471 

compromise horses’ needs to express normal behaviour, and respondents reported varying views on this 472 

topic with one third acknowledging the importance of mixed sex turnout and a quarter supporting gender 473 

separation. When respondents were asked which single factor they would want to change to improve 474 

their horse’s happiness, answers were largely focused around providing turnout on pasture in the 475 

presence of conspecifics. Based on those findings, it seems that according to respondents’ perceptions in 476 

this study, horses may be lacking in sufficient turnout time, access to grazing, and social interactions to 477 

other horses. Yet, there seems a disconnect between knowing what is ‘right’ or ‘good’ in terms of horse 478 

welfare and translating this knowledge into real-life management decisions. Previous studies suggest that 479 

ease of management, spatial and seasonal restraints, and injury risk prevail as the main drivers behind 480 

maintaining suboptimal and potentially welfare-compromising husbandry practices [67,68,69], which may 481 
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also be the case with the horses involved in our study sample and, therefore, reflect in respondents’ 482 

answers. In terms of improving equine welfare, further studies exploring the underlying factors causing 483 

the discrepancy between equestrian-desired and actual horse husbandry practices in some facilities are 484 

warranted.  485 

Equestrians’ perceptions of horse happiness: expressed behaviours   486 

Previous studies have shown that ‘poor’ welfare states such as pain, chronic stress, or depression, can 487 

manifest in certain horse behaviours, such as unresponsiveness or restlessness [70,71], which may be 488 

difficult to spot and interpret by professional and amateur equestrians alike [72]. The authors 489 

acknowledge that a horse displaying one or more of the five example behaviours mentioned in Q.15 (i.e., 490 

“very ‘forward’/energetic”, “bomb-proof”, “non-responsive” horse, horse “not reacting to loud 491 

noises/scary objects”, and “eating quietly in the stable”) does not automatically equate to a horse 492 

suffering from poor welfare or that they experience the specific situation as unpleasant, nor can 493 

conclusions about a horse’s affective state be drawn based on the example scenario alone. However, 494 

behavioral signs such as hurrying can be indicators of pain in horses [73] as musculoskeletal pain, 495 

particularly in the back region, can manifest in “very ‘forward’” horses attempting to escape the pain 496 

exerted by rider weight. A horse described as very ‘forward’ or energetic may also receive insufficient 497 

turnout or exercise to release excess energy and/or receiving a high-energy diet. Therefore, poor 498 

management choices may also reflect in very ‘forward’ or energetic horses [74] and present a potential 499 

indicator of compromised welfare. The majority of study participants (36.4%, n=332) believed that “very 500 

‘forward’/energetic horses every time when being ridden” are “rather happy” horses. Some equestrians 501 

may experience joy when riding an energetic horse and therefore project their own emotions onto their 502 

horses [57], which may lead to a misinterpretation of the very ‘forward’-behaviour as present in this study. 503 

Reduced attentional engagements or unresponsiveness in horses may also be indicative of pain 504 

[25,70,75], sickness or exhaustion [76]. Horses described as ‘bomb-proof’ and quiet, because they do not 505 



25 
 

react to their environment, may have entered a state of depression [77] or worst, “learned helplessness” 506 

[78], where they have learned that they cannot escape a stressful or painful situation. Burn et al. [71] 507 

reported 24% (n=59) of their sample of French riding school horses exhibited a “withdrawn” or lethargic 508 

emotional state characterised by specific activities such as reduced exploratory behaviours, decreased 509 

responses to tactile stimuli when compared to ‘healthy’ horses, and lowered reaction to human presence. 510 

Whilst more than one fourth of study participants interpreted ‘bomb-proof’ horse behaviour as an 511 

indicator of happiness, two thirds believed that “a horse not reacting to its environment” can be best 512 

described as “rather unhappy”. Therefore, it is possible to surmise that some respondents may lack the 513 

ability to recognise signs of pain and/or distress in horses, and hence, unintentionally contribute to 514 

reduced welfare. More educational initiatives are needed to disseminate knowledge about behavioural 515 

signs of pain and/or distress in horses to safeguard equine welfare.  516 

 517 

Limitations 518 

Participation in this study was voluntary, therefore, it is likely that equestrians with a higher level of 519 

interest in or knowledge about the study topic may have opted to participate. Since equestrians’ chosen 520 

horse management and training methods can directly impact horse happiness and welfare, the 521 

respondents were indirectly assessing their own abilities in this study. Reporting of happiness in this study 522 

may have been compromised by subjective interpretations leading to judgement bias of the respondents 523 

[14,16]. The use of anthropomorphism may have further contributed to equestrians misjudging indicators 524 

of positive and negative affective states in horses [23]. This perceived misperception of ‘happiness’ may 525 

have welfare implications on domestic horses and requires further investigation. Response bias may 526 

present another constraint as it is documented that survey responses can be impacted by social 527 

desirability [79], which may have been the case in this study. Selected survey link distribution channels 528 

and the survey language (English) may have contributed to including higher numbers of individuals 529 
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originating from certain countries as well as those equestrians who frequently use social media. Females 530 

were over-represented which is consistent with findings of other surveys (e.g., [80] [92.5%]; [81] [90.8%], 531 

and it is well-known that women show more empathy [82], emotional responses, and concern towards 532 

animals and overall welfare than man [83,84], which may have impacted the findings. The total survey 533 

participant number was relatively low considering that the survey was distributed via social media to an 534 

international audience. Therefore, our sample may not necessarily and adequately represent the 535 

equestrian population in general.  536 

 537 

5. Conclusion 538 

Equestrians may have overconfidence in their perceived ability to assess their horses’ state of happiness. 539 

Some horse behaviours potentially indicating pain or distress and, hence, ‘bad’ welfare (e.g., being ‘very 540 

forward’/energetic every time when being ridden) were interpreted as signs of happiness. This 541 

misperception may jeopardise horse welfare and rider safety. However, a large proportion of survey 542 

participants were aware of the potential positive impact of, for instance, increased turnout and social 543 

contact with conspecifics on horse wellbeing. Further studies are needed to explore equestrians’ 544 

perceptions of equine emotional states. Meanwhile, it is suggested that the dissemination of knowledge 545 

about recognising positive and negative affective states in horses continues as a contribution to 546 

safeguarding equine welfare.  547 

 548 
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Supplementary files: 765 

 766 
Table 4: Participants’ answer choices to questions 16-25 exploring their perceptions of horse happiness relating to the five welfare domains 767 
model (counts in brackets) 768 

 
 

“Please indicate 
which of the 
following scenarios 
concerning 
(“example used in 
question”) you 
consider most 
important to your 
horse’s happiness” 
(n=332) 
 

Q.16  
 
“mental state” 

• Absence of physical pain: 27.7% (92) 

• Positive experiences (e.g., receiving rewards): 9.3% 
(31) 

• Equally important: 63% (20) 

• Neither is important: 0% 

Q.17  
 
“social 
interactions” 

• Daily full body interactions with (an)other horse(s): 
68.7% (228) 

• Daily grooming sessions/scratches by owner/familiar 
human: 3.3% (11) 

• Equally important: 27.4% (91) 

• Neither is important: 0.6% (2) 
 

Q.18  
 
“feeding/turnout 
practices” 

• Constant access to hay fed while turned out on a 
small paddock with shelter: 24.1% (80) 

• No hay fed but turnout on a large grass field without 
shelter: 27.4% (91) 

• Equally important: 46.1% (153) 

• Neither is important: 2.4% (8) 
 

Q.19 
  
“turnout” 

• Full day (24/7) turnout on a large paddock/field   with 
(an)other horse(s): 78.3% (260) 

• Daily exercise (riding/hand walking/free lunging/etc.) 
and 8 hours turnout daily on a small paddock with 
another horse in the adjacent paddock: 6.3% (21) 

• Equally important: 14.5% (48) 

• Neither is important: 0.9% (3) 
 

Q. 20  
 
“horse health” 

• Regular routine farriery, veterinary and dental 
checks: 59% (196) 

• Regular qualified body worker treatments (e.g., 
massages, chiropractic/osteopathic adjustments, 
acupuncture): 1.2% (4) 

• Equally important: 37.4% (124) 

• Neither is important: 2.4% (8) 
 

Q.21  
 
“horse lifestyle” 

• Horse stalled overnight (5 PM until 9 AM) in clean 
stall with plenty of bedding: 10.5% (35) 

• Horse turned out 24/7 on paddock with shelter but 
without bedding: 64.8% (215) 

• Equally important: 22.3% (74) 

• Neither is important: 2.4% (8) 
 

Q. 22  
 

• Turnout with opposite sex (stallions excluded)/in 
mixed herds (geldings and mares): 33.1% (49) 
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“group turnout” • Turnout with same sex only/mares and geldings in 
separate groups: 24.1% (80) 

• Equally important: 28% (93)  

• Neither is important: 14.8% (49) 
 

Q.23  
 
“training/work” 

• Horse not being ridden at all but turned out 24/7: 
19.3% (64) 

• Horse being ridden regularly (four times per week) 
and turned out remaining hours of the day: 44.6% 
(148) 

• Equally important: 28.6% (95) 

• Neither is important: 7.5% (25) 
 

Q.24 
 
“social life” 

• Daily social contact with other horses: 70.8% (235) 

• Daily social contact with humans: 0.3% (1) 

• Equally important: 28.9% (96) 

• Neither is important: 0% 
 

Q. 25 
  
“daily training 
practices” 

• Regular mental stimulation and exposure to novel 
situations, e.g., introducing to unknown objects: 
47.3% (157) 

• Maintaining a daily training and handling routine to 
avoid unknown situations: 7.8% (26) 

• Equally important: 38% (126) 

• Neither is important: 6.9% (23) 
 

 769 

Survey: 770 

1. What is your nationality?  771 

2. What is your age? 772 

3. What is your gender? 773 

• Female 774 

• Male 775 

• Other 776 

• Prefer not to say 777 

4. Do you own (a) horse(s)? 778 

• Yes 779 

• No 780 

5. How many years of horse-related experience do you have (as a rider/horse 781 

owner/groom/handler etc.)? 782 

• Less than 5 years 783 

• Between 5 and 20 years 784 

• More than 20 years 785 

6. Do you have any official (i.e., accredited) professional qualifications relating to horses (e.g., 786 

groom, farrier, professional rider/trainer, coach/instructor, scientist, veterinarian, massage 787 

therapist)? 788 
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• Yes 789 

• No 790 

7. Do you consider yourself more a leisure or competitive/show rider? 791 

• Leisure rider 792 

• Competitive/show rider 793 

• I do not ride my horse(s) 794 

8. Are you boarding your horse(s) away from home or are you keeping your horse(s) at home 795 

(private yard, owning a boarding facility etc.)? 796 

• Boarding away from home 797 

• Keeping at home 798 

9. Do you know when your horse is happy? 799 

• Yes 800 

• No 801 

10. Do you believe your horse is happy when… 802 

• …you interact with him?    Yes   o    No   o  803 

• …you ride him?      Yes   o   No   o 804 

• …work him (i.e., unmounted work)?   Yes   o  No   o 805 

11. Please describe in a few words how you know that your horse is happy: 806 

______________________________________________________________________________ 807 

12. In your opinion, how happy is your horse in general? 808 

• Very happy 809 

• Somewhat happy 810 

• Somewhat unhappy 811 

• Very unhappy 812 

• I do not know 813 

13. If your horse could change one factor in his life to increase/improve his happiness, what do you 814 

believe he/she would change (please describe in a few words only)? 815 

______________________________________________________________________________ 816 

14. If you could change one factor in your horse’s life to increase/improve his happiness, what 817 

would it be (please describe in a few words only)? 818 

______________________________________________________________________________ 819 

15. For each of the following statements tick the one which you feel best describes how a horse is 820 

feeling in the following scenarios: 821 

 Very 
happy 

Somewhat 
happy 

Neither 
happy nor 
unhappy 

Somewhat 
unhappy  

Very 
unhappy 

I don’t 
know 

Horse is quietly eating in the 
stable 
 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

Horse is ‘bomb-proof’ when 
ridden 
 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

Horse is not reacting to loud 
noises/scary objects 
 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 
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Horse is very ‘forward’/energetic 
every time he’s being ridden 
 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

Horse is quietly standing in his 
stall and not reacting to his 
environment 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 
o 

 822 

16. Please indicate which of the following scenarios concerning mental state you consider most 823 

important to your horse’s happiness (please select one): 824 

• Absence of physical pain 825 

• Positive experiences 826 

• Equally important 827 

• Neither is important 828 

17. Please indicate which of the following scenarios concerning social interactions you consider 829 

most important to your horse’s happiness (please select one): 830 

• Daily full body interactions with (an)other horse(s) 831 

• Daily grooming sessions/scratches by owner/familiar human 832 

• Equally important 833 

• Neither is important 834 

18. Please indicate which of the following scenarios concerning feeding/turnout practices you 835 

consider most important to your horse’s happiness (please select one): 836 

• Constant access to hay fed while turned out on a small paddock with shelter 837 

• No hay fed but turnout on a large grass field without shelter 838 

• Equally important 839 

• Neither is important 840 

19. Please indicate which of the following scenarios concerning turnout you consider most 841 

important to your horse’s happiness (please select one): 842 

• Full 24/7 turnout on a large paddock/field with (an)other horse(s) 843 

• Daily exercise (riding/hand walking/free lunging/etc.) and 8 hours turnout daily on a 844 

small paddock with another horse in the adjacent paddock 845 

• Equally important 846 

• Neither is important 847 

20. Please indicate which of the following scenarios concerning horse health you consider most 848 

important to your horse’s happiness (please select one): 849 

• Regular routine farriery, veterinary and dental checks 850 

• Regular qualified ‘body worker’ treatments (e.g., massages, chiropractic/osteopathic 851 

adjustments, acupuncture) 852 

• Equally important 853 

• Neither is important 854 

21. Please indicate which of the following scenarios concerning horse lifestyle you consider most 855 

important to your horse’s happiness (please select one): 856 

• Horse stalled overnight (5 PM until 9 AM) in clean stall with plenty of bedding 857 

• Horse turned out 24/7 on paddock with shelter but without bedding 858 

• Equally important 859 
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• Neither is important 860 

22. Please indicate which of the following scenarios concerning group turnout you consider most 861 

important to your horse’s happiness (please select one): 862 

• Turnout with opposite sex (stallions excluded)/mixed herds (geldings and mares) 863 

• Turnout with same sex only/mares and geldings in separate groups 864 

• Equally important 865 

• Neither is important 866 

23. Please indicate which of the following scenarios concerning training/work you consider most 867 

important to your horse’s happiness (please select one): 868 

• Horse not being ridden at all but turned out 24/7 869 

• Horse being ridden regularly (four times per week) and turned out the remaining hours 870 

of the day 871 

• Equally important 872 

• Neither is important 873 

24. Please indicate which of the following scenarios concerning social life you consider most 874 

important to your horse’s happiness (please select one): 875 

• Daily social contact with other horses 876 

• Daily social contact with humans 877 

• Equally important 878 

• Neither is important 879 

25. Please indicate which of the following scenarios concerning training practices you consider most 880 

important to your horse’s happiness (please select one): 881 

• Regular mental stimulation and exposure to novel situations, e.g., introducing to 882 

unknown objects 883 

• Maintaining a daily training and handling routine to avoid unknown situations 884 

• Equally important 885 

• Neither is important 886 

 887 

Thank you for completing our survey.  888 

 889 


