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Simple Summary: The Grand National is one of the world’s most famous steeplechase races. In
2023, the start of the race was delayed, as an animal rights group protested about the race by gaining
access to the course. When the race eventually took place, several horses fell, with one sustaining a
fatal injury. The ensuing commentary from racing afficionados and animal activists alike laid bare
some of the fundamental issues surrounding the sport. This event highlights how the racing indus-
try is increasingly subject to public pressure around the safety and welfare of horses. Public ac-
ceptance of activities such as racing is known as “social licence to operate” (SLO) and, as societies
and cultures evolve, so too does the concept of social licence; for example, the SLO around circus
animals has largely been “lost”, while zoos have managed to maintain their SLO through shifting
their focus towards education and the conservation of wild animals. Following the 2023 Grand Na-
tional, pro- and anti-racing groups shared their views on a variety of media platforms. In this com-
mentary, we consider how the narratives presented might shape the future of the racing industry.

Abstract: The 2023 Grand National steeplechase race was delayed when protesters from the animal
rights group, ‘Animal Rising’, gained access to the course just prior to the race. The international
media spotlight was focused on what is already a high-profile event and the social licence of both
this race and racing in general was scrutinised. Both at the time and for several days afterwards, the
general public was exposed to two different narratives from pro- and anti-racing communities. This
paper discusses these perspectives and the potential impact on the general public's relationship with
racing. Whilst well-meaning and aiming to promote racing, much of the racing industry’s commen-
tary inadvertently risked damaging its reputation due to a poor understanding of social licence
principles. We explore the reasons for these two groups’ alternative perspectives on welfare and
suggest considerations for change. Ultimately if ‘the people’s race’ is to maintain its social licence,
the racing community needs to both understand and embrace the concept. Welcoming independent
opinion, engaging with different viewpoints, accepting that change is inevitable and, most im-
portantly, being proactive in making changes to prioritise equine welfare will all help racing to
move towards greater public acceptance.

Keywords: Grand National; Racing; Equine; Welfare; Social Licence; Horse Sport; Human behav-
iour change

1. Introduction

The Grand National, a steeplechase held over a course of 4 miles and 514 yards (6.9
km) and 30 jumps at Aintree Racecourse every April, is arguably the most iconic race in
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the British horseracing calendar. Dubbed ‘the people's race” and ‘the most famous horse
race in the world’, television audiences frequently exceed 7.5 million in the United King-
dom alone [1]. Much of the Grand National’s attraction can be attributed to the combina-
tion of its large and unusual jumps [2] and big field of around 40 competitors. This results
in a spectacular test of skill, stamina, and bravery of both human and equine athletes, with
an element of luck thrown in for good measure. However, what might pass as entertain-
ment for some is cause for concern to others. With an average of 0.75 equine deaths/year
since 1950 (Figure 1), the high level of risk to its equine competitors has turned the Grand
National into a contentious sporting event.

Equine Fatalities associated with the Grand National
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Figure 1. Equine fatalities per year that occurred during the running of the Grand National between
1950 and 2023. Years in which the race did not run are not included. The orange line represents
equine fatalities that occurred in 2012, after which changes were made to the race with the aim of
improving equine safety. The dotted red line represents the line of best fit (the line that most accu-
rately describes the change over time in the number of fatalities per year). Please note that this graph
is intended to reflect what the general public may perceive and therefore shows the absolute number
of horses that were named as fatalities each year[3] and does not account for other confound’

variables of risk such as number of starters (a factor that would also determine the fatality rate).

Over the years, there has been growing public disquiet over the risks of equine injury
and death in jump racing in the United Kingdom [4], and in the Grand National in partic-
ular [5,6]. The visibility of this race means that it attracts particular attention, and it is
probably for this reason that the activist group, Animal Rising, staged a protest prior to
the 2023 Grand National, with several protestors gaining access to the track and attempt-
ing to attach themselves to fences. One of Animal Rising’s aims was to prevent the race
from taking place, thereby preventing any equine fatalities [7]. Their protest resulted in a
15-minute delay to the start of the race, during which the horses were first returned to the
pre-parade ring, with some being unsaddled only to be tacked up again moments later.
This, the death of a horse during the race, and the number of horses that fell, have led to
extensive discussion and media coverage — from the racing community and animal rights
priic ters alike — around the future of horse racing.

~his paper discusses the television commentary that was aired at the time of the race,
as well as points raised subsequently in mainstream and social media. Using theory from
social licence, equine welfare, and human psychology, it provides an informed commen-
tary on the power of public opinion to control the future of an industry and the advisabil-
ity of taking this into consideration in public discourse. It also promotes some ideas that
racing may find helpful as it moves forward in this era of increased public sensitivity to
animal welfare.

2. Social licence to operate, human behaviour, and animal-related sports

It is evident that public perception regarding the use of animals for human entertain-
ment is changing [8]. This has led to the reduction, modification/regulation, or complete
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loss of a range of animal-use activities. Examples include: betting on horseracing and at-
tendance at racetracks in various countries [9-11] (reduced); fox hunting in the United
Kingdom [12], horse racing in the United States [13], keeping of cetaceans in captivity [14]
(modified/regulated); and equestrianism in the Olympic Modern Pentathlon [15], grey-
hound racing in the Australian Capital Territory [16], and the use of wild animals in cir-
cuses in the United Kingdom [17] (lost). These changes, which reflect both increases in
scientific knowledge surrounding animal welfare and evolution of ethical belief systems
[18], were all associated with a growing sense of unease with the status quo and/or an
incident or incidents that galvanised public sentiment [19-26]. In this context, if not han-
dled well, the events surrounding the 2023 Grand National could herald substantial
changes to jump racing’s regulatory environment.

The link between the regulatory environment of an activity and its public acceptance
is mediated to a large extent by its social licence to operate (SLO) [27]. Originally coined
in relation to the mining industry, the term and associated concept of ‘social licence' is
now applied extensively to animal-use activities, including sport [27]. A social licence is a
dynamic, intangible, unwritten contract between society and those who are involved in
an industry or activity [28,29]. It describes the degree of public acceptance of the indus-
try/activity, and society’s trust in its proponents to behave legally and responsibly [29].
While the concept of social licence may appear to be somewhat abstract, with no formal
legal standing, it can nevertheless be extremely powerful in altering the future of an ac-
tivity.

Loss of social licence typically starts with negative portrayal of the activity/industry
in the media [27]. If the proponents of the activity do not take effective action, this may
lead to loss of political support, revised legislation, and — potentially — an outright ban [27]
(Figure 2). It is important to note that once an industry’s social licence has been substan-
tially damaged or lost, it can be difficult to regain [30]. Jump racing in the United Kingdom
is currently faced with negative portrayal in the media. However, in some jurisdictions,
horse racing is already faced with revised legislation [13] and in others jump racing has
been banned completely [31]. Proponents of racing in the United Kingdom should there-
fore regard the current situation as a warning of potential future restrictions to their sport.

Racing’s social licence: Potential outcomes

+  Prioritises equine welfare in both actions and words +  Dismisses risk of equine injury/fatality as acceptable
+  Demonstrates shared values with the public +  Does not move towards sharing the public’s values
Actions taken by/attitude regarding equine welfare regarding equine welfare

ofracingindustry: | - |5 transparent about welfare issues +  Shuns independent scrutiny of welfare issues

+  Abides by external rules and enforces internal rules Fails to develop and enforce rules relating to
relating to welfare safeguarding of equine welfare

Effecton public; | *  Public trusts the racing industry *  Public does not trust the racing industry
+ Media s largely supportive +  Media becomes increasingly critical

*  Public acceptance maintained/regained *  Public acceptance lost
Effect on social licence: | « Mo pressure on politicians to regulate racing +  Pressure on politicians to regulate or ban racing
+  Self-regulation remains in place +  Tighter regulation or total ban

Figure 2. The figure uses two potential scenarios to show how the actions of the racing industry
might impact on the sport’s social licence.

If an animal-use sport is facing a challenge to its social licence — as is the case for jump
racing in the United Kingdom in 2023 — animal welfare (or the perception thereof) fre-
quently lies at the heart of the problem [27,32,33]. This is certainly the case for horse racing,
as well as equestrianism more generally, as shown by a number of surveys and informed
commentaries [20,34,35]. A television and radio debate following the 2023 Grand National
suggested that there is minimal public support for the race to continue in its current form
[36]. Those expressing their distaste for the race included many who had previously sup-
ported it, with welfare concerns forming the basis of their change in sentiment [36]. The
proportion of negative texts sent to the show led the debate’s host to suggest that this
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reflects changes to societal norms and attitudes and to state that ‘the tide is turning’ 126
against racing. 127

The SLO concept is often considered in isolation (e.g., [27]). However, in reality, 128
maintenance of social licence requires an interdisciplinary approach involving multiple 129
aspects of scientific theory followed by practical application of the findings. If jump racing 130
is to improve its social licence, placing equine wellbeing at the heart of its activities, these 131
disciplines should include equine welfare science, as well as principles of human psychol- 132
ogy and behaviour change. Welfare science allows us to understand how the affective 133
(emotional) states that horses may experience as a consequence of their management and 134
interactions with people affect their quality of life [37]. The scientific fields of human psy- 135
chology, social cognition, and human behaviour change, on the other hand, allow us to 136
understand why humans think and act the way they do and to put in place strategies that 137
encourage and enable people to modify their behaviour [38-40]. In this paper, we explore 138
these diverse yet interlinked fields as they relate to the events of the 2023 Grand National. 139

3. Communicating with the public about the Grand National 140

When listening to the publicly available narrative on the day of and after the Grand 141
National, one of the most striking observations was the difference between the main mes- 142
sages conveyed by racing commentators and Animal Rising representatives. Animal Ris- 143
ing had made it clear that their intention was to stop the race to prevent a catastrophic 144
injury from occurring [41]. However, rather than immediately addressing this discussion 145
point during the delay prior to the start of the race, the television commentary team fo- 146
cused primarily on the message that racehorses have the best welfare possible when in = 147
training/away from the racetrack [42]. The commentators subsequently encouraged any- 148
one with concerns about the welfare of racehorses to visit a racing yard and see for them- 149
selves how well the horses are cared for. Yet the fact that changes had been made to the 150
Grand National course and fences to reduce the risk of injury to the horses was only briefly 151
referred to 15 minutes into the commentary. After a further 5 minutes there was more 152
airtime given to this topic, but it was still minimal. 153

Two days after the race, when mainstream and social media in the United Kingdom 154
were filled with concern about the risks faced by racehorses when jump racing [43,44], 155
representatives from Animal Rising and racing came together in a national radio show 156
[36]. As Animal Rising continued to emphasise the risks to which the horses were exposed 157
during a race, racing’s representatives were once again reluctant to address Animal Ris- 158
ing’s main point. Although one racing stakeholder did mention the work undertaken on 159
risk reduction, the discourse from the racing representatives was dominated by the mes- 160
sage about racehorses’ quality of life away from the racecourse, as well as the implications 161
for the welfare of horses and people working in racing if racing were to be stopped. Vari- 162
ous members of the general public who were involved i1 {ne debate commented that they 163
were concerned about the risk to the horses in the Grand National, regardless of how well 164
they were being looked after at home, and questioned why the racing community only 165
talked about racehorse welfare at home and were failing to discuss safety improvements. 166
In this debate, the majority of comments made by the general public (by phone-in or text 167
message) related to concern about the risk of injury to the horses during racing. In order 168
to maintain racing’s social licence, this topic should be publicly acknowledged by the 169
sport’s proponents. 170

Animal Rising’s stance could arguably be taken as a proxy — albeit an extreme one — 171
for growing public concern about the fate of racehorses during racing. If the racing indus- 172
try wishes to continue to enjoy public support, it is vital that it not only takes these con- 173
cerns seriously, but that it is seen to be taking them seriously. While the sport’s leaders 174
have undoubtedly taken steps towards increased safety, including making changes to the 175
Grand National which were initially associated with a substantial reduction in the number 176
of horse falls over these fences [45], the main communications emphasis remains on the 177
horses” quality of life outside of the actual races. 178
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In terms of the racing industry’s achievements on equine safety, overall, fatalities in 179
racing (flat and jump) in Britain have reduced by a third over the past 20 years to a current 180
figure of 0.2% of runners [46]. Research is now moving at pace to analyse data relating to 181
the ‘Jump Race Risk Model’, a project that aims to determine risk factors for injury injump 182
racing Thoroughbreds [47]. For the Grand National specifically, there has been extensive 183
analysis of data around risk factors for falls, some fences have been lowered and/or mod- 184
ified, the distance to the first jump has been reduced, the ‘going’ is carefully monitored 185
and modified if necessary, the jockeys are briefed regarding speed to the first fence, the 186
minimum age for horses to compete has been increased, and there have been changes to 187
the horse and jockey entry criteria [48,49]. 188

However, these efforts notwithstanding, the faller and fatality rates in jump racing 189
remain stubbornly high, with latest figures showing rates of 2.25% (1 in 44) and 0.43% (1 ~ 190
in 233), respectively [50]. In terms of social licence, publicly acknowledging the natureand 191
seriousness of problems, being humble and transparent about the issues, and engaging 192
with critics as well as supporters on how to improve equine safety and welfare can lead 193
to benefits that may come as a surprise to industries that have not traditionally acted in 194
this way [51]. This contrasts with much of the narrative surrounding the 2023 Grand Na- 195
tional, in which the ‘cross purposes” arguments may only have turned off the general pub- 19
lic and led to the conclusion that racing is trying to divert attention away from the inci- 197
dence of catastrophic injuries. This approach will not move the conversation forward, nor 198
will a relentless focus on ‘positive messaging’ help to maintain racing’s social licence —a 199
lesson that has been learned, to their cost, by numerous other industries [52,53]. 200

After all, the way human beings interpret the world around them is largely shaped 201
by the information regarding that world to which they have access. The more easily cer- 202
tain viewpoints, incidents, or opinions can be recalled, the more likely it is that those view- 203
points, incidents etc. are considered an accurate reflection of reality [54,55]. This so-called 204
‘availability bias’ [54] is influenced, and even shaped, by (social) media [56,57]. The more 205
media attention a certain topic attracts, the more readily it will be recalled by the general 206
public. Atits most extreme, this can lead to an ‘availability cascade’, a self-sustaining chain 207
of events kicked off by the reporting of an event which causes an emotional reaction 208
within the general public. The reaction of the public becomes newsworthy itself, escalat- 209
ing to the point that it becomes a matter of public policy to interfere [58]. The impact of 210
this phenomenon on equestrian sports has recently been highlighted [59]. 211

In the current climate, equine fatalities that occur during high profile races are highly 212
emotive and result in extensive media coverage. Consequently, the perception of those 213
individuals with little to no previous experience of racing will likely be shaped by those 214
media reports, as that is the information most readily available to them. This makes itall 215
the more important, therefore, that the racing industry recognises the real risk associated 216
with negative media coverage 217

5.%. W lking the walk’: prioritising welfare 218

Much of the current commentary around racing seems to suggest that racehorses ex- 219
perience the best possible welfare. Phrases such as ‘they are looked after like kings’, ‘they 220
stay in 6* hotels” and ‘they receive 5* treatment from the day they are born until the day 221
they die” are not uncommon and were widely used during the television coverage of the 222
2023 Grand National [42]. A British Horseracing Authority statement subsequent to the 223
race even described ‘providing an unparalleled quality of life for horses bred for racing’ 224
[60]. However, given current scientific understanding of horses’ ethological and physio- 225
logical needs, how credible is this messaging? 226

Welfare scientists are clear that, if good welfare is to be achieved, access to the ‘3 Fs" 227
(friends, forage, and freedom) should form the basis of a horse’s life [61]. This involves 228
having the opportunity to interact with and touch/groom other horses, having access to 229
forage for the majority of the day, and being able to ‘be a horse’ (i.e., to graze, socialise, 230
and move at liberty). Whilst many aspects of racehorse welfare continue to improve (e.g., 231
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it appears to be increasingly popular for racehorses to have access to turnout), many ani- 232
mals still have restricted access to these basic needs [62]. As a consequence, the prevalence 233
of abnormal repetitive (stereotypic) behaviours (a coping mechanism for stress) and gas- 234
tric ulcers within the racehorse population are high [62,63]. For example, the prevalence 235
of squamous gastric ulcers is typically considerably higher in racehorses than in other 236
equine populations [63]. These behavioural and health problems are an indicator of p 237
welfare. 238

If the racing industry is to maintain credibility and show that it is “walking its talk” 239
when it comes to providing excellent equine welfare, it is vital that common management 240
practices are re-evaluated in the light of current scientific knowledge. What is more, where 241
there is room for improvement, this should be publicly acknowledged and followed by 242
widespread change across the industry. Welfare should be evaluated using a horse-cen- 243
tred approach, with a willingness to accept advice from independent welfare scientists. 244
This would demonstrate that the industry takes its responsibility to its horses seriously, is 245
competent to look after their best interests (both mental and physical), and is transparent 246
about its practices — all factors that will help to maintain public trust and, thereby, racing’s 247
social licence [27]. 248

One notable example of good practice came from Lucinda Russell, trainer of the 2023 249
Grand National winner, Corach Rambler. Russell declined the opportunity to parade the 250
horse at other race fixtures after his win, saying that he was now on his ‘holidays’. Instead, 251
she posted pictures on social media of him in the field with another horse, thereby provid- 252
ing him with the 3Fs. Approaches such as this, which rely on “showing” rather than “tell- 253
ing”, are likely to engage others in more meaningful dialogue and knowledge transfer [64], 254
practices, and communications. They will go much further in terms of maintenance of 255
social licence than verbally asserting that racehorses enjoy the highest standards of wel- 256
fare, whilst many of them continue to be denied their basic ethological needs. 257

6. Embracing shared values 258

Much of the public criticism of racing in general — and the Grand National in partic- 259
ular — has centred on concerns about equine injuries and fatalities [7,36,43], culminating 260
in the current demands to minimise risk in such events, or to ban them altogether. It is 261
important to note, however, that the fundamental value that underpins such sentiments 262
is the protection of the horses” welfare. One of the most important tenets of social licence 263
is demonstrating shared values with stakeholders [65]. Since an industry’s stakeholders 264
include those individuals or groups who can affect the industry [29], Animal Rising and 265
other critics of the sport are relevant stakeholders. Understanding, engaging with, and 266
then moving towards these values is therefore an important step in maintaining racing’s 267
SLO. The effectiveness of this approach is illustrated by work done in the food industry, 268
which showed that adopting shared values is 3-5 times more important in building public 269
trust (and therefore maintaining social licence) than demonstrating competence [66]. 270

Moreover, although racing’s proponents and opponents may appear to be funda- 271
mentally at odds with each other, the industry and many anti-racing groups actually share = 272
an important value: reducing the incidence of ¢ iine injuries and fatalities. However, 273
whilst this overall value is shared, there are clear differences in the level of risk that is 274
deemed acceptable. For example, during the pre-race commentary, it was mentioned that 275
changes have been made to make the sport safer, suggesting those within the industry 276
want to see fewer injuries [42]. But after highlighting these changes, racing’s commenta- 277
tors said: ‘welfare and safetv is the best it has ever been’, in a tone that implied that the 278
current level of risk is acc ptible. An alternative and more appropriate approach might 279
have been to emphasise that there is still much more work to be done. The current level 280
of risk was further downplayed by stating that “all sport is dangerous, racing is no differ- 281
ent’, trivialised by comments such as ‘they can lose their life in a field, half a ton of animal 282
on the skinniest of legs” and misrepresented by a statement that horses are at no greater 283
risk when racing in the Grand National than when they are turned out [42]. Given that, 284
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typically, one in 40 horses sustains a catastrophic injury over the course of this 10-minute 285
race, this would suggest that if a trainer cares for 40 horses, all of which have access to 286
turn out, one would expect one horse to be seriously injured for every 10 minutes of turn 287
out time — the equivalent of 6 fatal injuries per hour. This is obviously not true, so state- 288
ments such as this do nothing to promote public confidence that racing’s proponents un- 289
derstand the values of the sport’s critics or are serious about tackling the issue of equine 290
injury and fatality. 291

It is of course unrealistic to expect that the sport of jump racing will ever achieve an 292
injury rate of 0%. But that provides no justification for not focusing relentlessly on moving 293
in the direction of that goal. Not only is this a result that racing’s proponents themselves 294
would like, but it would show clear adoption of a fundamental value of many of the 295
sport’s opponents. A relentless focus on safety has underpinned impressive reductions 296
in risk in both Formula 1 racing [67] and the energy sector [68] and could help to defuse 297
criticism and maintain public acceptance of racing. Certainly, there is ample evidence that 298
opponents of an industry, including some advocacy non-governmental organisations 299
(NGOs), will work constructively with the proponents of the industry if they are seen to 300
be making genuine attempts to improve the situation [69,70]. Engaging with moderate 301
critics, acknowledging difficulties, and being transparent about progress is often an effec- 302
tive means of bridging the gap between an industry and its opponents [51]. 303

7. Understanding other people’s perspectives 304

We have discussed racing’s focus on informing the public that racehorses experience 305
excellent welfare, illustrated by comments such as “racehorses live like kings”, and asser- 306
tions that their every need is attended to by staff who love them. There is little question 307
that the majority of the people who work within the racing industry do indeed love horses 308
and this was portrayed well by the ITV media team. However, many of racing’s critics 309
also love horses and — also like racing’s proponents — they are motivated by the desire to 310
provide horses with good welfare. Conflict arises because of a difference between the two 311
sides in underlying ethical belief systems, with groups such as Animal Rising aiming to 312
stop the 2023 Grand National from running because of the risk of equine injury and fatal- 313
ity [7], and racing’s supporters accepting the current level of risk as being acceptable on 314
the basis that they believe the horses are well looked after otherwise [42]. 315

The gap between the two viewpoints seems vast, and the extreme stance of some 316
anti-racing NGOs appears to be a barrier to meaningful discussion with many of racing’s 317
proponents. However, industries can glean useful information from such organisations 318
about the issues that concern them, since their views undoubtedly reflect the opinions of 319
at least a subset of the public [51] and are therefore relevant to the industry’s future. In 320
addition, seeking to work with more moderate NGOs and critics of an industry — and 321
advertising that fact — can be an effective way of ‘reducing space’ for those with more 322
extreme viewpoints [51]. Discussing with such groups the shared value of safeguarding 323
equine welfare, while also openly acknowledging differences in underlying belief systems, 324
would facilitate discussion which could ultimately bring together the opposing commu- 325
nities and open channels to improve equine welfare. Even more enlightened is to invite 326
advocacy groups to become involved in setting standards within an industry, and audit- 327
ing policies, practices, and impacts [51]. 328

8. Communicating and engaging with critics 329

Maintenance of SLO relies on communities with different views being prepared to 330
acknowledge — if not understand — each other’s perspectives and to discuss their respec- 331
tive positions in a constructive way. It is also important that both sides are willing to en- 332
gage in compromise and possible change [71]. If this is to occur, the barriers to effective 333
communication must first be identified and overcome. Studies show that people with 334
strong views on a particular subject often align their sense of identity with their beliefs 335
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[72,73]. As a result, a “threat” to the belief in the form of disagreement or an opposing 336
argument may be perceived as threatening a person’s identity, causing resistance to 337
change. In addition, studies have shown that providing information that opposes strongly 338
held beliefs of an individual or community may actually strengthen those beliefs, as well ~ 339
as leading to frustration with those who provided the information [74,75]. Therefore, in 340
the face of strong moral views, providing information (i.e., ‘educating’ critics) is often not 341
the most effective strategy for bringing about changes in attitude or behaviour. Instead, 342
theorists posit an approach known as “moral reframing” in which each group considers 343
the values which are relevant to the opposing group and reframes their arguments in the 344
context of those values [76]. This demonstrates a willingness to engage in open discussion 345
and compromise, rather than simply arguing for one view, and can lead to establishment 346
of two-way communication and meaningful discussion [53]. 347

Following the 2023 Grand National, both the racing industry and anti-racing protest- 348
ers used arguments which they felt were compelling in order to assert their position. How- 349
ever, it was clear in the narratives presented that there was divergence between the two 350
groups in terms of their perspectives. As an example, Animal Rising believe that horses 351
should not be used for the purpose of human entertainment under any circumstances. In 352
contrast, the majority of racing’s proponents are happy for horses to race for entertain- 353
ment providing they have a good qualit /o life. In this situation, the arguments posited 354
by both groups show a strong sense of identity as caring and loving horse people. The = 355
ensuing debates involving stakeholders who held these two opposing views led to little 356
meaningful discussion, with each group’s identity threatened by the other. As a conse- 357
quence, some racing commentators discredited the identity of the protesters by suggesting 358
that they would not be able to handle racehorses successfully and could not be “horse 359
lovers” [42]. As a result of this approach, both sides reasserted and re-presented their own 360
beliefs in subsequent media debates, rather than addressing one another’s concerns [36]. 361

Given the studies exploring changes in attitude mentioned above, it is clear that this 362
approach is unlikely to be successful in altering others’ perceptions or attitudes and may 363
simply strengthen each group’s original beliefs and sense of identity. Moreover, for mem- 364
bers of the general public who are beginning to form doubts over their support of the 365
Grand National, exposure to strong arguments based on loose facts may push them fur- 366
ther away from racing, despite the commentators” aim of doing the opposite. Open dis- 367
cussion which is respectful of the identity, knowledge, and beliefs of both sides could lead 368
to more meaningful discussion and collaboration. One example of a more open approach 369
was shown by the trainer, Peter Scudamo| ¢, vho suggested: “we [racing] should not say 370
we need to educate them [the protestors] w.'.. makes it sound like we are better than they 371
are”[42], a statement that acknowledges the need to communicate from a platform of mu- 372
tual respect. Another positive example would be the ITV media team repeatedly acknowl- 373
edging that the protesters have a right to a peaceful protest, and, subsequently, race- 374
courses offering them a designated area from which to protest that would not impact on 375
horse welfare [42,77]. 376

9. Attacking the attacker vs inviting the wolf into the henhouse 377

A common theme running through racing’s commentary on the Grand National was 378
to belittle the protestors and their views [42]. On the day of the race, protestors were dis- 379
missed as being “attention seekers” who don’t love horses and who did not have a serious 380
point to make and it was also suggested that protesters “need ed ica ing” about racehorse 381
welfare [42]. Two days after the race, a representative from Animal Rising was repeatedly 382
asked for his plans on how he would manage the 50,000 Thoroughbreds currently in the 383
United Kingdom if racing were to cease [36]. Whilst this is undoubtedly a valid discussion 384
point, most experts would contend that it is not the job of an industry’s critics to find 385
solutions to issues — that is a job for the industry itself, with the majority of NGOs seeing 386
their role as raising concerns on behalf of those who have no voice [51]. 387
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Discrediting one’s opponents (“attacking the attacker”) is a commonly used but inef- 388
fective and ultimately unhelpful strategy for dealing with those who seek to change an 389
industry [66,69]. Substantially more effective [69,70] is to engage with opponents, learn 390
about their values and ambitions, and — potentially somewhat controversially — even in- 391
vite them to become part of the solution. This latter technique was used successfully by 392
the fast-food chain, McDonald’s, at a time when they were coming under fire for their 393
waste management and use of polystyrene. McDonald’s invited the Environmental De- 394
fense Fund (an environmental NGO) to partner with them on improving their environ- 395
mental sustainability. The result was a win for both the environment and McDonald’s 3%
[70,78]. McDonald’s also had the foresight to engage with some of the most prominent 397
animal rights campaigners in the world, again with positive results for the company 398
[70,78]. Finding itself with substantial challenges to its SLO, McDonald’s sought to learn 399
from and work with its opponents, not to discredit them. 400

Dismissal of one’s opponents’ views shows an unwillingness to engage and a lack of 401
respect for those with different viewpoints. This is an unhelpful strategy, particularly 402
given that Animal Rising’s views on the acceptability of the current fatality rate in the 403
Grand National are not inconsistent with those of the substantial proportions of both the 404
general public and those within equestrianism who are currently questioning the welfare 405
of horses in sport [34,35]. Trying to undermine Animal Rising’s credibility and dismissing 406
their views therefore shows no attempt to share the values of a broad swathe of the public, 407
nor the willingness to engage in behaviour change which might protect equine wellbeing 408
and is not consistent with maintenance of SLO. 409

10. Embracing transparency 410

A common response of industries to challenge is to “pull up the drawbridge’, shun- 411
ning the voices of critics and treating the vast majority of the industry’s operational infor- 412
mation and data as confidential. This is almost certainly a mistake [27,79]. As stated by 413
Arnot in 2016, transparency is ‘no longer optional’ if an industry wishes to maintain its 414
social licence [66]. In this context, it is notable that radical and brave approaches to trans- 415
parency have been highly effective in terms of improving SLO for a number of industries. 416
Examples include Australian Eggs, which has enjoyed a steady increase in positive con- 417
sumer sentiment in association with adoption of a transparent approach to its operations 418
and challenges [80], and McDonald’s, who tackled challenges to their welfare, sustaina- 419
bility, and environmental credentials by opening their operations up to independent sci- 420
entists and NGOs [70,78]. This approach was highly effective in restoring public trustand 421
has been described as “[starving] their critics of oxygen and ... a demonstration of how to 422
maintain social licence” [69]. 423

11. Avoiding “whataboutery” 424

It is tempting, in the face of criticism, to point the finger at other branches within 425
one’s own industry, implying that the situation in that branch is worse than in one’s own 426
and that critics should redirect their ire [81]. An example of such ‘whataboutery” occurred 427
during the television commentary prior to the Grand National, with the statement “it'sa 428
shame they [protestors/critics] don’t stand by the roadside/field by ill-kept horses rather 429
than these” [42]. This communication strategy does little to deflect criticism from its orig- 430
inal target and may simply result in the public hearing “We might be bad, but they are 431
worse”. Other industries that involve disparate branches have found that working to- 432
gether and taking collective responsibility for issues raised by the public has been an ef- 433
fective strategy in improving social licence [82,83]. 434

12. Working with advocacy NGOs 435

A social licence is ‘granted’ by the public and it is ultimately their level of trust that 436
dictates the future of an industry. Public perception is not synonymous with that of 437
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advocacy NGOs — but those NGOs would not exist and be in a position to mount a chal- 438
lenge if they did not have the support of at least a sector of the public [51]. It is therefore 439
in an industry’s best interests to make a serious attempt to engage with them in an open- 440
minded, humble, curious, and non-judgmental way [84]. Most NGOs recognise that their 441
demands are unlikely to be met in full and will work with an industry that acknowledges 442
difficulties and is serious and transparent about its attempts to institute change [51]. Or- 443
ganisations that work in the corporate sector, where social licence is a well-studied issue, 444
have identified a number of common themes that run across industries. These are sum- 445
marised in Table 1 as a guide to some of the strategies that equestrianism’s regulators and 446
decision-makers may consider as they navigate the road ahead. 447

Table 1. Working with advocacy NGOs: Strategies that help to maintain social licence in the corpo- 448
rate world [51]. 449

Strategies that help to maintain social licence in the corporate world

Recognise that the concerns raised by NGOs are often relevant and important

Appreciate that engaging with credible NGOs:
. Helps to keep the industry aligned with society’s expectations
. May allow identification of issues before they become a serious problem

Seek to work with NGOs that are willing to be part of the solution
. Focus on shared aims/areas of mutual concern and use these to build a constructive
partnership
. Establish agreement on any disputed facts as an early goal
. Focus on the process, not the outcome

Involve NGOs in setting industry standards and auditing industry operations

Invite NGO members to sit on industry boards and take their ideas seriously

Involve NGOs in setting benchmarks for improvement

Be transparent about the way in which difficult issues are handled

Adopt a transparent, balanced, open-minded, humble, engaged, and non-confrontational
approach in all encounters and communications

NGO, non-governmental organisation. 450

13. Take-home suggestions 451

Based on information from other industries, we suggest that the racing community 452
should consider how both their actions and their way of communicating may shape the 453
future of horse sport. Embracing and engaging with the concerns of the general public 454
and committing to maximising the wellbeing and safety of horses involved in racing are 455
key. Figure 3 summarises the most relevant information presented in previous sections of ~ 456
this paper and suggests ways that the racing industry could maximise public acceptance 457
of the sport as it moves forward in the UK’s evolving culture around animal participation 458
in sport. 459



Animals 2023, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW

11 of 15
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DO

DON’T

Acknowledge that concerns raised by NGOs are often relevant and
important

Address welfare concerns as a top priority

Consult with welfare scientists about what constitutes good equine
welfare

Publicly discuss the welfare concerns that racing is addressing

Use concrete examples of good practice to ‘spread the word’ of
what best practice looks like

Identify the sport’s stakeholders
Respect the identity, knowledge, and beliefs of critics

Be open-minded, humble, curious, transparent, non-judgmental,
and non-confrontational

Understand, engage with, and move towards the values of
stakeholders

Frame arguments in the context of the values of the sport’s critics
Engage with critical NGOs
Ensure that all statements made are factually correct

Work with other branches of equestrianism to improve social
licence

NGO, non-governmental organisation

. Duck the issues/dismiss any welfare concern as being trivial

. Promote the positive aspects of racing as a distraction to
discussing issues raised by NGOs and individuals

likely to break a leg in the field than when racing)

. Discredit critical NGOs as being inferior/in need of
education/unable to handle horses/not loving horses

¢ Tryto ‘educate’ critics

. Point the finger at other branches of equestrianism

. Make inaccurate statements (e.g., horses live like kings/are more

Racing’s social licence: Dos and don’ts

DO

DON'T

Engage with critical NGOs, acknowledging that their concerns are .
often relevant and important

Address welfare concerns as a top priority

Consult with welfare scientists about what constitutes good equine .
welfare

Publicly discuss the welfare concerns that racing is addressing .
Use concrete examples to ‘spread the word’ of what best practice

looks like .
Identify and engage with all of the sport’s stakeholders .

Respect the identity, knowledge, and values of critics

Duck the issues/dismiss any welfare concern as being trivial

Promote the positive aspects of racing to distract from issues
raised by NGOs and individuals

Make misleading or inaccurate statements (e.g., horses live like
kings/are more likely to break a leg in the field than when racing)

Discredit critical NGOs as being inferior/in need of
education/unable to handle horses/not loving horses

Try to ‘educate’ critics

Point the finger at other branches of equestrianism

Be open-minded, humble, curious, transparent, non-judgmental,
and non-confrontational

Understand, engage with, and move towards the values of the
public

Take the values of the sport’s critics into account when framing
arguments

Ensure that all statements made are factually correct

Work with other branches of equestrianism to improve social
licence

NGO, non-governmental organisation

Figure 3. Suggestions for racing industry based on information from other sectors.

5. Conclusions

By gaining access to the course and delaying the start of the 2023 Grand National, the
Animal Rising protestors shone a light on this race. National hunt racing is already walk-
ing a tightrope to maintain its social licence and much of the on-the-day commentary and
post-race discussions from racing stakeholders on mainstream and social media may have
hindered rather than helped this cause. As animals are increasingly recognised as sentient
beings and public perceptions of how we interact with and use animals change, the goal
posts to maintain SLO will also change — and will continue to do so, for all industries. This
was evident from the overall tone of public opinion aired during the Nicky Campbell ‘Five
Live’ debate [36]. This included comments from stakeholders who had previously enjoyed
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the race who were now voicing concerns, and who suggested that the Grand National is
losing its SLO.

It is natural to feel threatened by change. Given that working in racing often becomes
more a way of life than a job, it is likely that, for many people working in the industry,
racing’s status quo becomes synonymous with their personal identity. Consequently,
there may be a temptation to rely on a combination of discrediting anyone that challenges
one’s current beliefs and promoting a positive image of the sport. Sadly, this strategy al-
most inevitably backfires as SLO is based on trust, not the mere perception of a particular
image . The public will not easily have the wool pull “d Hver their eyes, and they are able
to distinguish between genuine attempts to optimise welfare based on current scientific
understanding versus unsubstantiated positive messaging [32]. Instead, being brave
enough to welcome independent opinion, engage with those with a different viewpoint,
accept that change is inevitable in any aspect of life and, most importantly, be proactive
in making changes to prioritise equine welfare, using a horse-centred approach from birth
to death, will gain public trust and help to maintain a healthy SLO.
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