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Abstract

This study was designed to determine whether feedback from welfare assessments, using the Horse Welfare Assessment Protocol,
affected actual horse welfare in 21 stables. After the first assessment, stable managers in the high feedback (HF; n = 10 stables)
group were supplied with extensive information and support regarding the welfare measures and relevance of the results. The low
feedback (LF; n = 11 stables) group only received the results without additional information. Upon re-assessment, six months later,
no significant changes were seen in the stable overall (SO) score in either group. Significant changes occurred in individual measures;
in the HF group more fresh-air inlets were open but water drinker function and ocular discharge deteriorated. In the LF group, the
feeding troughs were cleaner but mane and tail condition deteriorated. Both groups had cleaner water troughs and less equipment
chafing but the sum of relative air humidity (RH) and temperature (T) deteriorated. Significant decreases occurred in the stable
welfare issues (SWI) score; the HF group decreased from 93.3 to 72.0 and the LF group from 113.3 to 91.3. There were also non-
significant changes; in the HF group, 71 measures and five stables improved while 63 measures and five stables (50%) deteriorated.
In the LF group, 65 measures and seven stables improved while 62 measures and four stables deteriorated. The observed improve-
ments in both groups suggest that assessment alone (with no detailed feedback) might raise awareness but we cannot yet conclude
whether or not the type of feedback affects overall horse welfare. 
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Introduction
The domestication of the horse commenced thousands of
years ago but their basic needs (eg social contact and long
feeding time) remain relatively unchanged from that of feral
free-living horses (Søndergaard et al 2004). These needs are
not always met in contemporary horse-keeping in regards to
resource availability and opportunities to express innate
natural behaviours. The number of horses kept in Sweden is
increasing and many more horses are now used recreationally
(Braam 2010; Jordbruksverket 2015). The knowledge,
education level and background of horse owners vary
(Viksten et al 2016), as they also do for owners/managers of
other animal species (Heleski & Zanella 2006). However,
inadequate knowledge may result in owners making poor and
scientifically unsound decisions concerning animal housing
and management that may, in turn, cause welfare problems.
Effective horse welfare assessment can identify problems and
risk factors which might then be prevented by providing
assessment outcomes and related information to owners
(Visser et al 2014); informed management decisions may also
directly improve welfare (Blokhuis et al 2010). 

Several protocols have been developed to assess horse
welfare (NEWC 2008; AHIC 2011; Wageningen UR 2012;
AWIN 2015; Viksten et al 2017) but international standard-
isation and a gold standard for many of the measures used
are lacking (Main 2014), thus hampering meaningful inter-
national comparisons. The recently developed Horse
Welfare Assessment Protocol (HWAP) (Viksten et al 2017)
was built based on the Wageningen UR (2012) protocol.
Both protocols aimed to include more animal-based
measures (eg coat quality, lameness, ocular discharge) and
are developed in line with the Welfare Quality® (WQ)
system (Blokhuis et al 2010). However, a standardised way
of providing stable managers and horse owners with
feedback from these systems, enabling and encouraging
implementation of research outcomes, is lacking.
The inclusion of a feedback loop and assessment of system
improvements over time may be a critical component to the
holistic approach being advocated in animal welfare
(Blokhuis et al 2003). This would also support the growing
demand for the feedback of horse welfare assessment
outcomes that supplies more than just a list of negative
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