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Abstract

Traditionally, assessment of animal welfare generally focused on physiological signs of health with less consideration of psychological 
well-being. More recently, the Five Domains model highlighted the concept of all aspects of an animal’s life influencing their affective 
state. In equestrianism, however, there is a lack of awareness of the Five Domains model and, specifically, how different factors may 
affect the mental well-being of horses (Equus caballus). This divide between scientific research and lay horse owners could compromise 
equine welfare by failing to recognise horses as sentient beings with species-specific needs. The present study therefore aimed to 
explore how evidence-based information can be effectively communicated to equestrians (n = 259) through an online survey and 
whether increased knowledge of equine welfare needs has any impact on horse caregivers’ assessment of their own horses’ quality of 
life. Results showed that a simple educational infographic based on the Five Domains model had a significant impact on equestrians’ 
assessment of equine welfare, although longitudinal, empirical studies are needed. Scores on a Likert scale for health, behaviour/human 
interactions and overall welfare were significantly lower following the intervention but scores for emotional well-being were significantly 
higher. This may suggest that, whilst the infographic increased participant awareness of the importance of emotional state and the 
factors affecting welfare, there were difficulties or inconsistencies in objectively assessing these emotions. This highlights the need for 
equine welfare science to be communicated more proactively to horse owners in an accessible, engaging format.
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Introduction 

Measuring animal welfare 
It is generally reasoned that humans have a moral and legal 
obligation to meet the needs of the animals that they are 
responsible for (Cooke 2011) and that these animals should 
be kept in such a way that prevents unnecessary pain, distress 
or suffering, whether this be physical or psychological.  
Animal welfare has commonly been measured using the 
‘Five Freedoms’ as outcome indicators (Farm Animal 
Welfare Council [FAWC] 1979), which state that animals 
should have: Freedom from hunger and thirst; Freedom 
from discomfort; Freedom from pain, injury and disease; 
Freedom to act out normal behaviours; and Freedom from 
fear and distress. However, these Five Freedoms are only 
an attempt to describe welfare at a particular moment 
rather than on an ongoing basis (Webster 2016) and are 
considered to refer to avoiding the negative rather than 
promoting the positive (Mellor 2016).  
The Animal Welfare Act (2006), as part of UK legislation, 
introduced five welfare needs, elaborating on the Five 
Freedoms by encouraging owners to not only avoid condi-
tions that may result in suffering, but to take positive steps to 

ensure that adequate care is provided. These are: the need for 
a suitable environment; the need for a suitable diet; the need 
to be able to exhibit normal behaviour patterns; the need to be 
housed with, or apart, from other animals; and the need to be 
protected from pain, suffering, injury and disease.  
These five welfare needs are not necessarily adequate 
either, considering that ‘suitable’ and ‘normal’ can be 
subjective terms. Webster (2016) suggested that ‘normal 
behaviour’ should be taken to mean ‘choice’, incorporating 
the ability to behave naturally regarding making choices 
about diet, environment, social contact, comfort and 
security. Yet through domestication, this has arguably 
become an unrealistic concept where humans assume a 
certain level of control over animals, depriving them of 
choice in many situations.  

The Five Domains Model Framework 
Since the formation of the Animal Welfare Act (2006), 
welfare assessment frameworks have been elaborated to 
consider ‘The Five Domains Model Framework’, distin-
guishing between physical factors, eg nutrition, environment, 
health and behaviour, and mental factors that contribute 
towards an animal’s welfare (Green & Mellor 2011).  
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