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Executive Summary 

The aims of this project are to firstly explore whether recreational horse owners in New 

Zealand are using equestrian-themed groups on Facebook to gain knowledge and advice on 

matters of horse husbandry rather than using more evidence-based methods, and secondly 

to gather insights about the impact this form of decision-making can have on horses. 

The research also explores reasons why professionals appear unable or unwilling to interact 

or respond to posts seeking or giving advice and replies to posts, even when the advice 

given is inappropriate to the situation, inaccurate, incomplete, and therefore compromises 

the welfare of the horse through poor decision making by owners.   The ramifications of 

interacting or ignoring Facebook posts and advice given in equine-themed Facebook groups 

that the professionals have been tagged in, or that they come across in their personal 

Facebook dealings is examined as well.   

The significance of this study is that it highlights the effect on the management of horses, 

and on equine professionals0F

1 that casual advice given on Facebook has.   

Previously published theory on New Zealand Facebook users and their motivation neglects 

to address advice sought for animals and particularly horses.  This report demonstrates to 

what extent and in what circumstances Facebook users in New Zealand equestrian-themed 

groups are likely to ask for or give advice by inviting group members to complete an 

anonymous online survey.  160 people replied to the invitation to take part in the anonymous 

survey and data from 156 valid responses was analysed. 

Footnotes have been used deliberately throughout this paper as it is assumed that readers 

may be lay-persons and people without a significant understanding of equine veterinary 

conditions and horse husbandry. 

1 Equine professionals, e.g., veterinarians, allied veterinary professionals in the equine veterinary team, farriers, 

equine physiotherapists and nutritionists, and related professional occupations. 
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1. Introduction and project background

1.1 Ponies and work 

I’m a Rural Animal technician, a Registered Veterinary Nurse, and a Senior Lecturer, 

currently employed with Otago Polytechnic as the Programme Leader for the New Zealand 

Certificate in Animal Technology, Rural Animal Technology strand. I have qualifications in 

sport horse competing, management and coaching, including H-Certificate coach for New 

Zealand Pony Clubs Association (NZPCA). I also run a boutique breeding and training 

operation for recreational1F

2 sports horses and ponies. 

Nowadays my focus is on competitive carriage driving, but there is history of (ridden) 

eventing, show jumping and dressage.  Through my children I have been heavily involved in 

Pony Club, judging, officiating, and scoring at events, and I am currently the National 

Measuring Convenor for the Royal Agricultural Society (RAS), the Secretary of both the New 

Zealand Carriage Driving Assn., (NZCDS) and Wairarapa Shafts and Wheels Driving Assn 

(WSWDA). 

1.2 Concept and motivation 

It seems a long time ago when I wrote my Review of Learning for my MProfPrac (Master 

Professional Practice) in 2019 but the motivation for this project has not diminished. 

In my Review of Learning I had written “How can we expect animal welfare to be at its 

highest possible standards if the paraprofessionals are not educated? If riders and owners 

2 The term recreational in this context relates to sports horses that are used for non-racing purposes, e.g., show 

jumping, eventing, dressage and showing.  It also includes non-competitive or lower tiers of competition. 

1 Mann, M. (2021, January). 
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are not able to even identify signs of pain in their animal? What can be done to improve 

education in New Zealand?  Related to the welfare of horses via improved education of 

owners is establishing the need for specialty equine veterinary nurses in New Zealand and 

comparing our rural technicians with what is on offer as a qualification for large animals 

internationally is a path I would like to explore more. I see there are opportunities for growth 

within my area at the Polytechnic”. 

There has been progress at least on the education front.  New qualifications have been 

written and approved. Finally equine veterinary nursing will be delivered as a programme 

from 2023 by te Pūkenga and I am very much involved. 

My interest in gathering insights on the impact Facebook has on management decisions for 

the welfare of recreational sport horses has grown from that 

earlier time and I can trace it primarily from two areas: 

I have a personal interest in this topic as a competitive horse 

owner and breeder.  I have become increasingly concerned 

about what I have seen on Facebook over the past few years. 

Advice that is not only outdated and inaccurate but, in some 

cases, counterintuitive to the wellbeing of the horse at stake.   

In my professional observation, horse ownership in New 

Zealand is affordable to almost any person. Here, more so 

than countries with a denser population, almost any person 

can acquire a horse or pony and keep it cheaply at pasture. 

In New Zealand stabling and livery are uncommon compared 

with other countries, such as the UK.  We are a primarily agricultural country, which means 

pasture is in abundance and pockets of “grazing” can be found in even our biggest cities 

without the need to look too hard.   

Although the New Zealand Pony Clubs Association (NZPCA) was established 75 years ago 

(New Zealand Pony Club - History, n.d.), many kiwi horse owners do not come from an 

‘educated’ background when it comes to equestrianism.  There remains a palpable 

casualness to horse ownership in New Zealand.  Horses are treated as a blend of 

companion / pet and agricultural animal.    Many riders and owners have learned from doing, 

rather than from riding school lessons. 

2 Thompson, B. (2016, April). 
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There are no licensing requirements to horse ownership in New Zealand.  The thoroughbred 

and standardbred racing industries populate the market with off-the-track, unsuccessful race 

animals that may be suitable to the sports horse or recreational horse market and these 

horses are often available free or at a very low price compared to a produced sport-horse.  

Likewise, anyone can breed a horse, which has 

meant there are many poorly bred miniature 

horses and ponies available for those new 

owners who at least recognise a 450 kg 3-year-

old ex-racehorse may not be a perfect fit for their 

child’s first pony.  I have observed horses and 

ponies advertised for sale widely on Trademe 

and on Facebook, even though it is a breach of 

facebook’s terms and conditions to do so.    

1.3 Influenced by social media 

Social media, particularly Facebook, is used by horse owners throughout the country, and 

the world, for sharing photos, successes, and failures – and for eliciting advice.  As an 

educator in equestrianism and rural animals and a horse owner myself, I see a very worrying 

trend of sports horse equestrians seeking – and apparently following unsound advice on 

social media.  Using social media for assistance in making decisions for the welfare and 

management of your horse is a very simple extension of every-day life to check in with what 

your peers are doing and to ask advice of them.   Seekers of advice or information might get 

a response immediately, depending on who is online at the same time.  However, that 

advice might not be exactly relevant to the situation, fully informed, or appropriate. 

The use of social media also provides sympathy from a pool of likeminded people.  Often 

horse owners do not share their sport interest with their partners.  Riders generally ride and 

attend equestrian events without their spouse, for example.  Social media replaces the need 

to discuss or bounce ideas off one’s spouse, who may not have any idea of horse 

husbandry.  The link between social capital and using social media has been documented 

and reflects the understanding that Facebook can be useful for establishing and maintaining 

relationships, information seeking and companionship with likeminded people. (Quinn, Feb 

2016).  Asking for help from fellow equestrians just makes better sense than asking your 

“non-horsey husband”, especially if there is tension about spending, which anecdotally 

appears as a common theme in households where recreational horses are owned. 

3 Pratt, B. (2021, September). 
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Based on personal communication with 

colleagues who are equine professionals, as 

well as my own observations, poor advice 

replied to posted equine problems on social 

media isn’t maliciously given, it is generally 

given in ignorance. However, that doesn’t 

supersede the need for decisions relating to 

the husbandry of horses to be not just timely, 

but also accurate, contextually relevant to the 

individual case, and complete.  

4 A. Allison (March 2009) 

1.4 The not-so-secret language of 

education 

When I’m not outside with the horses, I’m the programme leader for the New Zealand 

Certificate in Animal Technology, level 5, Rural Animal Technology with Otago Polytechnic. 

I am an educator through-and-through and have been all my life, really.  This sometimes 

leads me back outside with the horses.  Win-win! 

2 J. Evans (2017) S Mann, personal collection 

Otago Polytechnic is a subsidiary of the newly formed te Pūkenga, the New Zealand 

institute of Skills and Technology. In February 2019, the Government announced that the 

country's sixteen Institutes of Technology and Polytechnics would merge to form the new 
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organisation; the merger was effective on 1 April 2020.  Otago Polytechnic has campuses 

and collaborations all across New Zealand although the primary campus is in Dunedin, New 

Zealand. 

Otago Polytechnic’s school of Veterinary Nursing is in the Dunedin campus, and although I 

am a programme leader for the school, I am not in Dunedin.  The School of Veterinary 

Nursing offers a broad range of five animal health professional and allied veterinary 

professional programmes, from level 3 New Zealand Certification in Animal Care to the co-

delivered Batchelor in Veterinary Nursing (level 7).  The School of Veterinary Nursing has 

two on-campus blended delivery classes, New Zealand Certificate in Animal Technology 

(level 5) Veterinary Nursing Assistant strand, and New Zealand Diploma in Veterinary 

Nursing (level 6).  The rest of our delivery is delivered via a blended distance learning model 

(including several more cohorts of the on-campus programmes), which is why I can work 

from a little office on our rural Wairarapa property.  Our school currently has 23 members of 

staff and approximately two thirds work offsite and, in 2021, 355 equivalent fulltime students 

(EFTs). 

1.5 Professional practice 

As part of my professional role of educating allied veterinary professionals, I feel it is my duty 

to: 

1. Have a deep understanding of what motivates the general horse owner to seek and

give information on Facebook. Having this knowledge helps me to help students

unpack what they will read on Facebook, as a student and then once they are in

industry and how to deal with it.  It is critical to be able to give clear and valid

instruction of the importance of being an evidence-based practitioner, so that the

students will be able to navigate what they read and be able to do their own fact

checks. Being evidence-based isn’t exclusively related to advice posted on

Facebook.  However, it provides relatable context for social media users.  In research

from (Statista, 2021b), Facebook users continue to rise steadily, with 2.89 billion

international users recorded for the 2021 second quarter.  There is no denying the

presence of Facebook in everyday life.  Therefore, new graduates must have tools to

deal with correcting information and the compassion fatigue and stress they might

also be exposed to relatedly.

2. Explore with my students and industry the impact of Facebook on the mental well-

being of veterinary, allied veterinary and allied healthcare professionals and help

infuse tools that can help them to navigate and offset the negative impacts on self-
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confidence, time, and compassion fatigue we are currently experiencing. Being able 

to equip students with tools to help our failing industry is vital to our survival, and 

success. 

3. Ensure that my students have a very strong professional identity and equipping them

with a clear understanding of professional conduct to help them navigate requests for

help on Facebook groups they might socially be a member of without risk of

compromising or overstepping professional boundaries.

1.6 Curly questions 

Are horse owners making the best decisions for their horses when they use Facebook as a 

conduit for education and informing decision making?  Decisions that are made from 

Facebook advice must surely rely on popular opinion and seeking the experience of other 

horse owners who have found themselves dealing with similar husbandry problems.  Is there 

an evidence-base?  Can we look at problems of individual horses and apply the decisions of 

a group of people to form a care plan when the individual circumstances may differ from 

animal to animal and case to case?  What is the quality of the advice being given? These 

are questions I wanted to explore, especially given the exponential growth of users seeking 

advice on Facebook.   

1.7 Research aims 

To answer these questions, this study starts by exploring motivations that horse owners 

have, to post and reply to posts on Facebook.  It then briefly explores the confidence in the 

owners own knowledge base. The results are then discussed in a series of interviews with a 

range of equine professionals from around New Zealand.  The mixed methods approach 

used in this project allowed me to firstly canvas a broad number of New Zealand horse 

owners on Facebook quantitively, and then to develop auto ethnographical learning through 

collegial discussion in the interview section. 

The aims of the first part of my research were to: 

❖ Gather information from adult Facebook users responsible for the husbandry and

welfare decisions of recreational (non-racing) sports horses about their use of New

Zealand based, equestrian-related Facebook groups, and

❖ To determine if and how these group pages are used for equestrian management

advice and information.
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The second part of the study set out to investigate the reasons why equine health 

professionals do not reply to posts looking for help and advice, that they either come across 

during their normal Facebook interactions or are tagged in, particularly where the request or 

response may result in a negative effect on the husbandry of the horse. 

What constitutes an equine professional? When the term equine professional is used, a 

person might think of a trainer, a health-care professional, such as a veterinarian, farrier, 

bodyworker.  For this project, equine professional can be described as an equine 

veterinarian, allied veterinary professionals (AVPs): equine veterinary nurse, or rural animal 

technician, equine dentists, paraprofessionals or animal health professionals (AHPs), such 

as physiotherapists, other qualified body therapists, farriers, and equine nutritionists.  

Currently there is no programme of education for equine speciality veterinary nurses in New 

Zealand being delivered.  However, there are companion-animal qualified veterinary nurses 

with and without prior equestrian experience who are employed as equine veterinary nurses.  

NZQA has, in 2021, approved the Diploma in Equine Veterinary Nursing (level 6), which is 

expected to be ready for inaugural delivery in 2023.  

1.8 Retrospective does not always lead to introspective 

In course two of my MProfPract, I needed to keep a reflective journal and found that 

organising my thoughts into journal posts was exceedingly difficult.  Often little trials of 

embroidery thread on a breeze will trail through my thoughts, while I’m in a meeting, 

delivering a lecture or out driving my pony, all quite inopportune moments for giving them 

consideration, let alone recording them. 

In course two I recorded my reflection using an online blog but found that I was often 

formalising my handwritten notes and in doing so I often felt I lost the real meaning of what 

I’d jotted down, like when you try and detail a dream on paper.  I have this weird perception 

of how a blog should be written, not a style that matches my normal voice either and I think 

there is a combination of all these factors that led me to a semi-conscious decision blogging 

is not for me.   
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While I’ve been working on my project actual, my reflective comments have been 

haphazard, disorganised and wonderfully wild. I’ve 

noted things down mainly in one or two notebooks, but 

I’ve also used notepads, scraps of paper, the backs of 

envelopes, even the back of my hand.  I found 

satisfaction in reading, ruminating, and weaving my 

notes into my work.  There is something quite joyful in 

screwing up paper and lighting it on fire when you’re 

done extracting everything useful from it and crossed

it out.

6. S Mann personal collection (2021)
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2. Literature Review

In this literature review, I will explore the literature around six themes: 

1. The emergence of Facebook

2. How Facebook shapes human behaviour

3. Compassion fatigue, particularly relating to veterinary medicine in New Zealand

4. Information sourcing and sharing: the source of incorrect, incomplete, or outdated

information that is commonly shared on Facebook

5. Overconfidence of knowledge relating to people providing advice on Facebook, or how

do you know what you don’t know

6. Facebook regret

2.1 The emergence of Facebook and Facebook groups 

2.1.1 Facebook 

Social network sites can be broadly defined as platforms of uniquely identifiable users who 

can “consume, produce and interact with streams of user-generated content” (Dutton, 2014).  

Ellison et al., (2013) concluded that the focus is on users sharing information on the 

largest platforms. Facebook, which has 2.7 billion monthly active users (Statista, 2021), is 

the largest platform of this type. 

Facebook, and other similar platforms, enable users to ask for help and receive advice by 

virtue of this definition. Users can interact with each other either in groups, by posting on 

their own “walls”, replying to posts authored by other users, or by utilising the ‘live video’ 

feed or messaging tools. Internet content, photos, videos, music can all be shared easily and 

to an ever-expanding audience, either open to all, a select few, or privately managed groups 

of like-minded people.    

Originally Facebook was designed as a networking site for Harvard students to connect with 

each other, using their “. Edu” email addresses and photos (Mcfadden, 2020). The use of 

Facebook has expanded exponentially in the 15 years that have followed and has opened 

entirely new ways of communicating with people from all around the world.  

from such small beginnings in 2006, when “the facebook” was used for harvard students 

to share emails, to the biggest social media site of its type, now days it is hard to imagine a 

world without Facebook in it.  
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In 2013, the mission statement for Facebook was updated to “People use facebook to stay 

connected with friends and family, discover what’s going on in the world and share and 

express what matters to them. (stelzner, 2013). fast forward to 2017 and facebook’s vision 

was rethought to “bring the world closer together”. According to Zuckerberg (2021), the 

mission statement in 2021 is “give the people the power to build community and bring the 

world closer together”.  

Facebook has undeniably influenced and connected lives around the world like no other 

business. In New Zealand, Facebook continues to trend as the most popular social media 

platform. In September 2020, 67.9% of kiwi social media users were Facebook users, with 

the second most popular, (Pinterest) trailing well behind at 14.5% and Instagram dropping in 

popularity over the past 12 months. (Statista, 2021). I am focusing on Facebook particularly 

in my study because this is the primary platform of use where horse owners connect in 

groups, and where requests for advice on matters relating to husbandry of horses is seen 

most, in my experience. 

2.1.2 Facebook Groups 

Facebook posts (made to New Zealand equine-themed groups seeking advice on the 

husbandry of their recreational sport horses) are exceedingly common.  Zhao et al. (2013) 

noted that curation of events is a valid and common use of Facebook. I hope to back that 

statement with the data from the online survey. As a horse owner, curation of equine health 

events, (e.g., recovery of a wound), growth and development of horses, and competitive 

history are reasons for my (personal) activity on Facebook. 

There are 3.6 million social media users in New Zealand (Statista, 2021), and now 10’s of 

millions of groups on Facebook with a reported 1.8 billion users accessing them 

internationally (Newberry, 2021).  Groups are formed from topics spanning A – Z. There is 

no denying that Facebook has become a portal for individuals to share their lives with a 

network of online friends.  After all, sharing news, social commentary, photographs, and 

seeking and giving advice are all common phenomena.  

Excluding groups that have been set up especially as advice groups, general equine-themed 

social groups have on average 4-5 posts per week from members asking advice regarding 

medical and behavioural issues, tack, nutrition, or other aspects of husbandry including 

recommendations for service providers.  Some equine-themed Facebook groups see 10 or 

more similar posts per day.  Google Scholar finds more than ~51500 results to searching 
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facebook + “medical advice” (published any time) alone but only 38 results to searching 

facebook +” pet advice”. so, while there is significant research that has been published 

relating to Facebook groups that have been created for aspects of human health, limited 

research has been conducted focusing on pet owners’ use of groups on Facebook for pet 

health information and peer advice. 

2.1.3 Finding answers 

According to research by Heath and Gonzalez (1995), using a group to help make decisions 

boosts decision-making confidence. In asking a like-minded group of people for advice, a 

person posting on Facebook is asking many people for a consensus opinion or might be 

seeking an opinion or solution to an uncommon problem in hope that the more people you 

canvas for an answer the greater chance of finding an obscure piece of information 

otherwise seldom encountered. The potential issue is that the quality or accuracy of the 

advice given by well-meaning group members is questionable and there is no accountability 

for inappropriate advice which may cause further harm (Heath and Gonzalez 1995) as 

shown in the vignettes throughout this project.  Consumerism and the impact Facebook play 

on decision-making (in general terms) is well documented in social sciences and behavioural 

studies spanning the last decade.  

2.2 How Facebook shapes human behaviour 

There has been considerable research on how Facebook influences and motivates human 

behaviour.  A quick search on Google Scholar of the key words “Facebook + motivation + 

influence” shows over 28, 800 articles published just in 2021 covering a broad range of 

related topics.   

Motivation for responding to Facebook posts (or replies) was explored by Chin et al., (2015)9F

by analysing the behaviour of 743 university student users of Facebook.  The article 

discussed the use of motivational theory and theory of reasoned action to gauge motivation 

for clicking the “like” button.   

Although the literature covers a wide variety of theories and demography, I will focus on 

three major themes which became evident in the literature reviewed. 

These themes are:  

❖ The behaviour and personality types that are common to Facebook users,

❖ The perceived value of received advice / help from Facebook users, and
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❖ The behaviour of professionals on Facebook and their interaction with equine-

themed groups

Although there are a wide range of variances in these themes and the contexts in which they 

have been researched, often with marketing tactics, the primary focus of this research is the 

motivation of Facebook users to ask for and respond to advice.   

2.2.1 Behaviour and personality types 

Yang (2015) proposed that consumer brand attitudes are affected by the influences of online 

friends.  The term to Google something is now a commonplace descriptor for a quick search 

on the popular page.  While “Googling” something does provide an answer, the Google 

algorithm does not sort answers according to most accurate or reliable.  Furthermore, it does 

not provide an opinion of that answer in the same way asking a friend does.  When people 

start to ask for advice for the husbandry of horses on Facebook, the perceived value of 

opinion of peers is outweighed at times by the advice given.  The interaction with others, 

particularly similarly minded others, means decision confidence is increased, but not 

necessarily the quality of decisions made in conjunction with herd mentality.  

2.2.1.1 Herd mentality 

In 1995, researchers at the University of Leeds in England conducted an experiment in 

which subjects in a large office building were instructed to walk around the halls without 

direction. Approximately 5% of the subjects were then asked to walk a specific route. No 

communication was permitted between the participants of the experiment, and they were all 

directed to walk at arm's length of each other. The remaining 95% participants followed the 

leader single file, in a “snake-like” line, without apparent reason (no one considered walking 

side by side, for example). The investigators concluded that “when people have no strong 

commitment toward one decision or another, they follow the herd”. This phenomenon is seen 

not only in humans but also in animals such as lemmings, sheep, and birds and is labelled 

“herd mentality.” (Nauret, 2008). In animals, herd mentality plays an important role in 

foraging and protection, but lemmings and sheep will follow the herd off a precipice if that’s 

where the leader takes them. The researchers noted that herd mentality is not only a 

recognised form of non-verbal communication in animals, but is also becoming increasingly 

apparent in social media, in part because of the ease of Internet communication.  Herd 

mentality is a well-recognised social media marketing tool with both positive and negative 

consequences. (Heath & Gonzalez, 1995). 
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2.2.2 Perceived value 

lee et al. (2014) states that “trust holds the correlation with the sharing or pooling of 

resources by uses” and that “Experiential value is found to be the most significant”. Asking 

advice of a group of people who have effectively promoted themselves as being equestrians 

by being a part of an equestrian group on Facebook pooling their resources, demonstrates 

the trust that the person posting for advice has in the group.    

The members of Facebook groups appear experienced to other group members.  This 

perceived experience of the group comes in part from the perception of empirical value by 

uploaded photos and videos, and frequent interaction with the group.   Therefore, 

experiential value is placed on the value of the group.  This behaviour appears to be 

modelled frequently. (See vignette of the choking horse). However, the value of experience 

placed on the people replying to requests for advice is often overestimated.  While members 

of the group may have experienced (for example) choke in their horse once or even as many 

as five times over a lifetime, an equine veterinarian may see similar cases every month and 

have been in practice for well over a decade.   

Yet, as noted in Overconfidence of knowledge, it is often people with only a little knowledge 

who are highly confident in their own ability or knowledge and are most likely to add the 

proverbial 2-cents.  

Despite the reasonably generic title of the group(s), e.g., “NZ horses”, or “happy ‘Rapa 

Hackers”, the people posting requests for advice or opinion are attracted to likeminded 

people (equestrians), as opposed to posting on their own Facebook wall for the wider (non-

equestrian) population to contribute.    

People post on equine-themed Facebook groups because of the expectation other members 

are  

a) Interested and can relate to the situation

b) Knowledgeable and have experienced similar situations

this perception is strengthened by reading other people’s posts and the replies from group 

members.  Confidence in the group is self-perpetuating: the more people contribute to the 

group, particularly if the language used is positive and aims to be helpful, the more that 

confidence grows. The reassurance implied or given also adds to this confidence.   



PRactItIoneR thesIs – MasteR of PRofessIonal PRactIce ~ stePh Mann 99005515 

24 

A person’s beliefs in advice they are providing is strengthened when they are affirmed by 

other people (particularly others that are respected) who are giving the same or similar 

advice.   

Unfortunately, this can lead to widespread issues.  For example, I have experienced many 

occasions where misinformation or outdated information is shared widely by people adapting 

advice that have read elsewhere to a new situation, rather than using an evidence-based 

approach to assess the information first.  The reshared advice may not fully apply to the new 

situation but the person sharing does not have the training to understand that rather critical 

point. 

In my experience, a well written post seems to be given greater credence over information 

that is casual in text.  

2.2.3 The behaviour of professionals on Facebook and their interaction with equine-

themed groups 

In research from MacDonald et al. (2010), a quarter of young medical doctors surveyed in 

New Zealand did not choose to use privacy settings on Facebook.  The author noted that the 

availability of personal information available on the doctor’s profiles could alter the 

professional boundary or discredit the medical professions “e.g., belonging to groups like 

‘Perverts united’”.    

In 2013, White et al. published their study “‘have you seen what is on facebook?’ the use 

of social networking software by healthcare professions students” and concluded that 44% of 

the study’s participants reported seeing unprofessional material, such as substance use 

(alcohol / drugs), sexual content, privacy breeches, e.g., sharing patient/client information or 

criticism of others; posted by a colleague, and 27% reported posting such material 

themselves. “A majority of” participants in their study agreed that guidelines for Facebook 

use would be beneficial. 

In their research on the relationship of medical students and professionals with social media, 

Marshal et al. (2021) concluded “Guidance is required for students and medical practitioners 

on how to establish reasonable boundaries between their personal and professional 

presence on social media and in their private life so that poorly judged use of social media 

does not negatively affect career prospects and professional efficacy”. 
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The New Zealand Veterinary Association (NZVA) and the Veterinary Council of New 

Zealand both have clear expectations regarding acceptable professional behaviour for 

veterinarians on social media platforms.  (New Zealand Veterinary Association (NZVA) and 

the Veterinary Council of New Zealand (VCNZ), 2014)    Likewise, allied veterinary 

professionals in New Zealand have their own Codes of Conduct to adhere to.  However, this 

appears to be one of the leading reasons for a lack of perceived activity by veterinarians to 

requests for advice on Facebook posts. I intend to explore this further during the planned 

interviews with equine professionals using critical discussion around the survey findings.     

2.3 Compassion fatigue, particularly relating to veterinary medicine in New Zealand: 

I am already aware of the vast amount of research emerging on compassion fatigue across 

the human and veterinary healthcare sectors. There has been a large amount of work 

published internationally regarding mental health of the veterinary industry over the past 20 

years. 151, 000 hits from searching the key words “facebook + healthcare” on Google 

Scholar.  The conclusions remain relentless and sad.  Published research from around the 

world demonstrate time and again the impact of animal welfare on the mental well-being of 

the people who are charged with their care.  (Cohen, 2007; Foote, 2020; Harvey & Cameron, 

2020; Hatch et al., 2011; Lawrence, n.d.; Lovell & Lee, 2013; Mellanby, 2005; Mitchener & Ogilvie, 

2002; Platt et al., 2010) 

In 2020, data was published indicating 94% of surveyed New Zealand veterinary nurses felt 

stressed and 82% were feeling compassion fatigue. (Harvey & E, 2020). The trends found in 

this data is echoed around the world and in all areas of the veterinary team.  For close to a 

decade, studies have been published that highlight increasing levels of stress, burn out, 

compassion fatigue and suicide rates in our industry.  According to (Lawrence, n.d.) 

veterinarians in Canada are reported to have the highest incidence of suicide among all 

occupations, and twice as high as (human) physicians and dentists.  Equine veterinarians 

are particularly susceptible, with reasons for the higher susceptibility including compassion 

fatigue, irregular hours, overwhelming workload, expectations and demands of clients, 

isolating work conditions and a lack of resources to deal with stress (Mellanby, 2005).  

Anecdotally, the same can be said for veterinarians in most countries. 

2.4 Information sourcing and sharing 
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Freedom of speech and sharing of public knowledge is a valuable resource.  Crowd-sourcing 

information by gathering opinions from a group is also valuable (we only need to look at the 

tV game show and boardgame “Who Wants to be a Millionaire” to see “Ask a friend” and 

“50/50” in action to see the value of these lifelines.  the same game offers a third ‘lifeline’ to 

help people select their answer, “Ask the audience”.  Needless to say, a large proportion of 

the studio audience will select an answer, even if they do not know which option is correct.  It 

is up to the contestant to choose, just as it is in real life. 

It has become clear that the advice given on Facebook to horse owners by other horse 

owners is sometimes problematic, in the same vein as “Ask the audience” in Who Wants to 

be a Millionaire.  The main issues are relevancy, accuracy, and currency.  Horse owners do 

not have a professional scope of practice to operate with, meaning that they are free to offer 

any opinion or advice, without ramification or accountability.  Being online increases the 

accountability gap because very often the asker and giver of information do not even directly 

know each other but are loosely connected as mutual Facebook group members. 

As part of my learning outcomes, I investigated evidence-based resources available and 

where some common myths for the management of sports horses have originated, e.g., from 

outdated management practices and discovered some common misconceptions. 

2.4.1 Manuka honey and wound care 

Manuka honey is particularly well known and researched as an aid to second intention 

healing in equine wounds, but advice on application, for example, is often outdated.  As 

noted by Dart, Bischofberger, Dart and Jeffcott in 2015, several thin applications are as -or 

more effective than slathering it on, which is more likely suggested on social media posts 

(Dart, Bischofberger, & Dart, December 2015).  

2.4.2 Turmeric 

Turmeric has been used for centuries medicinally and as an ingredient in food (Gupta et al., 

2013). However, its therapeutic use in treatment of inflammation in animals has been a 

relatively recent event, with most studies focusing on laboratory settings (in vitro) rather 

than field investigations involving animals (in vivo). Turmeric contains properties that make it 

seem likely to be effective for the treatment of acute inflammatory disease involving 

excessive free radical production (Derochette et al., 2013) and inhibits inflammatory 

prostaglandins (Clutterbuck et al., 2009). However, there is very little literature about 

successful use in horses and more study is required.  Many of the studies that are available 

have been conducted on very small subject sizes but do show promise.   
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There has been more literature regarding turmeric use in human health, which tends to be 

the basis of advice given for giving it to other species.  It is important to note that while there 

are similarities, the gastrointestinal, for example, physiology of humans vs. horses is quite 

different.   

As noted above, turmeric properties include musculoskeletal anti-inflammatory and gastro-

intestinal health (e.g., there has been some potential in prevention of squamous gastric 

ulceration in horses prior to surgery).  However, advice suggesting turmeric could be useful 

can be found for a wide range of complaints, such as colic (which does affect the 

gastrointestinal tract), lameness of all types including laminitis and exertional 

rhabdomyolysis and head flicking. Horse owners have heard of turmeric but do not 

understand disease physiology and often are unaware of the different types, causes and 

effects of diseases and conditions.  There also appears to be general confusion about the 

qualities of turmeric.   

2.4.3 Parasite control in horses 

A consensus on the current best practice for managing parasitism in equines was 

commissioned and published in the UK.  The comprehensive report and subsequent 

recommendations by Rendle et al., (2019) considered published and unpublished research 

relating to the management and control of equine parasitism and included considerable 

consultation with collective expert opinion to help ‘fill the gaps’ and reach consensus when 

recommendations differed.  The project was commissioned to provide an up to date and 

informed consensus to veterinarians, enabling them to create effective parasite management 

plans and minimise anthelmintic resistance in equine parasite populations.  If the veterinary 

industry and equine professionals have such a wealth of outdated and inaccurate 

information to navigate, how can we expect owners to fully understand how to manage 

parasites in their horses?   

Some aspects of parasite control do not change, e.g., life cycles of parasites, although these 

can be ignored as relevant by owners.  Life cycles can play an important part of a 

management strategy because different parasites are pathogenic and breed at different 

times of the year.  Worming a horse for a specific parasite at the wrong time of the year is 

pointless.  Other aspects are evolving, such as the instances of resistance to active 

ingredients and recommendations for use of multiple family drenches.  Outdated information 

leads to a marked increase of anthelmintic resistant parasite population. 
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2.5 Overconfidence of knowledge relating to people providing advice on Facebook (or 

how do you know what you don’t know?) 

Generally, the advice given on New Zealand equine-themed Facebook groups is well-

intentioned, but there is often no evidence to back the advice given, only the observations, or 

the base of what we thought was fact, but which has since been superseded by newer 

research. 

The cognitive bias where people with some learning or low ability overestimate themselves 

was first described by Dunning and Kruger in 1995 (Cherry, 2021; Mazor & Fleming, 2021; 

The Dunning Kruger Effect, 2021).  Dunning and Kruger hypothesized a person who has 

learned a small amount about a subject will tend to have a high confidence in their 

knowledge base.  Those who stop learning about the topic in question maintain a false 

sense of mastery of the subject.  People who continue learning about the topic have a 

measurable drop in self-confidence because basically, they realise how much they don’t 

know (Mazor & Fleming, 2021).  schlösser et al. (2013) stated “Deficits in knowledge 

prevent people from both producing correct responses and recognising that the responses 

they produce are inferior to those produced by others”.  According to sprout’s overview (The 

Dunning Kruger Effect, 2021), if study continues, confidence continues to drop along with 

motivation to try and learn and many stop trying to increase their knowledge at that point.  

Confidence only starts to grow again when more knowledge is gained.   

There is, therefore, an important dip in confidence that is very related to this project: 

If we apply the Dunning Kruger Effect to the sharing of advice on Facebook, equestrians with 

little knowledge are very likely to give advice, whereas equestrians with slightly more 

knowledge are less likely to share their knowledge, due to lack of confidence.  According to 

Dunning and Kruger’s theory, the veterinarian or equine professional, who has the greater 

amount of knowledge, understands the complexities of the problem and so is also less likely 

to give advice.  This is especially true if they are unable to properly assess the horse and 

therefore the case.   
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The Dunning Kruger theory helps to explain why advice is not as likely to be given by those 

with the most knowledge, and why we tend to see outdated or inaccurate advice given so 

freely and confidently.  

2.6 Regret on Facebook 

The final theme I will discuss here is regret of posting on Facebook.  Research from (Wang 

et al., 2011) reveals several likely reasons that people feel regret after posting on Facebook. 

There are seven reasons described.  The most relevant to this project include wanting to be 

perceived favourably by other Facebook users, no consideration for the consequences of 

their posts, not foreseeing how their posts could be perceived by the intended audience and 

a misunderstanding or misuse of Facebook. 

Despite instances of regret, the benefits of community-based decision making have been 

documented as early as 1980 (Voight et al., 1980) and Facebook is an extension of this 

concept, with groups becoming an online community people feel they can trust.  This is 

particularly true of “local” groups or groups that are familiar due to their location, members 

we know and common theme to us.   

In their 2018 research, Guha et al. discusses the level of regret which leads to people 

leaving Facebook altogether.  This point raises the question that the online survey data has 

demonstrated, the split between participants being comfortable with posting and sharing 

advice and the total opposition to posting and sharing advice.   

The Facebook algorithm brings posts into the focus of users if it contains similar social 

circles, which perpetuates the recognition factor, because the posts appear on personal 

“feeds”.  However, there is clearly significant implications for professional involvement as 

well as potential implications to the decisions being made from misinformation or inaccurate / 

incomplete information from peers.   

2.7 Summary and conclusion 
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2.7.1 Impacts 

The impact of decision-making relating to issues that more traditionally would be handled by 

equine professionals, e.g., veterinarians, farriers, physiotherapists, or in times before the 

Internet, from seeking answers in non-fiction books is very real and especially dangerous 

when the giver of the advice is unaware of their lack of knowledge.   

There are implications for those responsible for the husbandry of horses seeking advice via 

Facebook groups.  The crucial step of a thorough veterinary examination and therefore a 

true diagnosis may be missed out, in the case of posts like the example below: 

What supplements is everyone using for gastric ulcers?  I’m pretty sure my 

horse has an ulcer, but there is so much on the market and with new ones 

being added all the time. 

Currently the only definitive method for diagnosis of equine gastric ulcers is by using an 

endoscope to perform a gastroscopy.  However, horse owners will often use the presence of 

symptoms to self-diagnose their animals and there are a variety of treatments and 

preventatives for gastric ulcers available for horses without a prescription. There are also a 

wide range of nutraceutical supplements that are indicated for treatment and prevention of 

equine gastric ulcers available that do not contain omeprazole.   

The US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has advised that of 18 listed products being 

sold for the treatment and prevention of equine gastric ulcers containing the active ingredient 

omeprazole, only two were currently FDA approved. (FDA Issues Warning Letters for 

Unapproved Omeprazole Drugs Marketed for Use in Horses » Large Animal Hospital » 

College of Veterinary Medicine » University of Florida, 2015), and there are only six listed on 

the New Zealand Agricultural Compounds and Veterinary Medicines (ACVM) Register 

(Ministry for Primary Industries, 2020).  

Around the world veterinarians only have a limited number of medications to use that have 

been fully approved for use in horses.  In New Zealand, getting approval to import new drugs 

is comparatively costly and each drug or product needs to be approved separately.  

Veterinarians who have seen practice in other countries such as the United Kingdom and 

United States and who are practicing in New Zealand often reach for a variety of drugs that 

are commonly available overseas but must find a substitute as they are not to be found on 
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the New Zealand veterinary pharmacy shelf (L. Broughton, personal communication, 2021). 

A lack of options sometimes results in a need to use drugs in an off-label manner and/or for 

veterinarians to utilise compounded medications to manage cases.   

Basing a decision on product choice for suspected ulcers on popular opinion instead of 

veterinary recommendation could lead to related issues due to overdosing, misdiagnosis due 

to underdosing and therefore perceived ineffectiveness of treatment, and insurance claims 

being rejected. (Pet’n’sur, personal communication, 2021).   

With online shopping increasingly popular, it is easy (and yet illegal) for horse owners to 

shop internationally and bring in products that are not licensed in New Zealand.  There is a 

risk of being ‘caught at the border’ but generally if the person is just buying one item, the 

item will be destroyed, and often no further penalty is applied.  The Ministry of Primary 

Industries advises that while overseas brands may look the same as products that are 

available in New Zealand or may be appealing because they are marketed well, often the 

chemical compounds are not identical and / or are not authorised for use in New Zealand.  

All incoming products are inspected at the border.  If they are unauthorised for use or if they 

do not meet New Zealand importation requirements, the products are confiscated and 

destroyed, or returned to the sender at the buyer’s expense.  (Ministry for Primary Industries, 

2020)  

2.7.2 Rash decisions 

I need help! I’m trying to figure out what the deal is with my horse’s skin.  I 

thought it was rain rot but it hasn’t responded to <a specific brand of 

fungal> shampoo or the spray. 

This initial post was made on an equestrian-themed group on Facebook in 2021 and 

received 66 answers and replies. Rain rot is the common name given to a bacterial skin 

infection of horses that are exposed to prolonged wetting and cracking of the skin surface, 

e.g., during the rainy season.  The integrity of the skin is compromised allowing the bacteria

to invade the surface layer of the skin, causing matted tuffs or crusty scabs, commonly in a 

broad area over the top-line of the horse (particularly rump and back) and lower limbs. 

Treatment is to remove the scabs, which shield the bacteria, then symptomatic treatment for 

wound healing.  If the horse in this post was genuinely suffering with a Dermatophilosis 
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congolensis bacterial infection, then erroneous fungal treatments will be ineffective in 

treating the disease but useful if a secondary fungal infection is present.  

Advice ranged from specific products, (“Equishield™ line by Kinetic Vet® has a different 

product for every skin disease!”), to general advice (“could she be allergic to insect bites?”). 

Some treatments suggested using human-based products, such as Sel-sun™ (a selenium 

shampoo for dandruff), others suggested recipes that included a variety of ingredients, such 

as listerine™ mouth wash, witch hazel, dishwashing liquid and tea, and one suggested 

applying mayonnaise to the affected areas as a tried-and-true method.14F

3  Aside from the 

possibility that the condition will continue untreated, the potential of delayed wound healing, 

pain from astringent applications, and increased likelihood of secondary infection are 

possible outcomes for the horse in this case.  There is also an excellent chance of liver 

involvement that ought to be investigated with a full history, examination and blood work by a 

veterinarian. 

2.7.3 Veterinary involvement 

The NZVNA Code of Conduct states that veterinarians are required to share relevant 

information with those who need to know.  This statement is to ensure the welfare (either 

generally or in individual cases) of animals, the promotion of public health and the 

maintenance of public confidence in the profession (Veterinary Council of New Zealand, 

2020).  However, there is a reluctance to do so that needs to be investigated. 

The importance of a social media presence for veterinary clinics has been established.  

(Hamlin, 2013) notes that “social media can be one of the most valuable tools for both small 

and large veterinary practices in terms of developing a loyal client base and providing 

service to the wider pet-keeping community”.  However, the implications for professional 

involvement, e.g., veterinarians and allied equine professionals e.g., farriers, equine 

physiotherapists, and equine nutritionists in online social media posts like this example are 

ethical, legal, and connected with professional compassion fatigue and burn out.  

The New Zealand Veterinary Association (NZVA) and Veterinary Council of New Zealand 

(VCNZ) have developed a Guide for Social Media Use, which is included in the NZVA Code 

of Conduct.  The three principles from the Guide for Social Media Use specified are Client 

Relationships, Professional Relationships and Professional Integrity, however there are also 

3 Although a very odd suggestion, the oil and egg could be beneficial to skin condition and could provide some 

protection, while the vinegar could change the pH of the skin surface, which might prove antimicrobial.  A new 

research project, perhaps? 
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specifics in the Code of Conduct that relate to all contributing professions, not just 

veterinarians around ethic legalities, such as supersession that need to be considered. 

(Veterinary Council of New Zealand, 2020) 

2.7.4 Conclusion 

When poor advice is given and taken the outcome has a real potential of harm to the horse.  

Treatment suggestions made by people who are outdated in their advice or are applying 

contextually and / or inaccurate advice, can have negative impacts on the welfare of the 

horse, and in some cases can be very detrimental to the horse’s wellbeing. Yet, the bulk of 

horse owners are content with the instant gratification of social media over evidence-based 

information.  Researching takes time, and not many people know how to do it well, how to 

sift through online information.  Consultation with trained equine professionals, e.g., farriers, 

veterinarians, is expensive and untimely compared with asking for advice on social media or 

doing a quick “Google” search or asking on a social media platform.  the former needs 

advance booking of an appointment, and there is a consultation fee, whereas social media 

can be accessed at 2 am during an insomnia attack induced by concern over the horse.  

The like function, that easy click of the mouse to show approval of someone else’s 

comments or post on common social media platforms, provides a gratification to the writer, 

whether it be received for posting about the problem or offering advice or a solution.  It is a 

friendly and informal connection with likeminded people who have ‘been there before’ and so 

have experience in dealing with conditions and ailments and are happy to share their 

experience instantly, for free.  Just like chatting with friends. 

Facebook users continue to grow and evolve the role of Facebook in its uses.  Sujon et al. in 

2018 wrote of the evolution from social connector in 2013 to regular use of Facebook for 

conducting routine services such as scheduling, archiving, and to a degree even relationship 

maintenance. They hypothesized that this change in the daily use demonstrates the 

“domestication of Facebook from a wild social space” to a “personal service platform,” 

meaning users are now looking at Facebook as more than just a platform for sharing pony 

photos. 
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3. Research methodology

In this section I will discuss the methodology selected for the project and why this approach 

was chosen. 

I chose a sequential mixed-methods approach to conducting my research because I wanted 

to gain multiple perspectives on this issue: the perspective of the people looking for advice 

on Facebook and how Facebook users perceive their own knowledge, and the perspective 

of the equine professionals who see decisions being made from the advice provided in the 

online groups.  The mixed-methods approach supported an autoethnographic style that I felt 

was a good fit with my own professional practice, telling stories to educate a new generation 

of allied veterinary professionals. 

According to Mixed Methods Research (Harper, n.d.), “mixed methods research (MMR), 

sometimes called multimethodology is an approach to a research problem that leverages the 

advantages of both qualitative and quantitative research methods to better understand the 

subject than any individual approach could offer on its own. It recognizes that qualitative and 

quantitative data can each contribute to different aspects of understanding of a problem, and 

it integrates both approaches within a holistic methodological approach.  If a problem is 

viewed from only one perspective, only a single facet of the situation will be seen, which may 

be misleading. MMR allows research problems to be viewed from multiple perspectives, 

giving a clearer picture of the issue”. 

In the case of this project, an MMR response allowed for deeper qualitative analysis of the 

quantitative data obtained.  Interviews with equine professionals provided also provided an 

empirical and reflective opportunity to discuss the findings from the online survey.  The 

interviews enabled me to hear my own voice with the results in autoethnographic style. 

Similarly, thematic analysis enabled triangulation of the survey data and my professional 

observations with literature and the interview data.  Thematic analysis was used to help 

identify patterns of meaning from the interview data to help answer questions about the 

frequency of using Facebook as a source of quality advice and then, to help explore 

solutions to mitigate the risk of compromised horse welfare from following ill-informed 

advice.  Triangulating interview data and survey data with literature and my own experience 

strengthened the research findings and helps explore multiple focal themes.   
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3.1 Ethical approval 

Prior to undertaking the research, ethics approval was completed.  This project was carried 

out under the auspices of the Otago Polytechnic Research Ethics Committee Category B 

Delegated Authority.    Refer to Appendix III for the ethical application and approval letters.  

3.2 Adopted methodology for project data collection 

Firstly, a cross-sectional study was conducted using an online survey.  This method enabled 

collection of quantitative data regarding the use and motivation of Facebook groups and how 

sharing information on groups influenced decision making for horse management.   

The data was then shared with a range of equine professionals by way of one-to-one 

interviews.  The interviews enabled me to collect the professional and personal perspectives 

of people who are most challenged by the interaction of horse owners on equine-themed 

Facebook groups, and who deal with issues that arise affecting the husbandry of horses 

resulting from Facebook advice.   

The interviews also enabled me to explore the effect of Facebook on the industry of equine 

veterinary and health professionals, with respect to compassion fatigue, stress, and self-

confidence. 

The perspective of the horse owner and the interviews of equestrian professionals added 

weight to my own reactions and thoughts as well as utilising the method of empathy-based 

stories (MEBS). According to (Bhat, 2021), MEBS “facilitates storytelling and narration”. In 

MEBS, the participants describe stories based on the settings, prompts and triggers 

provided by the researcher, and different versions of the frame story offer variations in the 

story elements. In their research, Wallin et al., states this variation (of research) “enables the 

researcher to study how the stories change when one element is varied – an idea that 

imitates traditional experimental research” and that “MEBs is well-suited for examining the 

informants’ perceptions, reasoning, expectations, and values regarding a specific 

phenomenon or experience”. MEBS enables researchers to investigate the tangent, because 

the stories might provide new and unexpected insights into the topic.   
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I used autoethnographic self-reflection and writing to connect my own personal experience 

to wider equine professional fields, social meanings, and understandings.  This tied together 

with MEBS methodology also. 

3.3 Vignettes and Scenario inclusion 

Posts to New Zealand based, equine-themed Facebook groups and replies to similar posts 

that are included in this report to illustrate various points.  The vignettes have been altered or 

paraphrased where necessary to protect the identity of authors.  

Vignettes and scenarios have been used throughout this project to 

❖ Allow actions to be explored in context,

❖ To provide examples and illustrations that are impersonal and therefore less

threatening without having a participant feeling judged by posting or replying to a

post on Facebook,

❖ Clarify the judgement and perspective during interviews, and

❖ To replicate posts and replies made to equine-themed Facebook groups in a

sanitised and anonymous format so as not to have to locate authors and gain

permission to use.

In exploring anecdotal vignettes, I was able to connect the autobiographical and personal to 

the cultural, social and personal aspects of the data gathered.  According to Adams, Jones, 

and Ellis in Autoethnography: Understanding Qualitative Research, autoethnography uses a 

researcher's own personal experiences to describe and explore different practices and 

experiences that are encountered.  Autoethnography acknowledges the researcher’s 

previous experiences and values a researcher's relationship with other people from different 

walks of life. (Adams, 2015). 
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4. Data collection

Data was collected in a sequential fashion, with the survey being conducted in July 2020, 

followed by interviews with six participants conducted in mid-2021.   

4.1 Online survey: Equine-themed Facebook groups 

4.1.1 Group selection 

In New Zealand, equine-themed Facebook groups are popular amongst different social 

groups, geographic locations, and equestrian pursuits to suit a broad variety of equine 

interests.  Groups were selected randomly, provided they fitted the following criteria: 

• New Zealand based,

• Focussed on recreational sports-horses, not horse racing groups,

• Aimed at adults, (e.g., groups for Pony Clubs were avoided because they are

populated with riders.  New Zealand Pony Club riding members must be under 25

years, so a greater number of group members are likely to be under 18 years of age).

• Conformed with Facebook rules, e.g., not specifically set up for promoting horse

sales,

• From as wide a variety of different disciplines, e.g., not restricted to just dressage

groups.  While groups that are discipline-specific were included, the author was

careful to include specific groups from as many disciplines as possible.

To establish which groups to include and how I could be sure I canvassed a broad range of 

groups, I searched Facebook groups for equine-themed groups based in New Zealand. Four 

searches on Facebook were conducted, using ‘horse’ (29.n.), ‘equestrian’ (23.n.), ‘equine’ 

(8.n.), and ‘pony’ (11.n.).  several groups returned in more than one search.  specific 

discipline groups were then searched as well to help ensure that all groups were canvassed 

for participants in the survey.  Groups specifically set up for buying / selling tack 15F

4 or horses 

were omitted, as were groups set up especially for Pony Club (PC) branches.  The former 

was omitted because these groups are unlikely to have posts seeking advice on horse 

management decisions and PC branch groups omitted because they are frequently aimed at 

riders and therefore have a high number of members who are under 18 yrs of age and not 

financially in charge of horse management. 

4 Equipment used for horses 
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4.1.2 Approval to post 

The administrators of a total of 20 different equine-themed, New Zealand Facebook groups 

or pages were contacted and asked for permission for the survey to be shared on their 

facebook ‘page’.  Groups and pages were selected to attract participants broad as 

representation as possible.  Some group pages were very broad groups (e.g., NZ Horses) 

and others were specific to disciplines (e.g., the NZ Carriage Driving Society page).  The 

total of groups and pages contacted were representative of all areas in New Zealand.  

People who opted to participate clicked the URL link in the Facebook post that was 

published on each post. 

A standardised message was sent to the administrator(s) of the selected groups, explaining 

the project, and requesting permission to post the invitation on the group for group members 

to complete the survey.  The project invitation was only posted on the selected Facebook 

groups to ensure it reached only people who were suitable to complete the survey.  Once 

approval was received by the group administration, the introductory invitation was either 

posted by the administrator (where the group rules disallowed public posts), or by the author. 

4.1.3 Participant access and engagement 

Participants clicked a link that took them to an information page which informed them about 

the aims and the completion of the survey and clearly indicated that they could abandon the 

survey or skip questions at any time without consequences.  There were questions that were 

skipped by participants, and some exited the survey before the end.  Branching or 

automated skipping of irrelevant questions was built into the survey at times.  For example, if 

a respondent indicated they would not post on a Facebook group they were not then asked 

about their motivation to post.  The survey was designed so that respondents were 

unidentifiable by their responses.   The mean response time was 14 minutes 51 seconds. 

4.1.4 Survey construction 

The online survey was created using Microsoft Forms. 

Four types of questions were used in the survey: 

❖ Multiple choice questions were used to establish demographics, such as locality

and age.  Multiple choice questions were used because they are intuitive, easy to

use in different ways, help produce easy-to-analyse data, and provide mutually

exclusive choices.

❖ Short answer questions were used to enable participants to give unregulated

freedom in their answers.  The short answer question style was used to allow

participants to describe, for example, their ethnicity and to give reasons why a
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previous question did not apply to them.  This format was chosen to enable 

participants a larger voice, particularly when answers might come from an 

inexhaustible list or be unexpected, making creation of a good multiple option / 

choice question difficult. 

❖ Multiple answer questions enabled participants to choose more than one option

and were used for example to establish reasons why participants responded to

posts.  The multiple answer questions used unranked variables that were largely

expected responses.

❖ Likert scale questions were used to determine the likelihood of interaction on

Facebook in a variety of situations, both creating initial posts and replying to

similar posts made by others.  Likert scale questions were also used to collect

data about where participants sourced information and their confidence in a

range of common equine husbandry themes, such as feeding and preventative

health.  Likert scale questions were chosen because the results can be used to

operationalise perceptions of participant motivation and confidence.

The online survey questions are in Appendix V. 

Responses were received from 160 people, consisting of 159 New Zealand adults (18 years 

and older) analysed. 1 New Zealand less than 18 years of age was exited from the survey.  

The respondents were responsible for the husbandry and welfare of at least one sports 

horse, and members of at least one NZ equestrian-related Facebook group.   

4.1.5 Response bias 

Using online surveys to collect data does create potential anomalies in the data because 

participants self-select, which creates bias.  Notably the data for Wellington Wairarapa 

region and respondents who are involved carriage driving is likely to be skewed because I 

am well-known in both these areas.  This creates a response bias.  However, there were 

enough participants that the response bias is unlikely to have skewed the data itself outside 

of demographics.  The questions in the online survey were designed to be unaffected by a 

response bias. 

Using a gatekeeper was not considered as an option to control bias due to the nature of 

project because I wanted to collect data from a very broad demographic of Facebook users 

from a very broad set of equine-themed Facebook groups.  Because I am very active in 

many disciplines and roles throughout New Zealand as well as on many Facebook groups, 

filtering results to people who don’t know me or have never heard of me might reduce the 
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data set to a disadvantageous proportion5.  Gatekeeping was not a term I was familiar with 

until after the data collection stage.  While using a gatekeeper to act as a conduit between 

researcher and respondent can help ensure safety of both parties. (Bound, 2012) 

4.2 Professional Interviews 

I have used autoethnographic principles along with canonical quantitative research methods 

and incorporating representation of others in the interviews. Therefore, the purpose of the 

interview section of this study was mainly to give credence to my thoughts that arose from 

the data in the survey and help explore other points of view.  The results of the online survey 

formed the base of the interviews. 

4.2.1 Interview participants 

People were selected for the interview stage from across a wide range of different veterinary 

and equine health professionals to provide a broad tapestry of perspectives and opinions.   

Prospective participants were located via existing professional connections and from 

networking within my field.  All the professionals are known to me, either through personal or 

professional dealings with them or by name only.  

The criteria for selection included: 

❖ Currently active and well-regarded in the equine health or veterinary professional

fields

❖ Ensuring a broad range of different professions were covered to explore the impacts

on different industries as well as the industry of health and veterinary professions as

a whole

❖ From a broad geographical area, within New Zealand to encompass the impact of

Facebook in different regions

Although the professionals were a handpicked list, care was taken to interview mainly 

professionals who I do not know on a personal level and who are not providers of services to 

my own horses to avoid any bias.  Although bias in research can cause distorted results and 

wrong conclusions, in this part of the project it might manifest as participants being more 

willing to talk freely and open up more than if they were complete strangers. 

5 Tongue in cheek, I’m not quite famous. Yet. 
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The handpicked equine professionals were approached privately through email, by phone, or 

Messenger, and if they agreed to take part, a private interview was booked.  Prior to the 

interview process, respondents read an information sheet and signed a consent form.   

A range of specialist equine veterinarians, equine allied veterinary professionals, an equine 

hospital specialist veterinary nurse, and a small assortment of equine health professionals 

consisting of a farrier, an internationally trained equine body worker, McTimoney therapist 

and sports-horse rehab specialist and an equine nutritionist were selected for the interview 

stage.  Several of the professionals interviewed have ridden and / or trained internationally. 

The professionals interviewed for this study, (all anonymous) are current practitioners from 

all over New Zealand.  

4.2.2 Interview settings 

There was a total of six interviews conducted.  All the interviews were conducted one-on-one 

by the author.  Two interviews were conducted in the online meeting platform Microsoft 

Teams due to the Covid environment and the participants being located so far away from 

me.  The other four interviews were able to be conducted face-to-face in between Covid 

travel restrictions.   

4.2.3 Interview process 

Where possible, the interview questions were shared with respondents ahead of time to 

minimise the length of time for each interview and allow the participants time to prepare.  

When this was not possible the questions were explained at the beginning of the interview.  

Each participant was given the opportunity to skip questions or stop the interview if they 

were uncomfortable or wanted to end the discussion.  Two interviews were incomplete due 

to time restrictions on the part of the participant, missing the opportunity to give insight 

regarding the final section of the survey results.   

During the interview, data from the online survey was shown and the findings analysed.  The 

responses were noted down and then written up into individual narratives.  One of the 

interviews, conducted online, was recorded and the individual narrative written up from the 

recording after the event.  Each completed narrative was sent to the interviewee for approval 

to use in the project.  Written consent was obtained at this time. 

The interview times ranged from 45 minutes to 2 hours with an average of 1 hour 20 

minutes. 
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The interview questions are Appendix VI.  Some identifying data from the interviews has 

been retracted to help maintain anonymity.   

4.2.4 Summary 

Use of reflective discussion within the interview process has allowed for checking the validity 

of Facebook answers and comments critically, using Kahneman’s system 2 thinking 

whereas most of the reactions we experience when scrolling through Facebook over a 

morning cup of coffee tend to be more involuntary or autopiloted results (Kahneman, 2012). 

The discussion that arose from sharing the data helped to develop knowledge and 

understand and organise thoughts and ideas to generate solutions that can be used for 

education.  The participants of the survey and the interviews are at the centre of the issues 

that sparked this study, so it was important to capture both groups. 
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5. Findings

This section will discuss the data from the survey with the reactions and insight from 

subsequent interviews with equine professionals.  

5.1 Demographic data collected from online survey results 

5.1.1 Participant background information 

160 people responded to the online invitation and participated anonymously in the online 

survey.   

One of the participants was removed almost immediately because they were under 18 years 

old, leaving the remaining 159 adults aged 18-years or older as the participant group.   

A range of ethnicities were recorded, with 8% identifying as Māori and 0.06% identifying with 

another ethnicity (e.g., Swiss, Australian, or UK European) completed the online survey.  

However, respondents were predominantly of European descent with 91.94% identifying as 

NZ European.   

looking specifically at Māori respondents, as recommended during Kaitohutohu consultation 

(Appendix III), our respondents came from around New Zealand, with a variety of iwi 

represented (figure 3).  Approximately half of those who identified as Māori did not list 

specific iwi association. 

5.1.2 Geographical links 

Most regions of New Zealand were represented in the survey.  In figure 1, participant 

geographical locations have been grouped together for analysing data where, for example, 

the numbers of participants are extremely low. 

Figure 2 shows that Hawkes Bay equestrian users of Facebook are the least motivated to 

share e.g., photos on the target groups, compared with respondents from other locations.  

The upper South Island users were highly motivated to reply to other Facebook posts, but 

not to initiate posts themselves in the three scenario situations.  (Scenario three, the horse 

with a life-limiting condition that was not fully diagnosed is generally the most common 

reason for replying to a post).  
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There were similar trends in the data from across New Zealand, which is what we would 

expect to see, apart from the data from the participants based in Nelson / Tasman / 

Marlborough.  These respondents are an outlier group, being much more unlikely to post in 

Scenario 1 or reply in Scenario 1 or 2 but much more likely to reply to a post requesting help 

in all three scenarios.  Taranaki participants were more likely to reply to Scenario 3 when 

compared relatively to participants from other locations. 

5.1.3 Exiting participants and recognising unusable data 

One participant recorded they were under 18 years of age and was subsequently exited from 

continuing the survey using branching, because they are unlikely to be the primary carer of 

the horse(s), financially responsible and responsible for all husbandry decisions.   

Three more participants were withdrawn from the survey when they identified they were not 

responsible for any horses, therefore, were unlikely to be wholly responsible for husbandry 

decisions.  These participants may attend a riding school, lease a horse or be employed 

e.g., as a groom or rider.

Participants have a broad range of equestrian discipline interests, as shown in figure 4, with 

83.6% identifying involvement in more than one discipline and 71% indicating they intend to 

compete once Covid-19 restrictions are lifted.  All participants in the final group (156.n) 

belonged to at least one equestrian group on Facebook (figure 5) and 98% were responsible 

for at least one sports horse.  Most participants were experienced equestrians with more 

than ten years involvement.17F

6 

5.1.4 Equine use 

Participants were able to select as many disciplines listed as they associated with and 

encouraged to add any other disciplines in a comments box.  It would be common, for 

example, for dressage riders to also compete in show classes; but less common for show 

jumpers to also compete in show classes.  However, 21% only selected one discipline.  Only 

1 participant noted they are a para-equestrian. 

Carriage driving is potentially over-represented in this survey (14%), simply because that’s 

my preferred discipline and it is likely more people recognise my name and have responded 

to the request for participants in the project due to that personal connection.  However, the 

over-representation is unlikely to skew results. 

6 Some geographical areas have been grouped together in this chart. 
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Most participants (89.9%) indicated they did not consider themselves as professional 

equestrians, as in they do not make a living from working in the equestrian field.  However, 

there were survey participants who have significant voluntary roles in equestrian sport and 

interest groups, such as executive committee members, judging or officiating at events, and 

coaching privately, or for New Zealand Pony Club Association (NZPCA).  

It is difficult to get an accurate number of the individuals that are involved in these roles 

because they are often not centrally recorded and because many people hold several 

different roles or are involved in several different disciplines.  For example, riders of 

dressage horses might also be volunteers who are dressage judges, writers or on dressage 

club and event committees.  The same people might also be judges for para-equestrian 

showing and dressage, the dressage phase in eventing, English showing, pleasure horse 

showing classes and carriage horse (driven) dressage. 18F

7  They might also be coaching in 

some form for any or all these areas as well.   

According to data published in September 2020, NZPCA has 788 qualified coaches on their 

database (New Zealand Pony Club Association, 2020).  Information about their coaches 

such as if they are riders themselves is not collected.  In my experience as an H-Certificate 

Coach for NZPCA, coaches might be adolescent or young adult riders at Pony Club, non-

riding parents, people who have previously ridden but do not any longer – or volunteers who 

are involved in the sport in multiple disciplines and roles.  Some of these coaches will also 

be equine professionals but many will not. 

At the time they took the survey, almost half of the participants (48%) owned 1-2 horses, 

35% owned 3-5 horses, and 15% owned more than five horses.  The focus on sports horses, 

as opposed to horses in the racing industry, was the aim and was captured in this section of 

the survey.  There were, therefore, no participants who were wholly from the racing industry, 

although 1.2% were involved as part of their equestrian interest, alongside at least one other 

recreational / sports horse discipline.  That 89.4% of participants indicated they have been 

an equestrian for more than ten years suggests that most participants could be considered 

“experienced” horse-people and yet there are daily posts seeking advice and replies to such 

7 I encounter people who are involved in many roles as described regularly… I am one of these people - a 

private driving and riding coach, the Secretary for my local driving club and the national driving body, (NZCDS) 

the National Equestrian Measuring Convenor for RAS and senior Measuring Steward for Wairarapa, a senior 

Examiner and coach for pony club (NZPCA) and competitive carriage driver.  I also score at events, tag helmets 

and body-protectors and have been event secretary for many different equestrian events. 
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posts which represent a poor choice and at times go so far as to deteriorate worsen the 

reported condition or issue of the horse. Refer to figure 4. 

The survey participants were targeted as Facebook group members.  Respondents noted if 

they are currently members of 5 or less New Zealand based, equestrian-focussed groups, 

e.g., NZHorses, for sale groups, show programme groups (18.5%) or more than five

(81.5%)19F

8 demonstrated in figure 5. 

5.2 Motivation: 

What motivates horse owners to post on Facebook groups requesting help or for advice, 

rather than calling their veterinarian in situations like the post below, which was posted on a 

New Zealand equine-themed group on Facebook recently?   

Can someone have a look at a video of my horse? I think he might be 

choking.  He keeps stretching his neck down and out, pawing the ground 

and looks really surprised. Should I do anything? 

The video showed classic signs of oesophageal obstruction or choke in horses, including 

coughing, and gagging, mouth open wide, bilateral frothy nasal discharge, stretching the 

neck and signs of discomfit.  Although a veterinary emergency, choking is not as 

immediately life-threatening in horses as in humans because the horse’s airway is not 

blocked the oesophagus is, so therefore the horse can continue to breathe despite the 

choke.  (MSD Veterinary Manual, n.d.-b; Signs of Choke in Your Horse- Common Symptoms 

to Look out For, 2018).  It is, nonetheless, a very frightening condition to witness a horse 

suffer. 

5.2.1 Sharing on Facebook groups 

Once the participant demographics, degree of equestrianism and Facebook use were 

established, the survey asked participants to think about what motivates them to share 

photos of their own horses in the Facebook groups they belong to. 

8 “NZHorses” is a generic interest group. There are a multitude of groups that have been formed for selling 

second-hand tack (and horses!) and for sharing show programmes, clinics and people organising for equine 

therapists, e.g., body workers and dentists, coaching clinics. 
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The three most common reasons respondents noted as motivation to post a photo of their 

horse on a Facebook group were to enter competitions on Facebook (not affiliated to 

Facebook, but run by third parties, e.g., feed companies), to seek advice regarding a 

problem they are having (e.g., training, health) or to sell horses or link to an external sales 

page.21 Facebook Business Commerce Terms and Policies state that listings may not promote 

the buying or selling of animals (Facebook, 2021), yet many groups still exist for advertising 

animals and users are encouraged to use a variety of methods to avoid detection by the 

group administrators. 

2.5% (4 people) said they do not post photos of their horses on Facebook.  (Figure 6) 

Of significance to this report is the number of people (61.n.) who said they would share 

photos of their horse(s) to seek advice from Facebook users, as in the case of the choking 

horse.  This data is evidence that there is a considerable number of people who do look to 

Facebook groups for help in making decisions around the husbandry of their sports-horses 

and some of the people posting do not always recognise the severity of the situation or are 

otherwise motivated to turn to Facebook groups rather than calling their local veterinary 

clinic for advice or help.   

I have seen two types of common advice that people ask for on equine-themed Facebook 

groups.  People frequently ask for advice around products, e.g., which product or 

supplement to use either for a purpose or generic good health of the horse.  These requests 

for advice are sometimes alongside veterinary treatment.  For example, the veterinarian may 

be treating a horse for a wound or medical condition and the client / horse owner asks for 

advice regarding product use on Facebook groups(s).   

At other times Facebook group members ask for a more generic type of advice. For 

example, the horse owner may have seen an advertisement or is thinking of ways to improve 

the health of the horse generally, preventively or as a targeted (e.g., hoof quality which can 

be improved by supplements). A commonly noted post is people asking about feed 

supplements that may reduce reactive behaviour or behaviours relating to oestrus in mares 

and calm a horse.  

Affection, attention seeking, disclosure, information sharing, habit and social influence were 

identified as the six motivators for sharing photos on Facebook by (Malik et al., 2016), but 

this is not necessarily true of specific pictorial topics, such as wounds.  Owners would be 

more likely to share this type of (gruesome) photo in a group with likeminded people, rather 
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than on their own ‘wall’ where there would be a greater risk of upsetting e.g., non-horsey 

Aunt Doris. 

5.2.2 Influencing professional choice 

In the next set of questions, participants were asked directly how likely Facebook influenced 

their decision on selecting a range of equine professionals.   

XXXX XXXXXXX available for coaching at our arena 7 - 8 July. PM me for 

more info.  Heights start at 50cm, group lessons only 

Participants were asked how likely they were to use Facebook groups to help them choose 

their equine professionals, veterinary clinics, farrier or hoof trimmer, trainer, equine body 

worker and equine dentists, (figure 7). 

This data indicates that Facebook has perhaps a smaller impact on decisions relating to 

areas that horse owners traditionally take more “seriously” with respect to their horses’ 

health.  In New Zealand, veterinarians are seen as essential care and owners tend to be 

loyal to one provider.  This fact was reflected in the survey responses, 49% were somewhat 

or highly unlikely to use Facebook to help them decided on which veterinary clinic to use.   

Asking Facebook group members to help choose a farrier or trimmer was much more evenly 

spread, 41% each of the respondents were either very / somewhat likely, or somewhat / very 

unlikely (the balance in the middle).  This data may be in response to a degree of 

desperation horse owners are currently feeling, as New Zealand has a shortage of farriers 

(Miller, Barham, personal communication 2020,2021).  People moving to another area or 

needing to change farriers for whatever reason often struggle to find a farrier who is taking 

new clients, let alone one who comes with recommendations from other horse owners.  

Facebook posts are regularly seen in equine-themed groups in New Zealand seeking a new 

farrier with alarming regularity.  

The sway to using Facebook to help choose trainers, coaches or complimentary therapists 

for horses was in favour with 54% and 55% of respondents respectively saying they would 

be very or somewhat likely.  Coaches / trainers and body workers are deemed to be a fickler 

choice, in that an owner may not need their services as regularly and there is less of an 

impact from frequent changing.  Horse owners do not have the same loyalty to coaches / 
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trainers and are also willing to attend clinics 24F9.  The willingness to look for recommendations 

for complimentary therapists from Facebook is in part because of a lack of understanding of 

the different roles that differing therapies (massage vs. physiotherapy, for example) and that 

these are unregulated professions in New Zealand (T1). 

I’m organising the horse back man for this Monday.  Message me if you want in. 

In New Zealand, any person can work as a ‘back man’, there is no regulatory council or 

registration for equine therapists.  Trends for complimentary therapists are often created 

from cult-followings (EV2).  There appears to be very few owners who realise that their 

equine therapist is unlikely to have travelled overseas and studied a degree, then completed 

an internship and post-graduate studies required to be a physiotherapist, for example.  In my 

experience, the question is not asked.  New Zealand does not have any regulation of allied 

veterinary or animal health paraprofessionals currently.  It is easy to understand, when this 

information is considered; if qualifications are not mandatory and registration does not exist, 

then how can people be held accountable for calling themselves an equine chiropractor, 

osteopath, or therapy clinician.25F

10 

owners may not recognise their horse is ‘sore’ because of over work or the wrong sort of 

work, or they may take their horse to “the back man” as a treat. there are even (general) 

veterinarians who refer patients to unqualified therapists, some of whom are dangerous and 

give dangerous advice to the clients.   

5.3 Scenario-inspired questions: 

In the next section of the survey, the motivation for sharing information on equine-themed 

Facebook groups was explored through three scenarios to further explore motivation and the 

affect this may have on horse husbandry.   

9 A clinic is a condensed block of training, e.g., over a weekend, usually with one coach / trainer. 

10 Physiotherapist is an internationally protected title.  In New Zealand the title is regulated under the HPCA Act 

2003, the responsible authority being the Physiotherapy Board of New Zealand.  This protection extends to 

equine physiotherapy simply because, to be an equine physiotherapist, you need to firstly complete a degree in 

Physiotherapy and then post-graduate specialist studies in equine. (Ministry of Health NZ, 2021) 
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In the first scenario, participants were asked to imagine “Your horse has a significant wound 

to his hind leg with some involvement of the hock joint, probably caused from a wire fence.  

It will likely need a veterinarian visit”.  

The second scenario said “Your horse is showing definite signs of being unwell, for example 

a significant change in behaviour regarding feeding and handling or training.  You are 

unsure what exactly is wrong and don't know if you should arrange a veterinarian visit or 

not”. 

In scenario three, participants were told “Your horse has been diagnosed with a serious but 

non-contagious medical condition.  The long-term veterinary prognosis for a full recovery is 

not good.  It is likely the condition is non-curable, but it might be managed if you can get past 

this initial stage.  Your veterinarian has not discussed the long-term likelihood of being able 

to use the horse (e.g., for riding or driving) because they feel the need to wait and see how 

the condition progresses and to run more tests. 

5.3.1 Scenario One results:  Blood and gore 

5.3.1.1 Background 

A significant wound involving the hock joint is particularly worrisome for any horse owner.  

Joint involvement adds another dynamic to the healing process and due to the complexity of 

angles and movement it is difficult to bandage without causing further harm e.g., from the 

bandage slipping.    

Location of the wound has a notable effect on how it heals and potential problems.  For 

example, a significant wound on the distal limb will have little muscle involvement compared 

with a wound on the rump, which will conversely have much less damage to tendons / 

ligaments.  A deep muscular laceration on the rump will heal very differently to one on the 

shoulder which will move more.  Movement during healing generally equates to a longer 

healing timeframe and results in greater scarring compared with a wound that is largely 

immobile or immobilised.  Joint involvement can result in joint infections which are difficult to 

treat successfully without dedicated veterinary assistance and ongoing vigilance. Exuberant 

granulation is a particular issue for lower limb wounds in horses compared with extensive 

body wounds or distal limb wounds of ponies; and can mask abnormal inflammatory 

processes that contribute to persistent lameness. (Wilmink & van Weeren, 2005; Eggleston, 

2018, Bryant et al., 2018).  
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Involvement of a limb joint is one of the most concerning wound types that veterinarians and 

horse owners experience, requiring expert and careful treatment, management, and 

aftercare if the horse is expected to make a full recovery.  There is significant risk of long 

term or poor prognosis if a joint infection occurs (Mendik, 2018).  A serious wound with joint 

involvement is likely to be treated by a range of equine professionals, including 

physiotherapist, farrier, equine veterinary nurse(s), all overseen by the veterinarian.  

Treatment plans for wounds are determined by many factors and in horses can best be 

described as variable.  Influencing factors include the locality, shape and placement of the 

wound, the initial severity of the trauma and reaction to first intention healing / veterinary 

attention, insult from, type of and immune response to pathogens leading to infection, for 

example.  The condition of the horse prior to the wound also plays an important part.   

5.3.1.2 Responses 

Participants were asked to rank the likelihood they would post a photo of the wound if their 

horse suffered one, how soon after the wound they would share and select why they might 

be motivated to do so.  As shown in figure 8, just under 20% of respondents reported they 

would be likely or somewhat likely to share the photo if it were of their own horse on an 

equine-themed Facebook group they are a member of.  79% of participants said they would 

be somewhat or very unlikely to share it.   

Of the 78 respondents who indicated they would or might share a photo of a significant 

wound on their horse to an equine-themed Facebook group, only one said they would share 

while waiting for the vet to attend. 25% said they would share after the veterinarian had 

attended, 20% of those who would share said they would share within a few days of the 

wound occurring and the remaining 55% indicated they would share much later, e.g., a week 

or more later, or after the wound had healed. 

Motivation for posting a photograph of such a graphic wound was predominantly either for 

the education of others (48%) or to document the progress of recovery (47%) 27F

11.  23% of 

respondents said they would post to get specific advice about e.g., what product(s) to apply 

to hasten healing,28F

12 18% for sympathy and reassurance and just 5% said they would be 

motivated to get advice before seeking veterinary advice for financial reasons. 

11 Taking weekly photographs of a significant wound while it is healing is common advice to clients because it 

enables them to see progress, they might otherwise miss from being too involved. 

12 Mayonnaise, perhaps. 
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This data set, shown in figure 9, suggests that almost one quarter of New Zealand sport-

horse owners would seek advice from group members on Facebook.  All the equine 

professionals interviewed indicated they have experienced an increasing mistrust of clients 

and that clients been noted as saying either in person or on social media as providers of 

treatment are interested in money ahead of the husbandry of their horse. 

An unexpectedly small percentage of respondents said they would seek the advice of 

facebook ‘friends’ ahead of calling the veterinarian to help save money.   Compared with 

e.g., the United Kingdom, New Zealand has a very under-utilised market for equine

insurance.  There are plenty of options available, with at least six reputable brokers offering 

a range of policies to specifically cover sports- and recreational horses (Vet Services 

Wairarapa, 2017). 

The majority (62%) of respondents indicated they would be somewhat or highly likely to reply 

to a post from someone else in the same situation.  The most popular reasons selected 

being if they had had a horse with a similar wound, they could share tips used 75% of 

participants, if the participant felt the owner needed to consult a veterinarian (50%).  

Empathy was a close third, with 47% of participants responding they would reply to the post 

to offer sympathy and reassurance.  Respondents who said they would reply to offer a 

product or service they felt would be useful equalled 37% and only 3% said they would 

respond with an educated response for personal gain or to prosper their business.  21% of 

participants said they would not reply to a post in this situation, with half of this group the 

same people who said they would not start an initial post if their horse sustained the wound. 

5.3.1.3 Educating others 

Of the 75 participants who said they would post to educate others; 56% also said they would 

be motivated to document the recovery progress by posting on the groups. Only 10 of the 75 

participants who said they would post for the education of others also indicated that they 

would ask for advice in the same situation.  These results support the theory that the group 

members who engage in Facebook in this situation or scenario are story tellers but are not 

necessarily interested in hearing from others.  A theme that was noticed by the equine 

professionals interviewed.   

There was a significant correlation between participants who indicated they would redirect 

the thread to a veterinarian and suggesting a product or service they thought might be 

helpful with the wound (50%).  In my professional view, corroborate with personal 

communication with a number of equine professionals, the quality of the advice or 
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suggestions made in response to Facebook posts is at times questionable (A. Parkinson; L. 

Broughton; M. Miller; personal communication 2020, 2021), which leads to the question what 

stops professionals, who are also members of the group, and who may come across these 

posts and their replies during their everyday viewing of Facebook, from replying to the posts 

seeking advice or their replies, to correct inaccurate and particularly harmful advice they 

might see. 

Any tips or tricks for healing this (massive open shoulder) wound?  It was 

stitched but is now open.  I’m putting teat-cream13 on it because it contains 

manuka honey, which I’ve heard is the bee’s knees for wounds. 

This post was made on an NZ equine-themed Facebook group in 2020.  It is typical of posts 

made to New Zealand based equine-themed Facebook groups which attract a wide range of 

comments and responses.  As demonstrated in the data collected in scenario one, New 

Zealand equestrians are quite comfortable at seeking for and replying with advice for similar 

situations involving their own horses on Facebook groups in this context.  The 32 comments 

made in reply to the initial post included those of a sympathetic nature, sharing their own 

stories and offering advice of varying quality.  Some replies suggested specific products for 

treatment and as with the horse who had been treated with a fungal shampoo and spray, 

were not evidence-based, and may lack relevance or efficacy other than to empty the horse-

owner’s pocket. 

5.3.1.4 Analysis 

The data gathered from responses to this scenario suggest that New Zealand equestrian 

population does use equine-themed groups on Facebook to request and reply to requests 

for husbandry advice for their recreational sport horses but at smaller numbers than 

hypothesized when it comes to sharing gory photographs e.g., of a significant wound, 

therefore indicating that the numbers of people who are seeking and responding to requests 

on Facebook may be limited to a smaller group than first anticipated. Subsequently, the 

number of people using Facebook as a conduit of information used in aiding husbandry-

related decisions of sport horses in New Zealand with significant wounds may be smaller 

than hypothesized.  

13 Teat-cream is a non-sterile, emollient salve that often contains lanolin for use on the teats of dairy cows to 

protect the integrity of the teat skin and help heal superficial cracks.  It comes in a multi-use bladder. Unless the 

bladder was newly opened for the treatment of this horses wound, there is likely to be questionable 

contamination of the opening to the bladder and potential heightened risk of the wound being contaminated with 

a serious bacterial pathogen, e.g., Staphylococcus aureus, Streptococcus uberis or Escherichia coli 
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It is critical that New Zealand’s allied veterinary professionals realise that such a significant 

population of horse owners use equine-themed Facebook groups as a conduit for 

information and advice.  Education of veterinarians and AVPs around how social media is 

being used and the impact of the advice has on the horses needs to be disseminated.  Ideas 

for dealing with poor advice and the negative impacts needs to be further developed. 

5.2.3 Scenario Two: Should I call my vet? 

In Scenario Two, participants were told to imagine “your horse is showing significant 

changes in behaviour 31F

14 regarding feeding and handling or training.  You are not sure what is 

wrong and if you should arrange a veterinary appointment or not”.  Participants were asked if 

they would be likely to post about their horse and what reasons would motivate them to do 

so. 

Only a small number (16.6%) of participants indicated they would be highly or somewhat 

likely to initiate a post in this situation but the percentage of respondents who indicated they 

would reply to a post by someone else in this situation was much higher (65%), suggesting 

that New Zealand sport horse owners are more comfortable sharing their thoughts and 

stories rather than asking for advice in circumstances like this scenario.   The increased 

confidence or willingness in replying to posts initiated by other people is further strengthened 

when you consider that although the remaining 128 respondents said they would be 

somewhat or very unlikely to start a post about their horse in this situation, 22.6% of this 

group were somewhat or highly likely to reply if someone else posted about a horse in this 

situation. 

Participants were asked about what would motivate an initial post in this scenario and at 

which point of the case they would initially post (figure 10).  Of those who said they would 

post about this scenario if it were their horse that was unwell, 26% of participants said they 

would post while trying to decide if they should call the vet, 43% said they would post after 

they had made the decision and 31% said they would post a much later (e.g., a week after 

14 Horses, being prey animals, are generally quite stoic.  Subtle signs of pain, discomfort and illness can be 

overlooked.  Significant changes to behaviour, such as anorexia, a sudden undesirable and unexpected 

behavioural trait while be handled or ridden/driven, e.g., head flicking, kicking out, bucking or intolerance to work 

should all be investigated by a veterinarian if on-going as they are recognised but under-appreciated indicators of 

abnormal health. 
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the event). 60% of the participants said they would not post in this case if it were their own 

horse.   

The survey was branched at this point, so the participants who said they would not post in 

this case skipped the next question, which explored the motivation for posting.  The 

respondents who said they would not post were asked about replying to someone else’s 

post, however.  

Of the respondents who said they would initialise a post in this situation, 26% said they 

would post to seek advice from other members of the group, e.g., if they should call the 

veterinarian or asking what others would treat with, should their horse have a similar 

condition.  Most participants indicated they would post to educate other horse owners (55% 

selected this reason) or to document progress of the horse’s recovery and a small number 

(4%) would ask advice for financial reasons, e.g., to get advice before paying for 

professional service(s).  Empathy was not as big a motivator as it was in scenario one, with 

20% of participants indicating that would be motivation to the post in scenario two (figure 

11). 

There was a significant number of people 74% (23.n.) who would post seeking advice would 

also suggest what was wrong with this horse, indicating they are very comfortable with the 

exchange of information and asking / receiving advice from ‘online friends’ in equine-themed 

Facebook groups. 

Notably, 43% (34.n.) who said they would redirect to the vet also said they could suggest 

what is wrong with this horse.   Similarly, 25% (15.n.) of those who also said it should be 

redirected to the vet would also be motivated to suggest a product or service to someone 

with a horse in scenario two.  This data correlates to the findings in scenario one, there is a 

theme developing from the data that shows people are willing to reply with their own advice, 

even when they think the post should be directed to a veterinarian because it is beyond the 

scope of the group members or requires professional attention.   

My new horse started head flicking about 3 months ago.  She does it eating her hard 

feed32F15 and when I’m riding out, which I mainly do over farmland.  She has been slowly 

15 'Hard' feed is feedstuff used for energy above and beyond the horses’ natural diet of forage (pasture / hay), so 

for instance a competition mix/compound feed or grains, e.g., barley, maize or oats. 
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getting worse to the point where I can barely ride her anymore.  I’ve been trying to sort her 

out, but I can’t seem to pinpoint the cause.  I guess it could be grass or allergy as we live in 

(location).  I’d really appreciate any advice at all. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

This post was made on an equine-themed Facebook and received It received 30 replies with 

advice (and another 13 replies were made, offering sympathy / reassurance, or agreeing 

with previous replies).  In my own professional experience, this vignette is an example of 

reasonably typical of posts looking for advice on equine-themed groups for people 

experiencing horses with behavioural issues. 33F

16  Of the 30 replies left in response to this post 

on Facebook, 17 offered unique suggestions.  If the author of the post was seeking advice 

because they didn’t know much about the condition, they have now received many 

suggestions to try but having this many different suggestions could be confusing.   

 

Furthermore, some of the suggestions from people replying to a post could add to the 

problem rather than helping it, and some could mask e.g., the severity of the issue which 

could hinder a diagnosis.  Some suggestions could also cloud the effectiveness or delay the 

response of the condition to prescribed treatments, especially if the owner tries several 

suggestions / treatment options all at once.  This could complicate veterinary diagnostics 

and slow progress to a definitive diagnosis for the HSK, which is particularly difficult to 

achieve at best.  There are several things that could happen from following advice on 

facebook given in bulk.  for example, the veterinarian’s ability to find a diagnosis could be 

hindered because the condition may worsen or improve in response to something the owner 

is trying; likewise, the treatment prescribed by the veterinarian may be touted as not working, 

where the horse may be negatively responding to something else the owner is trying at the 

same time; or if the owner is trying several suggestions and the horse improves, it is 

impossible to say if the condition is self-limiting, or which therapy it has responded to.  

conversely, if the owner tries one thing at a time in conjunction with the veterinarian’s 

knowledge, they will potentially save money by trying various things in the order of most-

likely-to-work to least-likely-to-have-any-difference and the horse’s progress can be 

monitored, meaning eliminating various factors and treatments. 

 

 

16 MsD Veterinary Manual (n.d.) describes behavioural problems of horses: “Some of the most common are 

those associated with aggression (including aggression towards people), fear and phobias, sexual behavioural 

problems, performance problems (such as bucking), abnormal eating habits, and undesirable stall behaviours”.  

Common observations on Facebook groups regarding undesirable behaviours include reactivity, increasing 

shying, “spookiness” or nervous behaviours, head-flicking as well. 
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Horizontal shaking of the head is a normal response in healthy horses, but idiopathic head 

shaking in horses (HSK) is quite a distressing condition that remains difficult to diagnose and 

treat at the time of writing, despite being recorded over the past century.  Horses with HSK 

exhibit an involuntary vertical head shake (as opposed to horizontal reaction to e.g., insects) 

often repetitively.  This sudden and intense head flick may involve just the nose, the head or 

even the entire neck and be accompanied by frantic facial rubbing, photosensitivity, 

coughing, increased lacrimation. Some cases are seasonal and may have an allergic 

component trigger.  Some are photic.  There are several medical conditions that have head 

shaking as a symptom, particularly poll infections, trauma to the head, face, poll or cranial 

sacral areas, middle ear disorders including ear mites, disorders of the guttural pouch, or 

cranial nerve disorders but true HSK remains idiopathic.  The eitology of HSK seems to lie in 

an immune-mediated response to unknown allergens, electrolyte imbalance affecting nerve 

firing, hypersensitivity of the trigeminal nerve, or inflammation of the trigeminal ganglia. 

(Roberts, 2014, 2019) 

Although quite a small number of the survey participants indicated they would be highly or 

somewhat likely to initiate a post (16.6%), 65% of this group indicated they would reply to a 

post by someone else in this situation.  The remaining 82% of participants said they would 

be somewhat or very unlikely to start a post about their horse in this situation.  However, 

22.6% of this group were somewhat or highly likely to reply if someone else posted about a 

horse in this situation.  This data would indicate that people feel more confident or compelled 

to reply to a post initiated by someone else rather than posting or asking for advice if they 

found themselves in the same situation but is still an indicator that horse owners who find 

themselves in a similar situation to scenario two are using Facebook to help make decisions 

about their horses.  The data supports the theory seeded by the perceived frequency of 

posts and replies to posts that are similar in nature.  

5.2.4 Scenario Three: Mystery ailment 

The hypothetical horse in scenario three had been seen by a veterinarian, but the diagnosis 

was not forthcoming.  This is a particularly stressful situation for horse owners, especially 

when the disease is chronic.  Equine diagnostic tests are not easy, due in part to the 

portability and size of the animal.36F

 For example, although readily available in New Zealand 

equine veterinary medicine, radiography is confined to imaging of the horse’s limbs, head 

and occasionally neck for most clinics.  The quantity or concentration of radiographic x-rays 

required to penetrate and therefore create an image of a horse’s chest, rump or abdomen is 
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counter to the benefit of having the image.  Now days, there are options for other imaging 

techniques, e.g., CT, scintigraphy (bone scan) are available in New Zealand, but only at 

specialist clinics, often making them cost inhibitive especially for those without insurance and 

needing to travel the horse to the equipment.

A condition that is debilitating or prevents the intended of the horse and has not been 

definitively diagnosed causes stress to the owner because of the potential cost in ongoing 

treatments37F

17 but also because horses kept for recreational purposes are generally very much 

considered as companions to owners, more akin to dogs or cats, rather than livestock (e.g., 

sheep, cattle).  A single horse often has considerable financial investment, in initial purchase 

and ongoing care, equipment and emotion compared with other companion species (cats, 

dogs) or rural animals. 

Half of the respondents 50%, who were somewhat or very likely to reply to a group post 

about a condition like that in scenario three said they would be likely to research before 

replying.   

The respondents who replied favourably (likely / very likely) were then asked where they 

would look for answers before replying.  As shown in figure 12, most respondents, 60.5%, 

said they would ‘ask Google’, 56.6% said they would tag a professional in their reply.   

46.5% said their research would involve looking for information from a specific product, 

either on the product label or on the product website.  Privately messaging someone else to 

check their facts before replying to the group with their advice would be a method of 

research for 35% and one third, 31%, said they would research using books. 22.5% wouldn’t 

offer information, but they would post to offer sympathy or reassurance.  Notably, 20% would 

offer advice based on similar experiences they had encountered with their own horses.   

My dream horse has been suffering with recurrent cases of colic – 5 

episodes in the past 6 weeks and 3 of those in the past 3 days.  My vet 

has been amazing but is stumped.  She has confirmed there is no 

impaction and has administered Flunixin and Buscopan18, but the drugs 

17 Treatment of conditions of horses may require a multi-faceted approach and include the services of different 

professionals as well as the veterinarian.  For example, lameness may be treated by a veterinarian, farrier, 

physiotherapist and/or other massage therapist.  These may be one-off treatments or be ongoing depending on 

the condition or disease. 

18 Flunixin (flunixin meglumine is traditionally used for visceral pain, e.g., colic (also ophthalmological pain).  

Buscopan™ (N-butylscopolammonium bromide) is an antispasmodic and anticholinergic drug for the control of 

abdominal pain (colic) 
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seem to be having less and less affect each time he colics.  In the 

beginning the bowel sounds were overactive but are now less and the 

faecal output is reduced too, although he only eats a few mouthfuls after 

the drugs.  We’re waiting on faecal and blood results.  Any help gratefully 

received. 

Stories like this one are posted with a degree of regularity on the New Zealand equine-based 

Facebook groups that I am exploring in this project.  Owners are desperate for help and are 

at wits end.  seldom is the veterinarian ‘stumped’ though and comments like this are hugely 

frustrating to both the equine veterinarians that have been interviewed for this project.  In this 

case, the owner says her vet is stumped but then adds diagnostic testing is still underway.  

Veterinary training internationally does not include all-encompassing ability to know exactly 

what is wrong with the patient from the onset in all cases, and even the most straight forward 

diagnosis should always be confirmed diagnostically. 

The term colic is used to describe abdominal discomfort, or pain.  It is not a true “diagnosis” 

but rather a condition of the horse.  The signs can be very subtle in mild cases, through the 

spectrum to severe with the horse showing clear signs of being in extreme agony.  The 

location of the causative issue can be anywhere along the length of the gastro-intestinal 

tract, from stomach to rectum – a length of 22m, or could originate in the spleen, liver, or 

reproductive tract (in mares).  All the different potential causes of colic create an impressive 

list.  Even recurrent colic cases are hugely variable and could be commonly caused by e.g., 

an inflammatory bowel condition such as eosinophilic enteritis, impactions caused by 

dehydration, poor quality feed, sand accumulation or parasitism, enteroliths, partial 

obstructions caused by intra- or extra- luminal masses, ileal hypertrophy, hindgut acidosis, 

gastric or hindgut ulcers.  The diagnostic workups to run out and pinpoint the exact cause 

while treating the horse is a mammoth task which must be systematically guided and 

evaluated by the trained veterinarian’s critical thinking process.   

The network of veterinarians in New Zealand includes for example, specialist equine 

veterinary specialists, Massey University veterinary professors and external veterinary 

pathologists.  This network provides excellent support and collaboration for a veterinarian 

who comes across a condition that is taking longer than it should for a clear diagnosis (and 

treatment plan) to develop. 
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5.2.5 Posting vs. Replying to Facebook posts 

People are more drawn to replying with advice than asking for it via Facebook groups.  

Approximately one fifth (mean = 19.6%) of participants will create a post on an equine 

themed Facebook group in all scenarios in the survey, compared with one third of 

participants (mean = 33%) who will reply to such posts.    

 

5.2.6 Motivation for creating an initial post 

The trend for motivating initial posting to the groups, shown in figure 13, tends to be to 

educate others, (mean = 46.5%), followed by wanting to document progress or recovery 

(mean = 38.5%) both of which being examples of telling the story of their own horse.  

Seeking advice for the condition of the horse in each scenario was skewed massively by 

scenario three, in which 73% of participants told us that would motivate them in that 

situation.   

 

Looking for answers when the experts do not yet have any is a very strong motivator to 

horse owners who took part in this study.  The average number of participants seeking 

advice for all scenarios is otherwise the same as for those who would post to seek sympathy 

and reassurance from the group (mean = 22.5%).  Seeking free advice before arranging for 

professional services was not a strong motivator in any of the scenarios, the average 

number from all three being only 4.5%. 

 

5.2.7 Replying to someone else’s post 

The data collected about the motivation for replying to a post (figure 14) indicate that if the 

topic is familiar, e.g., the diagnosis was firm and the participant had previously encountered 

the situation with a horse of their own, they are more highly motivated to reply (mean = 

61%).   

Participants were more likely to redirect the post to a veterinarian in scenario one and two 

(mean = 52%) compared with scenario three (30%), quite possibly because the veterinarian 

is already mentioned in the scenario.   

 

5.2.8 Empathy 

Replying to offer sympathy or reassurance was the next motivator for replying to a post 

(mean = 36%), but less featured more strongly in scenario one (47%) compared with 

scenarios two and three (mean = 30%).   
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5.2.9 Goods and services 

A similar trend followed for recommending a product or service, (mean = 27%), only 15% 

indicated this would be motivation for scenario three, 28% for scenario two and 37% for the 

hock wound in scenario one. 

5.2.10 Gains 

Replying with an educated response to gain personal or business favour from the group 

members was clearly not a motivator for the participants of this survey (mean = 2.5%) 

Figure 13 compares motivating for posting across all scenarios, figure 14 compares 

motivation for replying across all scenarios and figure 15 compares initiating posts with 

replying across all scenarios. 

5.4 Online Survey, part two: Sourcing information and confidence in decision making 

The final section of the anonymous Facebook survey used Likert or ranking questions to 

establish how knowledgeable each participant felt on a range of common topics, and to 

further investigate the sources of knowledge that participants trust when making common 

husbandry decisions. 

Likert scale questions were used over three sections: feeding horses, saddlery and 

equipment and preventative healthcare for horses, (e.g., dentistry, parasite control and 

vaccinations). 

5.4.1 Knowledge around Horse Nutrition 

In the first section, participants were asked to rank how they identified with a range of 

statements relating to their knowledge around feeding horses and where they would get 

more information, if required (figure 16). 

The data collected in this section indicates general confidence around horse feed choices, 

including an understanding of the requirements of minerals, electrolytes, and vitamins by the 

respondents.  Most respondents are open to changing horse feed types and are open to 

other group member’s opinions on equine-themed Facebook groups.  Conversely, 70% of 

participants said they would not be influenced by feed store staff, indicating a low trust and 

potential misunderstanding about the knowledge level of the staff, even though the staff are 
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members of the same groups on Facebook, receive ongoing training and have the full 

support of the feed companies’ equine nutritionists 40F

19.   

Is FibreBoost™ safe to feed a laminitic-prone horse? She does need to 

gain weight and I see it’s on special at the local feedstore20,21 

The equine-themed Facebook groups based in New Zealand commonly have posts which 

are like this one, noted in May 2021 on a popular generic horse group.  This post may have 

been posted in response to the advertisement that was published on Facebook, as it was 

posted with a copy of a Facebook advertisement, indicating the person posting has initially 

been attracted by the price.  This post has a complicated answer, which would be best 

answered by a professional, either equine veterinarian or nutritionist who can consider the 

multiple facets involved.  The post does not provide enough information for even a specialist 

to provide an accurate answer (Baxter, 2020; Wilson, 2012).   

5.4.2 Knowledge around Horse Tack and Equipment 

In the second section, participants were asked to rank how they identified with a range of 

questions relating to saddlery and equipment for their horses, (figure 17). 

A high number of participants, (95%) confessed to browsing bits and saddlery without fully 

understanding their purpose or impacts on their horses.  Likewise, a high number of 

respondents (83%) are highly or somewhat likely to seek advice on equine-themed 

19 For example, PGG Wrightson retail assistants selling horse feed have regular training from an equine 

nutritionist and feed company representatives.  PGG Wrightson employs a veterinarian to assist with client 

queries and the retail assistants can also refer customers to the feed company nutritionists if they are presented 

with questions that are beyond their scope of practice (A. Parkinson. Personal communication 3 June 2021).  

23 fibreBoost™ is a horse feed that has been developed on a forage base.  It is a high energy feed that 

comprises of a mixture of fermented lucerne and kibbled barley.  It is a commonly feed commercial diet that 

horses with a high energy requirement might be fed, e.g., eventers, racehorses, endurance horses and hunters, 

but is also suitable for breeding.  the information on their website doesn’t talk about laminitis and only mentions 

that it is a slow release, high energy performance feed in small print.  the product label states “not suitable for a 

low sugar diet” making it unsuitable for sugar-based laminitic ponies, however it may be safe to feed if the 

laminitis is not related to diet.  Laminitis can be caused by a broad range of factors especially in horses (as 

opposed to ponies or donkeys), such as oestrus, concussion, trauma, and other disease processes. (Ward, 

2020). 

21 It is common practice for local horse feed stores to advertise specials on New Zealand equine-themed 

Facebook groups.  In some situations, the local feed store offers a standing discount for purchases to members 

of local Facebook groups.  The post included a screenshot of FibreBoost™ advertised at a discounted price / 

monthly special deal.  
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Facebook groups regarding choices on saddlery and equipment and yet only 15% of the 

same respondents have high confidence in their own knowledge in this area.  In my 

experience, the horse world is notorious for developing new products, whether they be bits, 

nosebands, or innovations to existing saddlery, e.g., horse covers, leg protection, bridles, 

saddles, and there are many common threads in equestrian themed Facebook groups of 

people who seemingly have no idea how to use the items they have purchased.  According 

to local sources, approximately 20 new or ‘improved’ equestrian items are typically available 

to New Zealand saddlery stores every year (S. Garrity; A. Jack; personal communication, 

2021).   

Despite what the data seems to demonstrate, there seems to be a disconnect between what 

respondents believe they know and the way that they are interacting on these Facebook 

groups.  This disconnect between what people think they know .and what they do know 

could well contribute to the issues I am hypothesizing are present regarding horse 

husbandry decisions in New Zealand. 

5.4.3 Knowledge around preventative health for horses 

In this section, we asked respondents to rank their confidence around how decisions are 

made and how knowledgeable they believe they are, with respect to common preventative 

health care measures, such as vaccinations and worming to treat intestinal parasites. 

As indicated in figure 18, most people are generally confident about making these types of 

decisions and very comfortable about asking the opinions of people on Facebook groups to 

help them in decision making regarding horse health subjects.  A common example on 

Facebook that highlights this confidence is the likelihood of booking an appointment in 

response to a post made about a complimentary therapy provider, a fact backed by the 

survey data: a strong number of respondents also indicated they would act on a post that 

promoted a particular bodyworker 45F

 and would be highly motivated to book with that provider. 

The term equine bodyworker refers to a physical therapist who attends a horse for e.g., 

chiropractor, craniosacral, soft-tissue massage, laser or acupuncture therapist, or 

physiotherapist.  The term is very generic in part because there is no regulation of this type 

of therapist in New Zealand.  Many of these therapists are not professionals, in that they 



PRactItIoneR thesIs – MasteR of PRofessIonal PRactIce ~ stePh Mann 99005515 

64 

have received very little if any education.  There is no pathway for veterinary physiotherapy22 

in New Zealand. The educational pathway is an Undergraduate degree in human 

physiotherapy then a master’s degree in equine physiotherapy.  In the United Kingdom there 

are 4 providers and only 1 in the United States where you can complete the qualification.

A healthy majority of participants rely on conventional / science-based healthcare, such as 

vaccinations and anthelmintics for horses (86%). 

22 Like doctor, the term physiotherapist is protected.  Anyone calling themselves an animal physiotherapist needs 
to have completed an undergraduate degree in human physiotherapy followed by post-graduate training in 
veterinary physiotherapy, not offered in New Zealand.  there are many other “body workers” and massage 
therapists but in New Zealand this profession is completed unregulated. 



PRactItIoneR thesIs – MasteR of PRofessIonal PRactIce ~ stePh Mann 99005515 

65 

6. Equine Professional Interviews

6.1 Introduction 

The anonymous Facebook survey provided data about the motivation and reasons for New 

Zealand equestrians desire to seek and respond to help using Facebook.  In Part two, the 

interview stage, the responses to the cleaned survey data from a variety of equine 

professional have been collected in a series of interviews.  Professionals in the equestrian 

field, e.g., veterinarians, farriers, equine dentists, equine physiotherapists and allied 

veterinary professionals working with horses are as likely to be active on Facebook as 

anyone else and they are often active members of equine-themed Facebook groups.  What 

stops these people from correcting inaccurate information or answering requests for help on 

Facebook when encountered, instead of scrolling by as they encounter posts over their 

morning cup of coffee? 

Interviews are a qualitative, empirical method of research, which is at times considered as 

controversial (Bhat, 2021) due to leading rather than structured questioning, but that provide 

insight and have allowed the professionals a voice in this project. 

6.2 Participants: 

This section of the study involved thematic analysis of responses and perspectives of six 

equine professionals.  The group consisted of two equine veterinarians, one of whom is also 

a veterinary chiropractor, an internationally qualified equine veterinary nurse who has 

worked as the head nurse in a specialist equine veterinary hospital in New Zealand, a farrier 

with 20 years’ experience and vet-related case load, an equine nutritionist, and an equine 

complimentary therapist with international training in several areas of equine therapy and 

rehabilitation.   

The professionals interviewed have received training from all around the world in their fields 

but are all currently based throughout New Zealand to get a broad cross section 

geographically as well as professionally. 

For the purposes of identification whilst maintaining anonymity, each professional has been 

assigned a code: 

❖ EV1: Equine veterinarian

❖ EV2: Equine veterinarian
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❖ VN1: Equine veterinary nurse

❖ F1: Qualified farrier

❖ N1: Equine nutritionist

❖ T1: Equine complimentary therapist

6.3 Interview Narrations 

Written notes were taken of responses and perspectives of each of the participants during 

each of the interviews.  The notes were then compiled as narratives before being sent to 

each participant for final approval.  Narratives from the six interviews that were conducted for 

this project are Appendix 7. 

6.4 Empathy vs. malice 

It is clear from my professional experience and in interviewing other equine professionals 

that using Facebook commentary to make decisions for horses with undiagnosed condition 

that is highly likely to affect the welfare of the horse negatively.   

VN1 stated in her interviews that the desperation seen by owners in these circumstances 

can be a result of denial using the Kuber-Ross model (Psycom.net, 2021), when euthanasia 

is indicated for the welfare of the horse and the owner isn’t ready to accept that it is the best 

option for the animal. 

EV1, EV2, T1 and VN1 all agree with the concept of our cultural storytelling. (Storytelling 

Traditions Across the World: New Zealand, 2019).  Collectively we agree that having your 

point of view portrayed is often the reason people contribute to requests for advice on 

equine-themed Facebook groups, even if the advice is not completely relevant.   

A similar common thread through the interviews was the feeling that there is a particular 

personality type using Facebook to ask, or reply to requests for advice on Facebook groups, 

and that the same personality type is likely to consist of people who opt to be involved in 

online surveys.   

I would add that in my experience, there appears to be a tangible empathy in these 

circumstances, where other group members, (horse owners themselves) are grateful not to 
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be in this situation, having to make that final, hard decision for their own horse.  Perhaps this 

is the reason that large yards 67F

23 don’t make the same desperate plea for help on facebook 

groups, they treat horses are livestock rather than the subjects of the survey in this study, 

who have pets that are horses.  They have a larger number of horses to care for and often a 

very good working relationship with their veterinarians and farriers.   

6.5 Denying further diagnostic or treatment options 

In the interview stage, both EV1 and EV2 said at times they felt their suggestion of a 

treatment plan that started with more diagnostic testing was at times deemed to be for 

financial gain above the welfare of the horse.  EV1 particularly noted that owners often said 

“I’ve done all I can” or “the vet can’t fix my horse” when there were still several options of 

diagnostics or treatment that the owner opts out of.  Perhaps the correct statement is “I’ve 

done all I am prepared to do” or “the vet needs to do more than I am prepared to give”.   

Both the veterinarians interviewed note there is a degree of financial motivation behind the 

decision to decline further diagnostic work-up or treatment.  Both EV1 and 2 spoke about 

clients regularly choosing to refuse treatment due to reaching the limits of their financial 

investment and several New Zealand veterinary clinics have information aimed at 

encouraging clients to consider insurance for their animals or at least explaining the costs an 

owner might expect if their horse needs common veterinary care, e.g., colic surgery or 

lameness investigation. 

Having to stop diagnostic work or treatment of a patient because the owner is unable to 

commit to the costs has several implications.  Owners may opt out of further treatment for 

several reasons, but the implications that are felt by the veterinary team as a result include 

❖ Dissatisfaction of work and being unable to follow the case to the end

❖ Compassion fatigue from hearing the same thing repeatedly 68F

24

❖ Anger at hearing the owner say (or seeing it on facebook) “the vet couldn’t fix my

horse” or “the vet doesn’t know what’s wrong with my horse” where the truth is

actually “I didn’t want to spend any more money / time / effort in pursuing a

diagnosis.

23 E.g., commercial enterprises, riding schools, trekking centres  
24 Professionals agree that “oh, let’s turn him out for 6-months and see how he goes” is one of the most 

frustrating sentences they encounter.  When the horse is brought back into work, he is likely to still have the 

same issues and still need the same treatment. 
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❖ Frustration when owners follow ill-informed and at times dangerous advice given on

Facebook or found online- when it is unsuccessful, confuses the treatment plan they

have for the horse or is detrimental to the condition or the horse.

The implications of this discussion on my own professional practice are: 

1. There needs to be excellent client education around charging and around discounts.

Veterinarians often provide services at a discounted rate.  For example, they might

not charge their time fully for a revisit, especially if a case is ongoing.  Yet the

invoices they provide do not usually reflect this.  From my perspective, this is a point

that needs to be taught to my students and makes me review how we teach actual

value vs. perceived value to students.

2. Insurance for horses is greatly undervalued in New Zealand.  Clients with insurance

do not have the same financial pressure to quit the veterinarian’s treatment plan.  In

my experience if a horse owner has that sort of money squirrelled away it is because

they’re about to buy a new horse / saddle / horse float, not because they are

preparing for a large veterinary bill!  In the new qualifications, teaching AVPs about

the value of insurance will enable graduates to evaluate the advantages and

disadvantages of insurance with horse owners.

6.6 Accountability of offering advice on Facebook 

One of the main issues with advice on Facebook groups that was alluded to by several of 

the professionals interviewed was the lack of accountability for the post or reply given.   

The vignette of the horse with HSK is a great example.  Let us we assume the owner 

eventually decides to arrange for the veterinarian to attend this horse and they have been 

working their way through even 10 of the suggested treatments, before the vet attends.  The 

vet cannot be sure that any of the failed treatments were applied correctly and in essence 

needs to discount them and start from the very beginning.   

That the vet wants to try things the owner has already tried could increase owner scepticism 

if not explained well.  The owner feels they have already tried a treatment (and it hasn’t 

worked) and now they are paying the veterinarian to advise them to try it again.  

however, it isn’t possible for the vet to know if 

❖ The owner has made a change correctly. For example, have they removed all traces

of a suspected allergen for a set period of 8 weeks?  Has the horse worn a nose-net
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consistently for 8 weeks or were there times where he rubbed it off on a fence, or the 

owner took it off to travel him? 

❖ The horse did subtly improve (or worsen) according to different things the owner tried 

over a period? 

❖ If the owner tried ten different suggestions, did they do so methodically and singularly 

in a non-bias way and measured the results, or did they try 2 or 3 at a time for a few 

days? 

 

The key here is that there are no repercussions for the person giving ill-advised advice on 

Facebook.  

What do people use to make their horses clipped coats shiny? I’m getting 

my horse clipped later today and hate the colour her coat turns. 

Suggestions posted in reply to this post might include a solution of condy’s crystals 

(potassium permanganate).  Potassium permanganate is traditionally used to “Bleaching of 

waxes, fats, oils, straw, cotton, silk, chamois, other fibres. Dyeing wood brown; printing 

fabrics; photography; tanning leathers. Disinfection; uses deodoriser, algaecide for water 

treatment, an agent for medical treatment for some poisons; an important reagent in 

analytical and organic chemistry. Formaldehyde activator in poultry shed cleanout sanitation” 

(Clark Products, 2018). 

 

New Zealand saddleries sell potassium permanganate for use on horse’s coats.   The label 

of one states: 

“Condies crystals is a great coat enhancer and will darken a chestnut or 

bay coat and add a fantastic glossy shine. It is also fantastic on palomino 

and duns and is a great way to bring that dull clipped out coat back to life”. 

However, potassium permanganate is an oxidising agent and a known skin and upper 

airway irritant with serious health implications.  It has, at times, even been reported as a 

method of suicide. (Cevik et al., 2012; Karthik et al., 2014; Korkut et al., 2013) 

 

Supposing Condies crystals were recommended by a well-meaning group member in 

response to the post on Facebook, and the horse suffered contact irritation, or the owner 
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themselves suffered airway irritation.  There is no accountability or even understanding the 

recommendation has contributed negatively to the state of health of the horse (or owner).  In 

fact, the likelihood of the advice even recognised as the source of the skin irritation is 

questionable. 

When a person replies to a post on Facebook and offers advice without full understanding of 

the problem, full understanding of the solution they are recommending and without the 

knowledge or motivation to research their advice fully and correctly, they are not 

accountable, and the owner unwittingly can cause significant harm to their horse. 

Similarly, the miseducation of regulation of equine healthcare professionals in New Zealand, 

(e.g., equine body therapists, equine dental therapist, farriers and equine nutritionists) 

means that underqualified paraprofessionals are recommended and continue to cause harm 

to our horses.69F

25 

6.7 Attack and defend 

Fear of slaying and attack featured in almost every interview.  “Online activists and online 

trolls/cyberbully being termed keyboard warriors is a dichotomy; trolls/cyberbully or online 

bullies have psychological issues, are usually socially inept and need mental health 

assistance. Therefore, trolls / cyberbullies in no way deserve to be called a warrior”. (Taiuru, 

2017) 

The importance of social media conduct is part of education of any number of professionals 

in New Zealand (and internationally) with many professional bodies having their own Code of 

Conduct for social media, including NZVA (under which sits LAVT) and NZVNA.   

However, there is no such guidance for horse owners contributing on Facebook groups.  

Many groups have ‘rules’ regarding behaviour and conduct.  the rules in place are only as 

good as the administrator, who may be: 

❖ Time poor and not able to dedicate the necessary time to fully administer the group

conduct

25 I have attended 3 horses who have been suffered significant pain and chronic suffering at the hands of 
unqualified ‘body workers’, two of which were euthanised as a direct result.  EV2 sees similar cases regularly. 
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❖ No longer as engaged as they were when the group was initially set up or when they

were initialised into the role of group administrator

❖ Apathic to the behaviour of group members

❖ Unaware of the issue, particularly if the ‘troll’ is using Messenger as the vehicle for

abuse

❖ Part of the problem!

6.8 Social media impacts on mental well-being of the veterinary industry 

In my experience, there are very few people (especially professionals) who are willing to be 

contradictory on the Facebook posts.  The professionals I have interviewed in this project 

have listed four major reasons that they personally choose not to get involved and from my 

experience these reasons are generally universal: 

1. Financial worth:  There is a general mistrust about the veterinary industry charging

for the sake of charging, but veterinary clinics are largely a professional service

industry.  clients pay for the veterinarian’s knowledge and expertise.  therefore, if

professionals spend all their time answering Facebook posts seeking replies they are

giving away that service, which then has financial implications and undermines their

business.

2. Fear of abuse:  All the professionals interviewed for this study noted one of the

leading causes for their non-involvement in replying to requests on Facebook groups

is because they do not want to subject themselves to abusive comments made from

other (non-veterinary professional) group members.

3. Professionalism: Diagnosing a condition or disease without laying a hand on your

patient contravenes good medical practice.

4. compassion fatigue:  facebook is a “social” media.  to engage out of hours in work-

related situations in a professional manner adds to further disrupt an unequal work :

life balance.
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7. Conclusion and recommendations  

 

7.1 Conclusions 

 

Currently my industry is developing new qualifications for equine veterinary nurses and allied 

veterinary professionals.  Ensuring that social media the influences it can play on owners in 

making decisions around the care of their horses is something that should most definitely be 

highlighted.   

 

Requests for help making decisions that affect the welfare of sports horses in New Zealand 

and advice given that far exceeds the training, education and knowledge limits of the people 

giving and receiving appears to be on the rise as evidenced by the daily contributions on the 

target Facebook groups. 

 

New Zealanders are known as a nation of storytellers.  Stories are important to our identities. 

Being present in the conversation adds mana or respect to ourselves, especially when our 

input is perceived as valuable.  That the information is not accurate, the response is out of 

context or could be harmful seems to take on less importance.  The miseducation or 

uneducated responses that can negatively impact the welfare of horses are overlooked or 

misunderstood.   

 

In conclusion, the project findings demonstrate the following points: 

 An increasing and unwarranted mistrust in veterinarians and the veterinary industry 

of New Zealand.  The mistrust is an unfortunate and common theme that can be 

seen on equine-themed groups on Facebook and is recognised by the professionals 

interviewed for my project. There is a huge impact on my industry from mistrust 

arising towards the veterinary industry.  Some of the mistrust comes from a 

misunderstanding and disproportionate trust in laymen who are operating in the 

equine industry, often without qualifications and outside of their scope of practice 

coupled also with a misunderstanding of the requirements and benefits of 

qualification. I feel a strong need to ensure that I am producing graduates who are 

work ready and able to slot into the veterinary team culture upon graduating from the 

allied veterinary professional and healthcare qualifications according to the strand 

studied.  I am involved in developing all the large animal programmes and in the 

core courses for the companion strands, which means I am able to help build in the 

critical evaluation of references, evidence-based learning and soft skills such as 
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culture and team fit.  Working to ensure that our industry has a good understanding 

of the new roles the qualifications are creating will mean a more seamless 

integration of them.  The equestrian world also needs educating around which of the 

professions they use are regulated.  Education and exposing that not all professions 

are regulated in New Zealand may help to push regulation.  Regulation may lead to 

horse owners being able to hold practitioners culpable for damages to their horses 

or at least make educated decisions about who to use and recommend. This must 

surely improve husbandry decisions for the horses in our care. 

 An unintentional but definite potential for ill-effects on the husbandry of sport-horses

in New Zealand.  This can be demonstrated by the willingness for people to

comment with inaccurate or outdate advice. An example of this is the generalised

miseducation, which is contributing to resistance in commonly available compounds,

e.g., antimicrobial agents and anthelmintics.  People on Facebook groups

recommend things like chlorhexidine sprays without a sound understanding of the 

disadvantages of using them incorrectly with respect to antimicrobial stewardship.  

The World Health Organisation has indicated that antimicrobial resistance is a 

significant global challenge for animal and human health.  NZVA is responsible for 

judicious use and careful administration, but antimicrobial preparations (particularly 

antimicrobial solutions and creams) are readily available without a prescription and 

without good education.  Even the distributors and sellers do not seem to have an 

awareness of what they are selling and its ramifications for misuse.  

 People often don’t realise what they don’t know.  the advice offered on facebook

groups in New Zealand is well-meaning, but there is a failure to understand some

important contexts and to stay current.  This short fall was demonstrated in the

interview with VN1 where I was surprised to hear her talking about the New Zealand

professional rider discussing outdated protocol for parasite management at a clinic.

My main surprise is that I had had a very similar experience with a different New

Zealand professional also at a clinic and advising outdated parasite management

information.  When the people we turn to for education are not current or evidence-

based society is doomed!  The impact on me as a practitioner is an increased

anxiety and pressure to make sure we are delivery excellent skills to our students,

not only in being evidence-based but also in ensuring education becomes a life-long

pursuit, not something that is set aside once the graduation ceremony is attended.  It

has become very clear that students need to know they are investing in this industry

and by default continuing education or they succumb to becoming outdated
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themselves.  I can also help to steer our industry in this direction by my work in the 

NZVNA and LAVT executive committees and AVPRC to push for a clear 

professional identity and enforced continued professional development. 

7.2 Recommendations for horse owners who are Facebook users 

Facebook users who are members of equine-themed groups in New Zealand need to 

become more responsible. 

1. As noted in the interview with EV1, “crowd sourcing” advice is not always a bad thing,

but when it involves the health and well-being of the horse, use of a well-educated

professional must be the best choice.

2. Horse owners need to become better at using an evidence-based approach to sifting

the proverbial wheat from the chaff and be more accountable for suggestions they

give people on Facebook groups.

Acknowledging that having had one horse with a vaguely similar complaint does not make 

them experienced is a good start.  Becoming educated through well-regarded resources is 

the best thing horse owners can do for the animals in their care. 

In my literature review, the Dunning Kruger Effect was explored and perhaps on the face it 

offers the perfect answer to why people give the wrong advice on Facebook.  However, it 

should be noted that the Dunning Kruger Effect was never about ‘dumb’ people or arrogance 

vs. ignorance but rather a warning to ourselves. 

7.3 Recommendations for dissemination of findings 

7.3.1 People responsible for management decisions for sport-horses in New Zealand 

Education into the folly of following advice on Facebook by creating a pictorial for ease of 

use and an asynchronous short course that can be used for explaining and guiding how to 

fact check and find reputable resources 

7.3.2 The veterinary industry 

Speaking engagements at conferences and creating posters.  The findings can be published 

in journals and be open sourced in enable the report to be easily sourced and read. 
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The conclusions could be included in AVP education through the new qualifications.  

Inclusion in all strands (including rural and companion animal) is critical because although 

the project has focussed on decision making for the husbandry of horses, it impacts pets and 

animal ownership.  Similar (mis)-use of Facebook groups has become apparent regarding 

pet ownership and farming in New Zealand so ensuring all facets of the veterinary industry 

receive the information is important.  Creating a short course that could be used for 

professional development might be useful, but it would also sit nicely in the regular 

community of practice meetings for clinical coaches who can then help to reiterate the 

message within their clinics.  

 

 

7.4 Recommendations for future research 

 

There are gaps in my knowledge especially around public awareness and knowledge of 

parameters used to assess horses for example, that follow from my findings, and would 

benefit from further research and evaluation to further test the theory developed here: 

 

1. Exploration of how engaged horse owners in Facebook groups become publicly 

involved and how to influence agnostic or sceptical horse owners into advocating for 

veterinary treatments. Further research might compare, for example, suggestions 

that treating with minerals is more successful or can be used in place of veterinary 

treatments with peer-influencing strategies in growing horse owner commitment to 

evidence-based advice on Facebook. Research could explore how collective 

leadership, from the veterinary industry, group administration and the horse owners 

could support effective public involvement and improve husbandry decisions for 

sport-horses. 

 

2. More methodological work is needed on how to robustly capture the impact and 

outcomes of horse owners and other Facebook group members in decision making, 

including looking at economic factors, which was not fully explored, and exploration 

of impact when professionals do take part in online discussions on Facebook, (e.g., 

is insurance the answer?).  The fear of public slaying is a common theme amongst 

the small number of equine professionals interviewed, but is it a reality and if so, 

what are tools that can be to help? 
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3. The reluctance of equine professionals to participate in Facebook discussions has

been explored in this project already but it would be valuable to unpack this further.

Although methodologically challenging, it might be very useful to conduct some

longer-term studies which look to differentiate apathy from compassion fatigue

currently experienced in our industry, with the other reasons given for non-

engagement discussed in the interviews and whether this apathy can be overcome to

create sustainable resourcing for owners to connect with.

4. It would also be helpful to explore the success of advice acquired on the Facebook

groups by capturing qualitatively the experiences and perspectives of Facebook

group members.  This project has established that help is asked for and advice is

given on Facebook but not how much of that advice is followed, and to what affect it

has on the horses.

5. It would be beneficial to further explore the regret of posting on Facebook and

investigate if the members of equine-themed Facebook groups who are posting to

share, e.g., the photo of a substantial wound, or the HSK case, regret posting after

wading through the vast amount of advice then given.  Using the research

from Moore and McElroy (2012) as a basis, there is room to investigate if there could 

be a correlation between the personality types that post on Facebook groups and 

those that mistrust veterinarians. 

6. Finally, in my original plan for this project I had wanted to investigate the level of

knowledge sport-horse owners in New Zealand had in understanding and applying

tools such as the pain grimace scale to assess their horse’s well-being.  However, it

quickly became clear that this was outside the scope of the project because that

angle does not help answer what effects Facebook has on management decision of

sport-horses.  I note there is currently a survey-based study underway to help learn

how easily applied the facial grimace score is to horses.  The survey is canvassing a

broad range of people: allied veterinary professionals, veterinarians, horse owners

and people who have no relation to horses to understand how well the grimace scale

can be applied.
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7.5 Impacts on my professional practice 

7.5.1 Action potential 

The data collated in relation to this project has had a considerable impact on my professional 

practice.  The findings in both the online survey and interviews have galvanised me to act 

and I am consequently working with the AVPRC through the conduit of being in the 

executive office of both NZVNA and LAVT to help ensure members understand the 

importance of regulation and professional identity.  likewise, I am in the te Pūkenga space 

as we develop new qualifications 70F

26 for the veterinary nurse and animal healthcare 

qualifications that have been recently approved for delivery by NZQA. 

To discuss the data collected in the online survey in professional conversations has provided 

me with insight and perspectives new to me.  The value of colleague discussion is well 

documented.  Such discussion promotes intellectual curiosity, collaboration and improves 

cognitive function. (Ybarra et al., 2010).  Collegiate discussion is part of the auto 

ethnography process, during which the advancement of knowledge has developed in me an 

ability to relate the minor details of the study to the overall implications of ideas and 

concepts.  

7.5.2 Where the wild things are, and how to tame them 

During the consultation process for the development stage of the qualification production, I 

spoke with a significant range of related industry professionals, including animal 

rehabilitation specialists (e.g., animal physiotherapists), equine dentistry specialists and 

farriers.  There is a significant need for urgent consideration of regulation in several areas, 

such as dentistry, grooming, complimentary therapy, farriery.  However, the allied 

veterinary/animal healthcare professional sector in New Zealand does not have any statutory 

regulation.  The Allied Veterinary Professional Regulatory Council (AVPRC) has been acting 

as a self-regulatory body since 2014 (Allied Veterinary Professionals Regulatory Council, 

n.d.). Currently, the AVPRC is a working committee of the New Zealand Veterinary Nursing

Association, a membership, representative body for veterinary nurses in New Zealand. 

My students are strongly encouraged to employ and maintain voluntary registration as 

students and once they have graduated and encouraged to be vocal and proactive in 

moving towards mandatory registration. 

26 New Zealand Diploma in Veterinary Nursing (level 6) Equine Veterinary Nurse strand; New Zealand Diploma in 

Animal Healthcare Technology (level 6) Canine and Equine rehabilitation Technology, and Equine Dental 

Technology; New Zealand Certificate in Animal Healthcare Assisting (level 4) Equine Healthcare strand and New 

Zealand Certificate in Animal Care (level 3) Equine strand. 
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Both equine veterinarians interviewed for this project have had clients tell them “oh my 

(therapist) diagnosed the horse with a torn hamstring”.  EV2 notes that often the therapists 

that the owner is referring to in this example are not qualified, they’re not using diagnostic 

tools and so are just offering an opinion at the end of the day.  Of course, not all people 

providing body work to horses in New Zealand are out to mislead the equine public but there 

is an increasing reliance on laypersons to act outside of their scope of practice. 

A high number of participants, (95%) confessed to browsing bits and saddlery without fully 

understanding their purpose or impacts on their horses.  Increasing knowledge around bit fit, 

action, bridle fit and the implication of chronic pain resulting from equipment is emerging in 

research over the past decade.  Approximately a decade ago research on ‘bitless’ bridles

and the potential for pain or discomfort to the horse compared with conventional bitted 

bridles was published.  This work coincided with or was motivated by and promoted the rise 

in popularity of bitless bridles. Research published at this time indicated there is marked 

likelihood for discomfort, pain, and chronic issues from bitted bridles.  (Cook, 2003; Cook & 

Kibler, 2018).  Further research around the effects of overtight or cranked nosebands and 

their chronic effect has stemmed from Robert cook’s persistent voice and has resulted in 

FEI rule changes.  However, in my experience, all this work has not contributed to the 

knowledge of bits, how they work or as noted in the interview with EV2 even how to use 

them.   

The understanding I have gained from the project, highlights, and strengthens my resolve 

that education of horse owners is imperative to the welfare of the horses they are 

responsible for.  To give horse owners the tools to further their own knowledge and dilute the 

misinformation posted on equine-themed Facebook groups and the ability to know the 

difference is having a profound effect on how I deliver my own programme.  

 What constitutes experience?  Having 1 or even 5 horses with a similar case over a

lifetime surely doesn’t compete with a vet (for example) who might see that number per 

month?  In the case of something mysterious though, it might be the owner’s one experience 

with a similar condition could hold a mystery key cure that hasn’t been considered. 

Even though there is a smaller number of horse owners seeking advice in this situation, the 

data suggests that it is still significant amount of people who are seeking and giving advice, 

even without all the information to hand.  One of the key reasons a veterinarian is unwilling 

to give advice via online posts in this situation is the lack of detail available, e.g., clinical 
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examination including auscultation of heart, lungs and GI tract, observation of any 

asymmetry, palpation of tissue and obtaining a full and accurate history through thorough 

questioning of the owner and observation of the surrounds. The accountability of information 

given via facebook was raised with both EVNs.  “Who is accountable when a (layperson) 

gives incorrect advice and it’s followed by the horse owner, delaying recovery or even 

causing further harm?” asks EVN1.  this sentiment is echoed in interviews with t1, EV1 and 

EV2. 
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8. Personal reflection

8.1 The best way out is always through 

8.1.1 Aspirational Professional Practice Statement (from MPP Course 2) 

I would like to be a proponent of evidence-based decisions for the welfare of recreational 
sports 
horses in New Zealand. An educator, raising awareness and promoting the welfare of horses 
using an evidence-based approach, e.g. relevant equine professionals, journal articles, 
instead of relying on outdated and factually incorrect advice often sourced on social media. I 
am particularly 
interested in the effects of using social media as a decision maker on the welfare of 
recreational 
sports horses (e.g. show jumpers, pleasure horses, eventers, dressage horse and 
competitive 
carriage driving, not race horses) 

8.1.2 Professional practice impact statement (from MMP Course 2) 

I want to create a culture of educational and research-based horse management decisions in 

the 

recreational equine sports industry in New Zealand. 

8.1.3 Meeting learning outcomes 

There were three negotiated learning outcomes agreed upon. 

1. Share insights into practices and use outlets such as social media New Zealand

sports horse owners, riders, and trainers for problem solving in the daily

management of sports horses.

2. Investigate evidence-based resources available and where some common myths for

the management of sports horses have originated, e.g., from outdated management

practices.

3. Develop a working knowledge of action and auto ethnographical research processes

by completing a research project using action research methods.

8.1.4 Changes to the main outputs from my study 

The three outputs proposed in Course Two the Learning Agreement were: 

❖ Practitioner’s thesis

❖ Report of findings from the questionnaire that creates the frame for raising

awareness in
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professional circles and development of a short course for asynchronous delivery to horse 

owners. This will enable me to write a journal article / poster that raises awareness to 

veterinary team members and inclusion of tools around interacting safely on social media 

posts, minimising the risk of breaching professional ethics and compassion fatigue. 

❖ Create an effective educational workshop for asynchronous online delivery that

raises

awareness of the pitfalls of using e.g., social media as a problem solver and introduces 

concepts of evidence-based decision making for sports horse management in New Zealand 

Not all the proposed outputs were successfully completed.  The report of findings and 

development of an asynchronous short course have been put on hold as work on the new 

programme documents for the equine qualifications get written.   The intention is to include a 

lot of this into the new programmes for professionals, which could then be extrapolated into 

a short course for continued professional development as well. 

Time has been against me to create an asynchronous short course for horse owners, but the 

intention is to create this in 2022 using Microsoft Sway.  I have already developed equine 

short courses using this method. 

I have been invited to speak at LAVT conference and to veterinarians in the lower North 

Island, but Covid has prevented this from coming to fruition at this stage.   

8.1.5 Title of practice change project 

The original title of the project was “the Effects of facebook on Management Decisions for 

the Welfare of (Recreational) sports horses in New Zealand”.  this was changed to “Insights 

into the impacts of Facebook can have on management decisions for (recreational) sport-

horses in New Zealand”.  the main reason for this was the use of the word “effect” in 

research.  

However, the word “effect” in the title did not have the same intent as the meaning effect has 

in research.  In education research, the term “effect” usually refers to an estimate from a 

model, such as a regression. For example, I might want to see how education influences 

income and horse ownership, but to isolate this relationship, I need to control for other 

factors that also affect income, such as number of horses, land ownership or lease, industry 

and experience. Put more simply, I might want to look at the average relationship between 

education and income among people who have the same level of experience, work in the 

same industry and share other characteristics that shape income. That quantified 

relationship – usually controlling for a host of different variables - is often called an "effect."  

In this project however, I’m investigating the impact or implications of using facebook as a 

primary source of advice for various husbandry issues in sport-horses.  Therefore, we opted 
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to change the title of the project to “Insights into the impacts facebook can have on 

Management Decisions for (Recreational) sport-horses in New Zealand.  

8.1.6 Challenges and unanswered questions 

❖ How did I know I had enough?  I was thrilled when, after just a week, I was able to

close off the online survey, having hit 160 participants.  There was a terrible moment

very early one morning when the rest of New Zealand was probably asleep when I

woke suddenly and was sure I would only get one or two responses.  Conversely,

during the writing up of my notes for the interviews, I wondered if I had squandered

time talking needless to equine professionals (particularly non-veterinarians) and if

their opinions were necessary to the project.  I discovered you don’t really know if

you have enough data until you analyse it.

❖ In analysing the data, I also discovered the questions I wish I had thought of at the

planning stage.  When I was beginning to make sense of the responses to the online

survey, I stumbled across a similar research project that was based on rabbit

ownership and how Facebook influenced management decisions for that subset.  As

I read the published work, I noted at least two questions that I immediately wish I had

thought to ask.  Although I could have requested an amendment to my ethics

approval, I had already closed the survey and as it is anonymous there was no way

of collecting the reactions from all 160 respondents.

❖ There are a few themes I would have liked to explore further now that I’m at the end

of my MProfPrac (if I could go back in time):

o Do the members of equine-themed Facebook groups think of them as a

safe environment?  clearly the professionals I’ve interviewed have found

them to be quite unsafe.  Is the slaying at the hands of the same repeat

offenders?

o Do you follow the advice received on Facebook groups, either directed to

a post you’ve made or reading comments on someone else’s post?  What

attracts you to trust that advice?

o What is your understanding of regulation of the industry of various equine

professions, e.g., farriery, physiotherapy, other physical therapy, dental

technicians?  Do you ask about the qualifications of people you intend to

book services for your horse?
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8.1.7 Cause and effect on professional practice 

Carrying these questions forward will enable me to plan and conduct more robust research 

in the future.   

The learning that I have from completing my MProfPrac has enabled me to start planning 

ways that I can carry information forward in a dynamic and engaging way, not only to my 

students but out in the “real world” of Facebook.  (OK, not the real world at all).   

In my interviews, particularly with EV2 the theme of being able to dilute potentially harmful 

advice by drawing people to reputable resources has resonated with me.  This theme was 

not one that I thought to discuss but it emerged on its own.  I can imagine my future 

students, working together to create and maintain a knowledge base that they can keep 

current and that can be used to offset and redirect horse owners to as it is needed. 

8.2 Bring me your sick and your wounded 

My Masters study started in an unassuming manner.  I was travelling and so felt I had space 

to dive deeply into studying and marvel at the depths.  The first course was simple and fitted 

into my life alongside all the other commitments. 

I guess I must have said something about easiness and comfortability in the presence of the 

universe, because the second course was fraught with all manner of curve balls. 

8.2.1 This thing happened 

Late in 2019 I had a driving accident at home, rolling the carriage.  I parked the ensuing 

concussion.  Experience has taught me that the body takes time to heal.  Horse-riders are 

not usually strangers to the emergency department at hospitals.   

However, I underestimated the significance and unable to get the medical help needed have 

been battling with the effects of quite a serious TBI since.  I went from being able to navigate 

4am starts, working full time and then studying until 8 or 9pm to struggling to work my 

normal hours and sleeping from 6pm.  Headaches, visual disturbances, dizziness, 

weakness, dyscoordination, and nausea have become the new normal.  Fun times.  Thank 

goodness for a good helmet.  The ongoing impact on my ability to ‘see’, analyse and 

organise data and write effectively has undoubtedly had an impact on working on research 

and writing up the data. 
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8.2.2 Then this thing happened 

(Redacted) 

8.2.3 Oh.  And then this happened 

Covid-19 arrived in New Zealand.  My distance students equally as affected by lockdown 

and its impacts as the on-campus students of our other programmes.  Covid and all its 

associated restrictions and issues has had a big impact on the way we teach and assess our 

students – at all levels.   

The demographic of Rural Animal Technology students tends to consist of a higher 

population of mature students who are jugging families, working and farm life with study.  

Lockdown removed the opportunity for studying for many of them and preventing access to 

placements which meant we had to become innovative about assessing practical aspects 

and ensuring our students meet the graduate profile. 

Covid has also had immense negative effect on the veterinary industry in New Zealand.  An 

industry already struggling has now really hit crisis (Kissun, 2020; “letter from the Executive 

committee (NZVNA),” 2021; Marshall, 2021; New Zealand Veterinary Association, n.d.; New 

Zealand Veterinary Organisation, n.d.).  The veterinary staff are stretched to capacity and 

find it very difficult to take students in for any type of placement, let alone mentor them. 

The restrictions have also impacted my own study because being unable to travel has meant 

I was not able to conduct all interviews in person, and instead conduct some of them online.   

8.2.4 Cause and effect on professional practice 

Asides from smaller literature reviews, my masters project is my first attempt at research and 

it was a steep but largely pleasant experience.  The “Bermuda Triangle of happenings” 

certainly caused the momentum of my masters work to slow and at times grind to a halt.  

What has been surprising to me is how easily I have been able to pick up where I have left 

off.  Stepping away from projects I am working outside of work is usually fatal to them.  Each 

time I have been forced to walk away from my MProfPrac project I have been worried I 

wouldn’t be able to return to it, particularly given the state of operations in my post-TBI 

brain.  Marvellous people in my life recognise and often seemingly intuitively have 

stepped forward to gently prod me back into action. 
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Ultimately, completing my MProfPrac has meant that I have developed skills to continue 

work on research and on bettering my professional practice.  The aim of inoculating the 

world with education is still a primary one, despite everything that has happened in the 

past two years.   

The curve balls I have experienced have reinstated values taught to me at a young age 

and that I have endeavoured to emulate since, that patience and hard work will pay off.  

Sweetness after adversity. 

8.3 Evolution is the secret for the next step 

In my current professional climate, there is a lot happening: 

o As widely reported, we are an industry in crisis (Kissun, 2020; “letter from the

Executive committee (NZVNA),” 2021; Marshall, 2021; New Zealand Veterinary

Association, n.d.; New Zealand Veterinary Organisation, n.d.).  There are veterinary

shortages throughout New Zealand, particularly we are short of large animal

veterinarians. (Kissun, 2020).  NZVA states on its website “the NZVA office team is

acutely aware and acknowledges the realities behind issues such as remuneration,

workplace culture, bullying, harassment, after hours, lack of collegial support and

inflexible work environments — that all contribute to veterinarians leaving clinical

practice.” (New Zealand Veterinary organisation, n.d.) The mental well-being of our

industry has never been so bad and has been worsened by the restrictions for

international travel due to Covid-19, further constricting veterinarian numbers.

o New Zealand allied veterinary professionals are fighting hard for professional identity

and regulation.  The newly developed AVPRC is working hard with NZVA, NZVNA

and other professional bodies to accelerate the slowly moving wheels and clarify our

roles. (Allied Veterinary Professionals Regulatory Council, n.d.)

o Changes to legislation around veterinary practice and animal welfare have recently

been implemented to help improve animal welfare in New Zealand. (New Zealand

Ministry for Primary Industries, 2020)

o te Pūkenga is a new identity and is grappling to understand education of allied

veterinary and animal healthcare professionals as we begin to work on new

programmes in the wake of the targeted review of our industry’s qualifications.  The

targeted review has seen possibly the largest evolution to date.

When I began my master’s journey, I felt ill-prepared to deal with many of the issues facing 

our industry and certainly spent more time planning and worrying about the future than I did 
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reflecting on what was happening.  I needed to develop my skillset to equip me with tools to 

help ensure my graduating students are evidence-based practitioners.   

I was already teaching my students how to reference and where to source reputable, 

relevant, and appropriate information but in completing this project I have been able to 

galvanise and articulate the importance of these skills in my teaching.  This is a cosmic and 

critical shift in my teaching philosophy as we move towards level 6 in the AVP qualifications 

and make space for post graduate qualifications in the future. 

The research I have undertaken for my project impacts on my professional practice as a 

Senior Lecturer within the School of Veterinary Nursing in a triangulation of three major 

points: 

8.3.1 Understanding the impact on animal welfare 

As an industry leader, pushing boundaries and ruling the world. (Imposter’s syndrome be 

dammed! My work here has been the cure-all of the century!)  With the confidence and skills, 

I have developed, I am ready to chase the things that matter to me, such as professional 

identity and regulation of New Zealand AVPs, education within New Zealand’s primary 

industry to bolster animal welfare and international education to enhance animal welfare in 

other countries.75F

27 

8.3.2 The next generation 

As an educator to LAVTs and equine Veterinary Nurses, helping to deliver education that 

industry wants and producing evidence based AVPs who can critically think and fend for 

themselves.  

Not only do new graduates need to be able to reference their assessments, but they also 

need to understand the importance of remaining evidence-based throughout their careers.  I 

feel compelled to somehow make them understand that if they stop learning, they run the 

risk of being outdated. 

Mental agility and resilience are also critical to the survival of the AVP graduate.  Being able 

to thrive and not just survive must be a goal if the industry has any hope of sustainable 

labour force.  Therefore, students must learn the realities of Facebook and have tools to be 

strong and change what they can and accept what they can’t (then change it anyway).  It 

27 Accepting this is a slow burn.  Stupid Covid. 
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might not always be possible to change the opinion of someone who is vocal on Facebook 

and suggesting outdated advice but being able to gather the correct information and present 

it in a non-volatile rebuttal is an excellent skill.     

8.3.3 About industry 

My industry is at the cusp of a new evolution, finally recognising equine veterinary nursing 

and creating a structured path for this growing role of allied veterinary professionals. 

Being aware that such a considerable number of equine professionals I have spoken to and 

including myself, tend to stay well clear of such conversations on social media, due to risk of 

breeching professional ethics, lack of a full history and the risk of compassion fatigue.  Being 

able to explore this with my students and in my dealings within the industry (beyond the 

scope of lecturing) will enable me to help build resilience and skills to combat compassion 

fatigue. 

Students who are encouraged to develop into evidenced based practitioners can respond to 

information they encounter and have the tools to evaluate it for currency, context and 

accuracy and then apply it to the situation – including advice on Facebook. 

to my mind, the avoidance of engagement on social media postings and “eye-rolling / “scroll 

on by” response to posts and replies with advice that is detrimental to the horse’s welfare 

heightens the need for horse owners to be made aware of the pitfalls of seeking answers 

from social media. Furthermore, horse owners can be redirected to more appropriate 

sources, taught how to find those sources.  

Additionally, the training new allied veterinary professionals wanting to work in the equine 

field should include the ability to harness the power to social media in a positive frame and to 

be able to differentiate and evaluate resources that are relevant, appropriate, and current. 

In conducting the research for this project, I have noted that it has considerably increased 

my ability and confidence as an evidence-based practitioner and I am in a better position to 

pass that knowledge along, developing this skill in my own students. 

8.3.4 Cause and effect on professional practice 

Drawing on the reactions and insights of my peers helped to reinforce my own reactions to 

the data from the online survey and consider different perspectives.  It has also enabled me 

to consider how I can apply some of what I have learnt to my professional practice and lead 

te Pūkenga in my field as we come together and start developing new suite of programmes.  

Working through the process of the MProfPrac in an auto ethnographical frame has not 
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only boosted my self-confidence, but it has also enabled me to build and strengthen my 

professional practice. 
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8.4 Imposter syndrome is your secret weapon 

It’s actually really hard to write about having imposter’s syndrome in a refection you are 

submitting for assessment and yet, here I am.   

Although I’ve been an educator of sorts all my life 76F

28, when I took a permanent position as a 

lecturer at the School of Veterinary Nursing, I felt strongly that I was about to be discovered 

as a sheep in wolf’s clothing at any given moment.   

I had been working as a casual marker for Otago Polytechnic for almost a year and had 

delivered my first lecture at a Wellington block course when I was offered a permanent role. 

The then Head of School flew me to Dunedin for my interview.  It was only my second 

interview.  I was far more accustomed to hassling people into employing me.   

At the interview, a terrifying process involving a whole panel of people, I was woefully 

underqualified.  Although I held a certificate in Veterinary Nursing, I wasn’t a Diploma 

veterinary nurse, but I did have excellent employment references as a senior veterinary 

nurse in a mid-city, mixed animal veterinary clinic.  I had my Certificate in Rural Animal 

technology (level 4) but had never worked as a “dairy technician”.  I had no formal training 

as an educator in tertiary education asides from a weekend long course at a community 

college.  however, the panel saw something in me I didn’t really understand yet and 

employed me despite of myself as a companion animal lecturer. 

I was working with diploma veterinary nurses who had experience shining in specialist 

veterinary clinics and veterinarians – you know, with university educations!  The people who 

had taught me were now my peers.   

Nonetheless, education is where I could see myself and I was happy to be there.  I assumed 

as I settled into my role the imposters syndrome would self-resolve.  I started working with 

the Rural Animal Technology programme, got my Diploma in Veterinary Nursing and 

28 Even as a young child I was a peer mentor in reading (which I excelled in), and maths (although that was 

definitely not my strong subject).  I gave my friends riding lessons. After I left college and attended Taratahi 

Agricultural Training Centre I mentored other students and even wrote a module on caring for horses that my 

peers hated me for – one more assessment they had to complete. As a mother I took on instructing at Pony Club 

and am one of the first people in New Zealand to hold the H-Certificate Instructors badge without a formal 

qualification. I now find myself mentoring peers who are moving towards their own master’s journey.  See also 

Appendix 1, Review of Learning 
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Graduate Certificate in Tertiary Learning and Teaching and a whole host of lower-level 

certificates.77F29 

The qualification evolved and became a level 5 programme with veterinary nursing as a 

prerequisite.  I squirmed.  My RAT qualification was level 4.   I was teaching people with 

years of experience in farming how to be level 5 LAVTs.  The acts of lesson plans, 

organising, assessing, lecturing, pastoral care – educating was not a problem, but imposter’s 

syndrome grew, even when I was awarded a staff award for Inspiring Teaching in 2013.   

Another programme evolution and the New Zealand Certificate in Animal Care, (level 5) 

Rural Animal Technology strand came into use, the first time we had a national qualification. 

Now I felt I was competing against other providers, more university educated veterinarians 

and uber experienced LAVTs to deliver my programme.  

Even though several veterinary clinics around New Zealand will only interview applicant 

LAVTs who are Otago Polytechnic graduates – my students, the imposter’s syndrome still 

raged. 

After the hundredth conversation with our bemused Head of Programmes about upskilling 

via the Capable process, Francesca pointed out we were entering the next qualification 

evolution and the lAVt qualification was about to become level 6.  “You’ll never stay ahead 

at this rate”, she said and promptly talked me into enrolling into the Master of Professional 

Practice. 

over the past two years I’ve been working on my Masters.  In that time, I have grown 

exponentially as a practitioner in my field.  As I write, I am now rubbing professional 

shoulders with the highest levels in my industry.  I am working externally with NZVA Chief 

Veterinary Officer, NZVA Veterinary Manager (Companion Animals), Veterinary Operations 

Managers from Zoetis and MSD New Zealand, senior epidemiologist veterinarians, MPI 

Incursion Officers and I am leading my profession by my own example. 

29 Certificates in Community Coaching, Equine stable practice (sport-horse), Farriery Knowledge, Camelid 

Knowledge, Sport-horse Stable Attendant, Sport-horse Competitor), NZPCA B-Certificate Examiners and H-

Certificate Instructor. 
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I have had the confidence to accept nominations and am now sitting on the Executive 

Council for the Royal Agricultural Society 78F30, New Zealand Veterinary Nurse Association, 

Ospri (Lower North Island) and NZVA Large Animal Veterinary Technicians special interest 

branch.  As well as these positions, I work with the AVPRC and am currently on the working 

group for a new Clinical Coaching programme. 

At the School of Veterinary Nursing, I am noted for creating and growing external networks.  

Alongside big industry players, such as Zoetis, MSD, MPI, NZVA and VetEnt I am working to 

create micro-credentials for the betterment of animal welfare both in New Zealand and 

around the world. 

I sit alongside academic giants on the Otago Polytechnic Programme Approvals Committee 

and the school’s Assessment committee.   In the te Pūkenga space, I can be found 

contributing to the working groups for the new qualifications.  

Imposter’s syndrome, however, is no longer in my portfolio. 

30 I’m currently the Royal Agricultural society’s National Equestrian Measuring Convenor and am consulting on 

the RAS strategic review. 
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10. Appendices:

Appendix I: Review of Learning 

(Redacted) 

Appendix II: Learning Agreement 
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II.1 Negotiated learning outputs and outcomes

II.1.2 Learning outcomes

1. Share insights into practices and use outlets such as social media New Zealand

sports horse owners, riders, and trainers for problem solving in the daily

management of sports horses.

2. Investigate evidence-based resources available and where some common myths for

the management of sports horses have originated, e.g., from outdated management

practices

3. Develop a working knowledge of action and auto ethnographical research processes

by completing a research project using action research methods.

II.1.3 Learning outputs

❖ Practitioner thesis

❖ Report of findings from the questionnaire that creates the frame for raising

awareness in professional circles and development of a short course for

asynchronous delivery to horse owners. This will enable me to write a journal article /

poster that raises awareness to veterinary team members and inclusion of tools

around interacting safely on social media posts, minimising the risk of breaching

professional ethics and compassion fatigue.

❖ Create an effective educational workshop for asynchronous online delivery that

raises awareness of the pitfalls of using e.g., social media as a problem solver and

introduces concepts of evidence-based decision making for sports horse

management.
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Appendix III: Ethics and KTO application and approval 
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Appendix IV: Request for final project access 

“Insights into the impacts facebook can have on management decisions for (recreational) 

sport-horses in New Zealand” 

Please complete this form if you would like to receive a copy of the final project for this 

research. 

If you completed the research survey or interview, your response can not be identified by 

completing this request as it is a separate online form. 

The data collected on this form will not be shared with anyone else. It will be kept separately 

on a secure device and will be deleted once the report is emailed out to the addresses 

collected on it. 

1. Please enter your name:

________________________________________________ 

2. Please enter your email address:

__________________________________________ 
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Appendix V: Online survey questions 

Section One: About you. In this section we are asking you to tell us about you and your horse(s) 

1. What New Zealand region do you live in?

o I do not live in New Zealand 79F31 

o Northland

o Auckland

o Waikato

o Taranaki

o Central Plateau

o Bay of Plenty

o Gisborne

o Hawkes Bay

o Manawatū / Whanganui

o Wellington / Wairarapa

o Tasman / Nelson / Marlborough

o West Coast

o Canterbury

o Otago

o Southland

o Other (e.g., Chatham, Stewart Island)

2. What age bracket are you currently in?

o 18 years or older

o Under 18 years 80F32 

3. Please list all ethnicities that you identify with. For example, Māori (include your iwi if known),

New Zealand European etc

4. How many years have you been an equestrian?

o 0-2 years

31 Participants who tick this option   are exited from the survey 

32 Respondents are thanked for their time and exited if they are under 18 years of age. Firstly, they are unlikely 

to be fully and financially responsible for horse(s) and secondly, they are not adults. 
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o 3-5 years

o 6-10 years

o More than 10 years

5. Thinking about how you define yourself as an equestrian, are you more involved with sport-

horses or racehorses?

o Predominantly or only sport-horses (e.g., recreational riding, competition, or non-racing

interests)

o A mixture of sport-horses and racing

o Predominantly or only horse racing 
81F

33 

6. What discipline or disciplines do you associate with (e.g., train your horse(s) for)? Select as

many as apply to you currently

 Western 

 Trekking or hunting 

 Carriage driving 

 English showing / pleasure 

 Dressage 

 Show jumping / hunter 

 Eventing 

 Endurance / competitive trail riding 

 Breeder of New Zealand sport-horses or ponies 

 Other ________________________________ 

7. Are you an equine professional, e.g., veterinarian, equine veterinary nurse, farrier, equine

therapist / body worker, dental technician, nutritionist, saddle fitter, either part-time or full

time?

o Yes

o No

8. How many horses do you make the majority of decision of care, welfare and are you currently

financially responsible for?

o 0 horses 82F

34

33 As this project is primarily interested in sport-horses, participants who selected this option were exited from 

the study at this point. 

34 Participants who selected 0 horses were withdrawn from the study 
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o 1-2 horses

o 3-5 horses

o More than 5 horses

9. Do you currently compete / will you compete after Covid-19 restrictions are lifted? (If you are

a parent of children who will compete, please tick yes)

o Yes, I intend to

o No, I’m not interested in competing

Section 2: Facebook use. In this section we are asking you to tell us about your use of Facebook. 

10. How many New Zealand based, equestrian-focussed groups do you belong to on Facebook

(e.g., NZHorses, for sale groups, show programme groups)?

o 5 or less equine related groups

o More than 5 equine related groups

11. What reasons would motivate you to share your photographs of your horse/s to a New

Zealand based, equestrian focussed group on Facebook? Select all that apply to you.

 To enter Facebook-based competition (e.g., by a horse feed company or tack shop)

 To educate others about a specific problem or solution or product you have experienced first-

hand

 To seek advice about a specific problem you or your horse are experiencing (training, health,

property or other)

 To document recovery from illness, injury, or misadventure

 To sell horses or link to a sales page

 to engage with others in the group / be seen / to ‘get likes’

 To promote or report on an event (e.g., as an organiser, competitor, or photographer)

 Other __________________________________

12. Rate how likely you are to use Facebook to help you make decision about choosing

professionals to involve with the horse/s in your care

Very likely Somewhat 

likely 

Neither likely 

nor unlikely 

Somewhat 

likely 

Very unlikely 

I would use 

Facebook to 

help me 

decide on 

which 
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veterinary 

clinic to use 

I would use 

Facebook to 

help me 

choose a 

farrier or 

trimmer 

I would use 

Facebook to 

help me 

choose a 

trainer or 

coach 

I would use 

Facebook to 

help me 

choose an 

equine 

complimentary 

therapist, 

"body worker", 

equine 

chiropractor or 

massage 

therapist 

I would use 

Facebook to 

help me 

choose an 

equine dental 

technician 

Section three: Scenario section 

In this section, we are interested in learning how you would use Facebook in certain situations. 
Please read through the scenarios and base your answers on your response. 

You do not need to have had the scenarios have happened to you personally. 

13. Scenario one:
Your horse has a significant wound to his hind leg with some involvement of the hock joint, probably 

caused from a wire fence. It will likely need a veterinarian visit. 

Very likely Somewhat likely Somewhat 

unlikely 

Very unlikely 

How likely are 

you to share 

photos of this 

wound on a New 

Zealand based, 
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equestrian-

focused group on 

Facebook? 

14. At what point would you most likely initially share photos of this wound on a New Zealand

based, equestrian-focused Facebook group?

o While waiting for the veterinarian to attend

o After the veterinarian has attended

o Within a few days of initial injury

o Much later (e.g., a week later, or once it had healed)

o I wouldn’t post photos of this wound on facebook at any time83F35 

15. What reasons would motivate you to share photos to Facebook in Scenario One? Select all

options that apply to you in this case

 For the education of others

 To document progress of recovery

 To see advice from other people, e.g., about what to apply to the wound

 For sympathy and reassurance from your friends in the group

 For financial reasons, e.g., to get advice before paying for professional service(s)

 Other _____________________________

16. If you were using Facebook and came across a post from SOMEONE ELSE of photos of their

horse’s leg wound as in scenario one, how likely are you to comment?

How likely are 

you to comment 

on another 

person’s post or 

photos of their 

horse’s wound? 

Very likely Somewhat likely Somewhat 

unlikely 

Very unlikely 

17. What reasons would motivate you to post a reply if someone else posted photos of a
significant wound their horse has experienced? Select all options that apply to you in this
case.

 If you have previously had a horse with a wound, you can share tips and tricks you used
 If you feel the thread needs redirecting, you might comment the owner needs to talk to a vet
 If you reply with an educated response the group will have a higher opinion of you or your

business
 To offer sympathy and reassurance
 To suggest a product or service you think will be useful
 Other _________________________

35 Participants who responded that they wouldn’t share were branched to Q16. 
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18. Scenario Two: Your horse is showing definite signs of being unwell, for example a significant
change in behaviour regarding feeding and handling or training. You are unsure what exactly
is wrong and don't know if you should arrange a veterinarian visit or not.

How likely are 

you to post 

about your 

horse's current 

condition on a 

New Zealand 

based, 

equestrian-

focused group 

on Facebook? 

Very likely Somewhat likely Somewhat 

unlikely 

Very unlikely 

19. At what point would you most likely initially post about your horse's condition in Scenario Two

on a New Zealand based, equestrian-focused Facebook group?

o While trying to decide if you should call the veterinarian, to help you make the decision

o After you have made a decision about your horse's care requirements

o Much later (e.g., a week later)

o I wouldn't post about my horse's condition in this situation on Facebook at any time84F36 

20. What reasons would motivate you to post to Facebook in Scenario Two? Select all options

that apply to you in this case.

 Educate others 

 To document progress of recovery 

 To seek advice from other people, e.g., whether you should contact a veterinarian or for 

treatment options 

 For sympathy and reassurance from your friends in the group 

 For financial reasons, e.g., to get advice before paying for professional service(s) 

 Other _______________________________ 

21. If you were using Facebook and came across a REPLY if SOMEONE ELSE who has a horse

as in scenario two, how likely are you to comment?

How likely are 

you to comment 

on another 

person's post of 

their horse's 

mystery change 

in temperament? 

Very likely Somewhat likely Somewhat 

unlikely 

Very unlikely 

36 People who selected this option were branched to Q21 
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22. What reasons would motivate you to post a reply if someone else posted about their horse as

in scenario two? Select all answers that you motivate you to reply.

 If you have had a horse who showed similar signs you could suggest what is wrong with this

horse

 Your opinion is that the thread needs redirecting so you comment the owner needs to talk to a

vet

 If you reply with an educated response the group will have a higher opinion of you or your

business

 To offer sympathy and reassurance

 To suggest a product or service you think will be useful

 I wouldn't post a reply in this situation

 Other _________________________________________________

23. Scenario Three:  Your horse has been diagnosed with a serious but non-contagious medical
condition. The long-term veterinary prognosis for a full recovery is not good. It is likely the
condition is non-curable, but it might be managed if you can get past this initial stage. Your
veterinarian has not discussed long term likelihood of being able to use the horse (e.g., for
riding or driving) because they feel the need to wait and see how the condition progresses
and to run more tests.

How likely are 

you to post about 

your horse's 

current condition 

on a New 

Zealand based, 

equestrian-

focused group on 

Facebook? 

Very likely Somewhat likely Somewhat 

unlikely 

Very unlikely 

24. At what point would you most likely initially post about your horse's condition in Scenario
Three on a New Zealand based, equestrian-focused Facebook group?

o While waiting for the veterinarian to attend
o After the veterinarian has attended
o Much later (e.g., next day or a week later)
o I wouldn’t post about my horse’s illness in this situation on Facebook at any time 85F

37 

37 People who selected this option were branched to Q26 
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25. What reasons would motivate you to post to Facebook in Scenario Three? Select all options
that apply to you in this case.

 For the education of others 
 To document progress of recovery 
 To seek advice from other people, e.g., if anyone else has had a horse with this condition and 

can offer a solution or treatment suggestion 
 For sympathy and reassurance from your friends in the group 
 For financial reasons, e.g., to get advice before paying for further professional service(s) 

 Other _______________________________________________ 

26. If you were using Facebook and came across a post from SOMEONE ELSE about their
horse's serious but non-contagious medical condition as in scenario three, how likely are you
to comment?

How likely are 

you to comment 

on another 

person's post of 

their horse's not 

yet fully 

diagnosed 

medical 

condition? 

Very likely Somewhat likely Somewhat 

unlikely 

Very unlikely 

27. What reasons would motivate you to post a reply if someone else posted about their horse as
in scenario three? Select all answers that you motivate you to reply.

 If you have had a horse who showed similar signs you could suggest what is wrong with this 
horse 

 Your opinion is that the thread needs redirecting so you comment the owner needs to talk to a 
vet 

 If you reply with an educated response people will have a higher opinion of you or your 
business 

 To offer sympathy and reassurance 
 To suggest a product or service you think will be useful 
 I wouldn't post a reply in this situation 
 Other _________________________________________________ 

28. If you were offering advice by replying on a Facebook post to the owner of a horse with a
significant health issue, such as the scenarios above, would you research your answer prior
to posting a reply?

o Yes
o No
o Maybe

29. Where would you do your research? Select all options that apply to you.

 Google 
 Books 
 Specific information, e.g., labels or websites 
 Private messaging someone first, e.g., to fact check 
 I would tag someone in the post who could help, e.g., an equine professional 
 I would be unlikely to research my answer, I would base it off personal experience 
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 I would be offering reassurance and sympathy, but not advice 

Section four: Making everyday decisions about horse care 
As horse owners, we are faced with many decisions regarding daily care and an often-overwhelming 
amount of information and choices. 
This section is about how you might use Facebook to help you make non-medical decisions about the 
care of your horse(s) 

30. fEED. how do you make choices and decisions about your horse’s nutrition?

This is the opposite of 
how I feel 

This is generally how I 
feel 

This is exactly me 

I know a lot about 
feeding horses and am 
confident in making 
decisions, e.g., about 
changing feed types 

I use a set range of 
feeds for my horse and 
would not consider 
changing, e.g., to a 
different feed brand or 
type 

I am open to the 
opinions of others on 
the topic of feeds and 
would ask Facebook 
groups for opinions 
and discussion 

I do my own 
independent research, 
use calculators such 
as FeedXL or talk to a 
horse nutritional expert 
to design my horse's 
feed regime or before 
making changes to my 
horse's diet 

I understand the roles 
and requirements of 
minerals like Selenium, 
electrolytes, and 
vitamins in my horse’s 
nutrition 

The staff at my feed 
store influences what I 
feed my horse(s) 
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31. sADDlERY: how do you make choices and decisions about your horse’s tack and
equipment?

This is the opposite of 
how I feel 

This is generally how I 
feel 

This is exactly me 

I know a lot about 
fitting gear and gear 
choices and am 
confident in making 
decisions, e.g., about 
changing the type of 
bit I'm using 

I use the same tack for 
my horse(s) and would 
not consider changing, 
e.g., to another bit or
saddle or brand of
cover

I am open to the 
opinions of others on 
the topic of tack and 
would ask Facebook 
groups for opinions 
and discussion 

I do my own 
independent research 
about the advantages 
and fit of different tack 
before buying 

I find myself browsing 
bits or tack like 
martingales at 
saddlery stores or 
online and buying 
them for my horse(s) 
without a full 
understanding of their 
use 

I have more tack / 
covers than needed for 
the number of horse(s) 
in my care 

32. PREVENTATIVE HEALTHCARE:  How do you make choices and decisions about your
horse's preventative and complimentary healthcare, such as vaccinating, worming, dentistry,
and equine body work, e.g., chiro or massage?

This is the opposite of 
how I feel 

This is generally how I 
feel 

This is exactly me 

I know a lot about 
preventative healthcare 
for my horses(s) and 
am confident in making 
decisions, e.g., about 
how I manage internal 
parasites (worms) 
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I work with my 
veterinarian and follow 
their recommendations 
for preventative 
healthcare for my 
horse(s) 

I am open to the 
opinions of others on 
the topic of 
preventative or 
complimentary 
healthcare and would 
ask Facebook groups 
for opinions and 
discussion, e.g., about 
which wormer to buy or 
if I should vaccinate my 
horse for Strangles 

I do my own 
independent research 
about the advantages 
and efficacy of different 
drenches / worming 
pastes before buying 

I use other people's 
opinions (e.g., on 
Facebook) about non-
veterinary treatment 
and providers to make 
decisions about who to 
book, e.g., farrier, 
equine dental 
technician 

I tend to use different 
providers for non-
veterinary health care. 
I swap according to 
who is recommended 
currently by other 
people (e.g., on 
Facebook) 

I am likely to book an 
appointment for equine 
body work, e.g., chiro 
or massage if I see 
someone organizing 
bookings on Facebook, 
even if my horse 
doesn't really need it 

I don't use 
conventional veterinary 
preventative medicines 
for my horse, e.g., 
horse wormers or 
vaccines 
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Appendix VI: Professional interview questions 

Interview questions for veterinarians and equine professionals (e.g., farriers, equine dental 

technicians, complimentary therapists, saddle-fitters) to accompany raw data from research 

survey. 

1. Can you give some examples of how posts or replies to posts regarding horses you have

seen on Facebook groups has impacted (either on you, your profession, or the welfare of the 

horse)? 

2. Can we discuss the responses collated from my research survey data?

3. Do you think it is possible to moderate facebook or ‘mass’ opinion?

4. Please justify your response to Q3.

5. Is there a point that you feel you have to contribute to an online discussion regarding

horse husbandry? 

6. How do you think Facebook can be managed with respect to sustainable workload?

For example, is this a role an allied veterinary professional employed in clinic could have: 

“trawling” equestrian-themed groups on Facebook and responding in correspondence with 

professional advice, (a social media role)? Is there potential for it be developed into a user 

pays service? 
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Appendix VII: Figures 

VII.1 Location and ethnicity of survey participants
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VII.2 Likelihood of posting / replying to scenarios by location
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VII.3 Māori online survey participants by location

Auckland (23),
Northland (1)

Waikato (19),
Central

Plateau (2)

BOP (7),
Gisborne (2)

Taranaki (4)
Hawkes Bay

(9)

Manawatū /
Whanganui

(25)

Wairarapa /
Wellington

(17)

Canterbury
(18)

(Nelson -
Tasman -

Marl) (5) /
Otago (5) /

Southland (2)

Survey participants (total) 24 21 9 4 9 25 17 18 12

Māori 0 3 1 1 0 0 4 1 0
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VII.4 Disciplines / uses of sports horses

** SJ / SH = show jumping, show hunting. CTR = competitive trail riding 

Western

Trekking / Hunting

Carriage driving

English showing, including 
horse classes

Dressage

Show jumping / show hunter

Eventing

Endurance / Competitive trail 
riding (CTR)

Sports-horse Breeder

Other

Western Trekking / Hunting Carriage driving English showing / Pleasure

Dressage SJ / SH ** Eventing Endurance / CTR **

Sports-horse Breeder Other
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VII.5 Number of New Zealand equine-themed Facebook groups survey participants are members of

More than 5
81%

5 or less
19%

More than 5 5 or less
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VII.6 Reasons for posting a photo of their horse on an equine-themed Facebook group

Entry into a competition 
promoted on Facebook

Educate others

Seek advice or help for their 
own horse

Document the recovery of a 
horse's illness or wound

Social interaction / 
gratification

Promote the sale of a horse

Promote or report on an 
event

Other / Wouldn't post
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VII.7 How likely would Facebook influence choice of equine professionals?

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Would use Facebook to help me
decide on which veterinary clinic to

use

Would use Facebook to help me
choose a farrier or trimmer

Would use Facebook to help me
choose a trainer or coach

Would use Facebook to help me
choose an equine complimentary
therapist,  "body worker", equine
chiropractor or massage therapist

Would use Facebook to help me
choose an equine dental technician

Very or somewhat likely Neither likely or unlikely Somewhat or very unlikely
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VII.8 Scenario one: Likelihood of posting vs. replying to a post

0
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Very likely to post a photo of horses
wound

Somewhat likely Somewhat unlikely Very unlikely to post

Very likely to reply to a posted photo of a wound Somewhat likely
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VII.9 Scenario one: Motivation to post

For the education of others
59%

To document progress / 
recovery

57%

Seek advice
23%

Sympathy / reassurance
18%

Financial reasons before 
calling the vet 5%

For the education of others To document progress / recovery Seek advice

Sympathy / reassurance Financial reasons before calling the vet
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VII.10 Scenario two: Likelihood of posting vs. replying to a post
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VII.11 Scenario Two: Motivation to post  

 

 

 

 

32%

20%
15%

12%

2%

19%
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VII.12 Scenario three: Where would you research before offering advice?

60.50%

31.00%

46.50%34.90%

56.60%

19.40%

22.50%

Google Books

Specific product information Private message someone first to fact check

Tag an equine professional Base advice off own experience

Would offer reassurance / sympathy but no advice
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VII.13 Motivation to publish initial post: comparison of all scenarios
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VII.14 Motivation to reply to posts: comparison of all scenarios

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Having a had a horse in a 
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VII.15 Likelihood of posting vs. replying to Facebook posts, comparison of all scenarios

Likely to make initial post

Likely to reply to post by others

Scenario one Scenario two Scenario three

20%

17%

22%

32%
30%

39%
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VII.16 Making choices and decision: Horse Nutrition

I know a lot
about feeding
horses and am

confident in
making

decisions, e.g.
about changing

feed types

I use a set range
of feeds for my

horse and would
not consider

changing, e.g. to
a different feed
brand or type

I am open to the
opinions of

others on the
topic of feeds
and would ask

Facebook groups
for opinions and

discussion

I do my own
independent
research, use

calculators such
as FeedXL or talk

to a horse
nutritional

expert to design
my horse's feed
regime or before
making changes

to my horse's
diet

I understand the
roles and

requirements of
minerals like

Selenium,
electrolytes and
vitamins in my

horses nutrition

The staff at my
feed store

influences what I
feed my horse(s)

This is exactly like me 18% 8% 52% 39% 43% 2%

This is generally how I feel 68% 65% 41% 48% 50% 28%

This is the opposite of how I feel 14% 27% 7% 13% 7% 70%
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VII.17 Making choices and decisions: Saddlery and Equipment

I know a lot about
fitting gear and gear

choices and am
confident in making
decisions, e.g. about
changing the type of

bit I'm using

I use the same tack
for my horse(s) and
would not consider

changing, e.g. to
another bit or

saddle or brand of
cover

I am open to the
opinions of others

on the topic of tack
and would ask

Facebook groups for
opinions and

discussion

I do my own
independent

research about the
advantages and fit

of different tack
before buying

I find myself
browsing bits or

tack like martingales
at saddlery stores or

online and buying
them for my

horse(s) without a
full understanding

of their use

I have more tack /
covers than needed
for the number of
horse(s) in my care

This is exactly like me 15% 54% 43% 2% 95% 3%

This is generally how I feel 53% 42% 50% 44% 3% 63%

This is the opposite of how I feel 32% 4% 7% 54% 2% 34%
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VII.18 Making choices and decisions: Horse Health

I know a lot
about

preventative
healthcare for

my horses(s) and
am confident in

making decisions

I work with my
veterinarian and

follow their
recommendation

s for
preventative

healthcare for
my horse(s)

I am open to the
opinions of

others on the
topic of

preventative or
complimentary
healthcare and

would ask
Facebook groups
for opinions and

discussion

I do my own
independent

research about
the advantages
and efficacy of

different
drenches /

worming pastes
before buying

I use other
people's

opinions (e.g. on
Facebook) about
non-veterinary
treatment and

providers to
make decisions
about who to

book

I tend to use
different

providers for
non-veterinary
health care. I

swap according
to who is

recommended
currently by
other people

I am likely to
book an

appointment for
equine body

work, e.g. chiro
or massage if I
see someone

organizing
bookings on

Facebook, even
if my horse

doesn't really
need it

I don't use
conventional

veterinary
preventative

medicines for my
horse, e.g. horse

wormers or
vaccines

This is exactly like me 3% 6% 62% 4% 66% 86% 90% 96%

This is generally how I feel 63% 55% 34% 56% 30% 12% 9% 4%

This is the opposite of how I feel 32% 39% 4% 40% 4% 2% 1% 0%
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Appendix VIII: Interview narrations 

VIII.1 Narrative: Equine veterinarian 1 (EV1)

EVI and I met face-to-face for this interview. Due to time constraints, we were unable to 

complete the interview and did not discuss part two of the findings where online survey 

participants were asked about their confidence in their own knowledge and decision making 

around basic husbandry topics for their horses. The narrative is complete for the findings 

discussed. 

VIII.1.1 Scenario section:

As EV1 and I discussed the data from the demographic and scenario sections of the survey and 

the trends within, EV1 noted that it was clear people were happy to share but didn’t necessarily 

want to hear advice. 

VIII.1.2 Scenario one

EV1 has seen this sort of thing on Facebook groups many times and felt that often it feels like 

the same 10 people who are offering the advice or posting, and we agreed these were also 

likely the same type of personality who would be quick to participate in the Facebook survey, 

because it gives them a voice.  

VIII.1.3 Scenario two

The availability and instancy of Facebook enable horse owners to crowd-source information, 

which in the past hasn’t been an option. Horse owners may have had a circle of friends or other 

owners they converse with regularly but not the same numbers and potential for answers as a 

group on Facebook. Even a large grazing facility in New Zealand may have 20 grazers, which is 

considerably smaller than group numbers. EV1 doesn’t particularly mind clients / people crowd-

sourcing information about the care of their horse(s), e.g., by asking for advice or opinion that 

will help them make decisions about the care of their horses. 

We discussed that prior to Facebook people would be more likely to call the clinic and ask 

advice to help determine if an appointment with the veterinarian should be booked.  “here’s 

what’s wrong, should the vet come?” calls to the clinic were the norm – and still occur today, but 

posts on equine-themed Facebook groups in New Zealand have increasingly been noted as 

replacing the phone calls. 

EV1 hypothesises that people use Facebook in place of calling the veterinary clinic because 

perhaps they don’t always trust the veterinarian will have the answer, or more commonly there 
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is a perception that the veterinarian is motivated by money. For example, if a veterinarian 

attended the horse in scenario two and a diagnosis wasn’t immediately obvious, the next course 

of action would be diagnostic tests.47F

. Diagnostic tests may include biochemistry blood tests, 

haematology, cytology, histology, faecal or urine tests, swabs, radiography or imaging, nerve 

blocks, a more specific ‘work up’ combining several diagnostic tests.   

A firm diagnosis isn’t always immediately obvious, especially in cases like scenario two and 

three.  There may be several things that are causing the clinical signs the horse is displaying – 

that is what diagnostic tests are for.  The attending veterinarian may not have time or equipment 

to run all tests at once; or may want results from tests in order, to follow the best route of 

investigation.  Money does play a part.  The owner may decline to do the recommended test or 

treatment and then go on Facebook to look for answers.   Or worse. 

The vignette of the horse with the skin condition is brought up. The original post said that the 

owner had “tried everything” and then listed two products, a shampoo, and a topical skin spray 

– of the same brand- and including the same active ingredient. If the owner has provided all

aspects of treatment tried to date, she is far from “exhausting all treatment options”. 

We discussed the finding that 43% of people who would redirect the thread to a veterinarian 

would also offer advice. EV1 saw these two statements from a different perspective than I had 

when I wrote the survey. her interpretation of this data was “I believe that your horse may have 

xyz, therefore you should call a vet”, whereas I saw them as separate and in a negative light 

when combined: “You should call the vet; but I think it is xyz”. EV1 was comfortable with the 

data if her interpretation was correct. 

The danger, EV1 felt, is more who qualifies the advice. For example, if the person giving the 

advice is well-regarded, it doesn’t matter what they say, people will take it as correct. We 

discussed an example of a well-known but fully unqualified self-confessed horse behaviourist.  

There is a big following, largely because the person is vocal on Facebook groups and because 

she is perceived as financially mutual, she isn’t selling any products or services.  

EV1 is an equestrian who is active on equine-themed Facebook groups in New Zealand. She is, 

at time, tagged in posts – a sure fire way of being taken off her Christmas card list. 

I asked EV1 what makes her scroll by posts, rather than correcting or interacting with the posts 

and replies she sees.] She said in the past she has, but the main issue is that even if she adds 

clearly the horse must be seen by a veterinarian, the people reading the post take her reply as 

an examination of the case and the horse, which it can never be.   
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VIII.1.4 Scenario three

In scenario three, the respondents were asked to imagine their horse “Your horse has been 

diagnosed with a serious but non-contagious medical condition.  The long-term veterinary 

prognosis for a full recovery is not good.  It is likely the condition is non-curable, but it might be 

managed if you can get past this initial stage.  Your veterinarian has not discussed long term 

likelihood of being able to use the horse (e.g., for riding or driving) because they feel the need 

to wait and see how the condition progresses and to run more tests”.    

Polysaccharide storage myopathy (commonly known as PSSM) is a condition of the skeletal 

muscle, which results in an abnormal accumulation of glycogen in muscle. Abnormal levels of 

glycogen in the large muscle groups, e.g., the rump, can lead to the horse “tying up” (more 

accurately known as exertional rhabdomyolysis). Affected horses may be reluctant to move and 

may display sweating, lameness, and muscle tremors.  Large skeletal muscles are stiff and 

painful.  There can be renal implications.  There are currently two types of PSSM recognised, 

PSSM1 and PSSM2. A genetic mutation has been identified as the cause of PSSM1 and it can 

be tested for.  Environmental factors, such as exercise frequency and type, and diet contribute 

to the onset of clinical signs.  PSSM2 however, is idiopathic.  While it also results in abnormal 

glycogen storage in the horse’s muscle, the horses do not have the genetic mutation. The 

cause of PSSM2 remains unknown; there are likely multiple causes and contributing factors.  At 

this time there are no evidence-based clinical tests for PSSM2. (Type 2 Polysaccharide Storage 

Myopathy, n.d.) 

Polysaccharide storage myopathy (PSSM) type two 48F

 is a condition that is frustrating for EV1 – 

not for treating – as at this stage she has yet to see a case, but it is a condition that has become 

popular in the equine-themed Facebook groups.  EV1 is approached by clients wanting to know 

if their horse has PSSM2 and do not understand that the tests that can be run have no evidence 

of efficacy.  EV1 noted there is no understanding of scientific process. 

We continued discussing the motivation for replying to scenario posts.  Replying to educate 

other people and documenting the progress of healing are examples of people wanting to tell 

their story and EV1 adds she feels it is a form of humble bragging too.   

In some cases, humble boasting should – and does, give way to outright trumpet tooting (e.g., if 

a competitor has sponsors it is their responsibility to celebrate success to support and promote 

the sponsors).  Humble bragging is motivating and self-perpetuating to the contributor, even 

though it doesn’t lead to an improved perception by other people. 50F

38 
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The interview discussion turned to the common occurrence of before-and-after posts and 

advertisements which show a before picture of a horse and then an after shot, e.g., after 6 

weeks of being feed a wonder product.  Both EV1 and I agreed there are many contributing 

factors to increased weight gain or visual wellness and that the result is likely to be from a 

myriad of factors, even if the only thing that has changed is adding in the wonder ingredient.  

For example, in the 6 weeks, the climate and ambient temperature, and grass quantity and 

quality will have changed at a bare minimum. The light in the photographs will be different.  If 

the horse is a “rescue” or if it is with a new owner, it will have received a huge change in 

husbandry, e.g., regular grooming, changes in feed and hay (as well as pasture).  It could also 

receive in that time farriery and worming.  Each of these factors will contribute to a change in 

the horse’s appearance.  Before and after photographs is not a scientific measure of the 

successfulness of a product. 

Before and after photographs can be a useful diagnostic or evidential tool however, especially 

in the case of documenting progress of weight gain / loss, wound healing or in response to 

therapy or training using, for example, a Pessoa system 51F

39 on the lunge52F

40.  In saying that, EV1 

added she would still need to see the horse to ensure that the training system being 

implemented was used correctly.  the Pessoa system has excellent results in building a “top-

line”53F

41 and improving balance and stretch when fitted correctly and the horse lunged correctly 

but can cause regression if the lunge work is not correct (e.g., too fast, wrong surface, circle too 

small, length of session insufficient or too long), or if the Pessoa is too tight / clipped to the 

wrong place on the tack.  Another example EV1 gave is the use of an asthma expansion 

chamber (colloquially known as a puffer or spacer) to deliver certain medications to the horse’s 

respiratory system via the nostril.  The vet can prescribe the inhalant medication but would 

always attend the horse with the owner to make sure they knew how to use and were 

competent in using the expansion chamber. 

A common language that is touted by horse owners is that the vet ‘couldn’t fix my horse’, but 

this language is a particular sticky point for EV1.  When the owner turns down options for 

diagnostics or referral, they are limiting the tools the veterinarian has at their disposal.  A 

39 The Pessoa training system is two loops of rope thread through a series of pulleys and clipped onto saddle / bridle 

at differing positions.  It works on the theory of pressure and release to encourage a horse to longitudinally flex in 

different ‘lengths’ according to the position of pulleys and clips, and the length of the rope loops, all of which are 

adjustable.  

40 A common form of training or exercising horses, in which they are driven on a ~20m line in a circle around the 

(stationary) handler.   

41 Top line in horses is the term used to describe the muscle cover over the top of the horse's neck, back and rump.   
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diagnosis is possible, but many owners choose, for whatever reason, to decline what’s on offer. 

Statements of this type are a key source of frustration to EV1 because they help incubate 

mistrust of veterinarians and add to the reluctance to consult sooner. 

The final section of the data, (2).  was not discussed, due to time constraints. 
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VIII.2 Narrative: Farrier 1 (F1)

F1 and I met face-to-face for this interview.  FI and I worked through the data collected and the 

insights and emerging patterns from it.  The narrative is complete for the findings discussed. 

VIII.2.1 Scenario one:

We talked about the replies to this scenario, particularly when someone talks about a wound in 

a different location and offers advice, for example a deep shoulder wound vs. a lacerated hock 

injury.    

We discussed the differences between information and advice that might be given on Facebook 

replies to a post.  F1 noted that the treatment and recovery from a wound involving a joint like 

the hock would be completely different from one on the body. The advice for one location is not 

going to be the same as the advice for other, he noted, especially a wound with joint 

involvement compared with a deep muscle wound.  Both have their own individualities. 

VIII.2.2 Scenario two:

looking at the data; “74% (23.n.) people who would post seeking advice would also suggest 

what was wrong with this horse, indicating they are very comfortable with the exchange of 

information and asking / receiving advice from ‘online friends’ in equine-themed Facebook 

groups.”  F1 agreed with my comment that New Zealand is a nation of story tellers.  This culture 

is not always best for the horse though!  A lot of the advice (given on Facebook in response) is 

not correct, outdated or at times even harmful to the situation.   

“Notably, 43% (34.n.) who said they would redirect to the vet also said they could suggest what 

is wrong with this horse.   Similarly, 25% (15.n.) of those who also said it should be redirected to 

the vet would also be motivated to suggest a product or service to someone with a horse in 

scenario 2”.  I asked F1 how he felt about this stat. He was surprised with that data and 

wouldn’t have expected it.   

VIII.2.3 Scenario three:

F1 was also surprised to see the number of people who said they would tag a professional into 

a post regarding a horse that is under veterinary care, but without a diagnosis.  He said he 

would either not comment at all, if he was tagged in, or would politely decline to comment.  In 

fact, this is one of the reasons that he isn’t involved in equine-themed groups.   

We discussed the case of the head-flicking horse.  It seems in this case the person posting 

didn’t have a lot of knowledge about head-flicking but was inundated with advice and replies.  

Without a full work-up by a veterinarian, some of the advice could at best not work because it is 

not properly implemented, or it could interfere with the veterinarian’s diagnostic and treatment 
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plans, or worse-case scenario the advice could cause the issue to worsen.  There could be 

many different reasons for the head flicking and in fact several different factors could be in play. 

VIII.2.4 Part two

We discussed Part two of the data collected in the Facebook survey, the Likert questions about 

confidence in own knowledge. 

F1 was sceptical about the honesty of the respondents in this section. It doesn’t reflect what he 

experiences when talking to his customers as a rule.  Or perhaps it is more that people think 

they have the knowledge and that’s the danger. 

One of the things that F1 encounters on an almost daily basis are horses that are badly 

behaved for handling.  We discussed what that might look like, not standing still, fidgeting, or 

worse.  A large amount of these issues comes from overfeeding and lack of time, which F1 

believes is the modern lifestyle.  People ride their horses in the weekend. The rest of the week 

they feed them like they’re working them.  the horses are overfed, underworked and often the 

behaviour is not corrected.   

We discussed a lot of (adult) riders are “over-horsed”54F

42, which can compound the problem of 

having insufficient time to work, handle and train the horse. 

f1 wasn’t particularly surprised at the outcome of the questions around loyalty towards farriers 

and asking for recommendations on Facebook.  34% of respondents felt a general or strong 

agreement to using other people’s opinions on facebook to influence their choice of (e.g.,) 

farriers and a further third of this group (32%) tended to use different providers for non-

veterinary care according to current Facebook popularity.  We discussed the results around 

booking in response to Facebook posts, that if someone is organising (e.g.,) massage therapy, 

owners will often book because of the opportunity, not because their horse necessarily needs it. 

F1 noted this data tends to be more related to body workers 55F

43 rather than farriers, although he 

can recall instances of this in his profession as well. 

42 A person is said to be over horsed when the purchase a horse that requires a higher level of riding skill than the 

rider has, e.g., because of issues in the horses schooling that need correcting.  It can also refer to the rider being 

diminutive in statue and height but insisting on buying a very large horse due to breeding and competition trends, 

conditioning (what we see being ridden when we watch elite riding), unreasonable expectations or ambition on the 

part of the owner.  Also sometimes known as “too much money, not enough sense”. 
43 Body workers is a generalised term that incorporates physiotherapists, massage therapists, chiropractors and 

other non-veterinary professionals working on the musculoskeletal system of horses.  In New Zealand this is a 

hugely unregulated area, except for veterinary physiotherapists. 
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VIII.3 Narrative: Equine veterinary nurse (VN1)

VN1 was interviewed using Microsoft Teams, which enabled us to examine data together.  

Notes were taken as we conversed and written up into the following narrative.  The narrative is 

complete for the findings discussed. 

VIII.3.1 Scenario one:

VN1 talked about the replies to this scenario, particularly when someone talks about a wound in 

a different location and offers advice, for example a deep shoulder wound vs. a lacerated hock 

injury. For starters, the treatment is completely different between the two sites of the wounds.  

Replies to posts like this, where there is a big, impressive wound, can seem like the writers are 

competitively responding – as soon as they see the post, they add their own photo / story, even 

if it isn’t completely relevant. 

VIII.3.2 Scenario two:

Replies to scenarios like this tends to lead the person posting on the tangent (as with scenario 

one) and lead them against veterinary advice.  If paying for the vet, why would you post for 

advice on Facebook too?  Compare the veterinary degree vs. Facebook users (albeit 

experienced horse owners). 

VN1 feels that there is a common thread, the impact of these groups, where the advice is not 

from vet / equine veterinary nurse and instead it is asking lay people. 

looking at the data; “74% (23.n.) people who would post seeking advice would also suggest 

what was wrong with this horse, indicating they are very comfortable with the exchange of 

information and asking / receiving advice from ‘online friends’ in equine-themed Facebook 

groups.”  VN1 noted we used to pick up the phone and ask the vet or veterinary staff, or even 

leave a message and the vet would phone clients back, but now clinics have a gatekeeper (the 

receptionist) protecting the vets from overloading.  Back in the day we would sit round the table 

and discuss cases to get input from everyone.  Vets would often call and discuss a specific 

case with another vet to get another view.  The instant gratification of asking Facebook with the 

horse in front of you and getting a response from group members, often within minutes.  Fast 

and easy and no gatekeeper to get past. 

“Notably, 43% (34.n.) who said they would redirect to the vet also said they could suggest what 

is wrong with this horse.   Similarly, 25% (15.n.) of those who also said it should be redirected to 

the vet would also be motivated to suggest a product or service to someone with a horse in 
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scenario 2”.  I asked VN1 how she felt about this stat. she said it was ‘terrifying’.  A little 

knowledge is a dangerous thing!  they haven’t seen the horse (even with photos, they haven’t 

laid hands and actually seen the horse).  Legally only the veterinarian can diagnose.  When 

someone on Facebook offers an opinion of what is wrong or advice to treat with something, 

where is the accountability? This is an anonymous person on a keyboard offering information 

without the full information or examination or knowledge to do so.   

We looked at the laminitic horse owner wanting to know if fibreBoost™ is a suitable feed.  

An unknowledgeable person using the information on posts to diagnose issues is concerning to 

VN1.  the term ‘eye-roll’ has been used several times during this interview and we’ve talked 

about scrolling on by when the advice starts to get inaccurate or irrelevant.   

VN1 wonders what would happen if Facebook suddenly became unavailable for a week.  China 

doesn’t have facebook; and she wonders how they cope?  Probably they don’t miss what 

they’ve never had. 

VIII.3.3 Scenario three:

We discussed the number of respondents who said they would tag someone for advice.  VN1 

has seen tagging, but either the vets are not practicing vets (e.g., they might be retired) or the 

professionals who have been tagged do not respond.  

People forget that not all vets have the same expertise.  While of course they are initially trained 

for all species, they often pick a career path which might be focussed on companion animals or 

dairy cattle.  They are capable at basic treatment but are not the right necessarily the right vet 

to run in-depth diagnostics, for example.  NZVA recommends that treatment should be really 

limited if the species is not the vet’s area of expertise, e.g., if a veterinarian primarily sees dairy 

cattle but is on call and sees another species on call, they should do the necessary basics but 

refer to a companion animal veterinarian.  VN1 feels that clients don’t know this.  In the 

experience of her (veterinarian) husband, owners expect that all veterinarians are created 

equally and should be able to offer the same level of knowledge and care.  On Facebook and 

when dealing with clients she has experienced the education disconnect.  The poor 

understanding from clients that expect the same level of care from all vets, no matter the 

species of their animal (particularly on-call, where this might be the only vet available) leads to 

significant wellness challenges for vets and leads to poor mental health.   

The client needs in (all these) scenarios needs to stay with the veterinarian and their care or 

move to another vet.  The client has already generated fees and the horse, the patient, is under 

the care of that vet – so, if the client then turns to Facebook for more information or a differential 

diagnosis, where is the accountability?  The people who are offering the advice (via replies to 

the post) don’t know the horse and don’t have all the information. 
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Considering the data from all three scenarios and the conclusions found, VN1 says there 

appears to be a certain amount of warped pride that people posting and replying gain from 

sharing for examples photos of wounds or updates on their horse’s health or replying to these 

posts with like for like. 

It is important when dealing with medical situations involving horses that professionals involved 

consider the horse’s individualities.  VN1 currently competes two horses at high level 

competition in New Zealand, and each of them are very different and have different 

requirements with respect to their management, for example nutrition and management when 

travelling and competing.  So, when a person reads a post asking for advice and applies their 

own experience, unless the advice is very generalised, it is unlikely to be fit for the horse the 

original post is about. 

VN1 acknowledged that there is the potential for a skewed opinion when reading the Facebook 

survey data, because of the professional education received.  She was shocked at some of the 

data, but is that because she “knows better” as a professional? 

Upon reflection, VN1 said that horse owners who go on to equine-themed groups on Facebook 

seeking advice for the horse in scenario three isn’t too dissimilar to a veterinarian collaboratively 

consulting with the clinic veterinarians or other colleagues, (e.g., calling a referral / specialist 

clinic) for advice and to bounce ideas, particularly if the case is not straightforward – however, 

the danger is that in using Facebook groups, owners are asking for advice from a group that 

consists of uneducated people.  While there may be someone out there who has experienced a 

similar situation with their own horse, that does not qualify them to respond with full accuracy.  

The concern is also that the cases may appear similar but are not necessarily the same medical 

condition or the same set of circumstances. 

to put this in context.  If a particularly weird case comes into the clinic, whether it be a “normal” 

or specialist clinic, it is common to discuss these in ‘round the table’ format.  this enables the 

group knowledge to input.  While the specific diagnosis might not be known by anyone in the 

group, the discussion helps with thought process, and that professional discussion and 

perspectives of others is often is the key for finding an answer. 

VN1 noted that in some cases, the people who ask for advice when posting to these groups 

may not even recognise that’s what they are doing.  they might feel like they’re just sharing 

their story with other group members.   

We discussed the case of the head-flicking horse.  It seems in this case the person posting 

didn’t have a lot of knowledge about head-flicking but was inundated with advice and replies.  

Without a full work-up by a veterinarian, some of the advice could at best not work because it is 

not properly implemented, or it could interfere with the veterinarian’s diagnostic and treatment 

plans, or worse-case scenario the advice could cause the issue to worsen. 
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With respect to Scenario three, the horse without the diagnosis, this situation is recognisable to 

us both and we discuss grasping at straws owners will make when they are in denial about the 

severity of their horse’s condition.  “these owners are absolutely they are looking for some sort 

of closure - not wanting to make that decision themselves as hard as it is. It’s a heart ruling 

head scenario - one which we as Veterinary health professionals can almost step away from as 

it’s not our pet” says VN1. But we need to be able to help guide and support the owner with 

making the best decision for the patient outcome. 

We also both recognise that these situations, where the horse doesn’t have a solid diagnosis, 

are quite different from your more typical “horse with a broken leg” situation, where the choice is 

often made for you.  Treatment is sometimes available, but without excellent insurance and 

facilities it is often out of reach of the typical New Zealand owner. 

VIII.3.4 Section two:

We discussed the second section of data collected in the Facebook survey, the Likert questions 

about confidence in own knowledge regarding feeding and nutrition.    

VN1 was interested to see the data here.  there were 150 respondents to the statement “I 

understand the roles and requirements of minerals like Selenium, electrolytes and vitamins in 

my horse’s nutrition”.  93% said they were somewhat or highly confident in their ability.  VN1 

said she would like to unpack this a bit.  In her opinion, this data seems to illustrate people don’t 

know what they don’t know.   

VN1 recently attended a youth clinic 56F

44 for her chosen equestrian discipline.  One of the sessions 

on horse management was delivered by a very experienced coach and Olympic rider.  She was 

giving information that was outdated and incorrect.  VN1 found this especially worrying because 

it was youth and the person delivering the session is very respected, in some cases idolised by 

the riders who were present.  In this session, the coach asked how many riders read the 

nutritional value on the horse feed they were using.  Zero riders raised their hand, they did not 

refer to the nutritional information when choosing horse feed. 

So, while older riders (such as those involved in the study) might have an understanding that 

they need to feed vitamins, minerals, and electrolytes to their horses, they may not have an in-

depth understanding of the impact of feeding.  For example, the relationship between and 

interruption of the balance of the relationship of vitamins, minerals, and electrolytes 57F

45, what 

happens when imbalance occurs, how the horse’s body reacts to the imbalance.  Another 

example is macro- and micro- nutrients, % of dietary protein.  

44 The riders were aged between 9 and 20 years.  It is highly likely the senior riders at this clinic would be 

responsible for the husbandry decisions for their horses. 

45 Calcium and Phosphorus ratio is a good example that is well discussed, but there are multitudes of other 

combinations as well. 
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We talked about what then motivates a choice of feed.  You walk into a feed store and there is 

an abundance of choices.  There is a lot of research on things like coloured packaging, 

placement.  the horse feed company Dunstan has recently brought out a new feed ‘Resolve’.  It 

is a well formulated feed in a sea of others with similar formulations.  Is it an accident the feed 

sack is trendy blue and hot pink?  Compared with plainer coloured or white feed sacks, which 

one would be more likely to attract the eye? 

Companies like Dunstan invest large amounts of time and money into creating balanced horse 

feeds that are suited for different ages and stages and yet VN1’s local feed store also mixes 

their own.  there is no nutritional value information on the sack.  “You should try this” VN1 was 

told by the feed store, “It’s really good”.  for what, muses VN1? 

I asked VN1 what makes her roll her eyes and / or scroll by, rather than correcting or interacting 

with the posts and replies she sees.  She said for her its being identified in a public space.  She 

would be far more likely to contact the group administration instead.  she doesn’t want to be 

seen as that person, the one calling people out and then having to deal with the ‘keyboard 

warriors’ who can be vicious in their reactions.  VN1 saw a post on another (non-horse) group 

on Facebook regarding livestock.  The situation clearly warranted veterinary attention, so she 

contacted the group administrator, and the post was removed.  she doesn’t know if the 

administrator messaged the person posting to explain why it was removed though.  If they 

didn’t, then the animals may not have received the care needed. 

I showed VN1 the data for Confidence in tack and equipment and asked for her thoughts.  VNI 

can remember when Welsh international equestrian David Broome rode his horse in a fluffy 

sheepskin noseband without explanation.  In very short order, all the saddlery stores were 

stocking fluffy sheepskin nosebands and they became very popular.  “Where’s the benefit? the 

understanding?” says VN1. 

Finally, VN1 looked at the data from the Facebook survey about confidence in preventative 

treatments for horses.  It’s an area that VN1 resonates with, as her husband is a veterinarian. 

We look at the statement “I work with my veterinarian and follow their recommendations for 

preventative healthcare for my horse(s)”, a statement that 94% of respondents generally or 

highly identified with.  VN1 points out that not all vets are created equally, but that clients have 

huge expectations the attending vet will be an equine vet.  VN1 has attended cases with her 

husband on call when he has told them he is not an equine vet.  “It doesn’t go down well, but 

would you go to a dermatologist to see about your cardiac disease?” 
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Worming management is a huge topic, one that VN1 wouldn’t feel entirely confident making 

recommendations for without researching first – and yet we see posts and replies doing just that 

by non-veterinary staff on facebook regularly.  It’s not enough to pass on “my vet said...” 

anymore.  What was recommended a few years ago may well be outdated. 

VN1’s final thoughts were that as a society we are on our phones all the time.  Facebook users 

are very instant.  You can post something without any pause for thought, so people do.  They 

post without consideration of the consequences. 

The scary thought is the misinformed or uneducated horse owners will read a post or replies to 

a post and say to themselves ‘it must be right’ rather than looking for scientific evidence to 

prove / disprove. 
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VIII.4 Narrative: Qualified sport-horse therapist: T1

T1 and discussed the project data at length for section one, but we ran out of time to discuss 

the final section, section two.  We were able to meet face-to-face for the interview.  The 

narrative is complete for the findings discussed. 

VIII.4.1 Discussion

It is possible that the participants of the online survey are self-experts, which is why they feel 

less motivated to post but are more likely to reply to a post.  When we consider the number of 

horses the average participant owns, it is clear these are not novice horse owners. 

T1 feels that there are many horse owners in New Zealand who are reliant on cost for full 

diagnosis and treatment of their horses.  This factor is compounded by their perception of the 

veterinarian being “unable to diagnose” (lameness, for example) and a lack of education 

surrounding even principles of anatomy and physiology.  This principle was highlighted by 

almost all the interviewed professionals. However viable treatment options seldom come in the 

form of instant gratification.  Diagnostic work is required to make a true diagnosis on the 

condition.   

Staying with lameness, we discussed that unless the lameness is caused by something 

obvious, e.g., a wound, the process of true diagnosis is seldom one that can be achieved 

instantly.  For example, the veterinarian may want to do an analgesic trial 59F

46 for 2-4 weeks and 

then reassess, laboratory tests often need to be sent away to an external laboratory, it might be 

beneficial to monitor a condition to see how it is progressing.  Today there is an increasing 

pressure for instant gratification, the diagnostic pathway can appear like the veterinarian is 

dithering or just doesn’t know. 

clients have become so used to accepting advice from and getting ‘treatments’ for their horses 

from people who are not qualified practitioners that they now accept the diagnosis as well.  This 

point was picked up with EV2 as well.  The misunderstanding of what constitutes an equine 

practitioner vs. someone who is providing equine massage as a service combined with the lack 

of registration in New Zealand contributes. 

46 An analgesic or ‘Bute’ trial is where the horse is treated with pain relief to see if there is a response.  this confirms 

pain is present – often undetected through performance alone, and potentially one of the causative factors for the 

condition, even though it appears to be behavioural. 
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We then discussed specialisation in New Zealand, where you have general veterinarians, 

specialist equine veterinarians, allied veterinary, and equine professionals and how this 

specialisation can be compared to doctors: general medicine, specialist consultants, nurses, 

midwives, and physiotherapists.  We considered that the service a client gets when an equine 

veterinarian attends an equine case is always going to be different than when they are attended 

by e.g., a cattle veterinarian but that the latter is still valuable.  however, the client’s perception 

when they are then referred on, or do not get an instant diagnosis because the veterinarian is 

still working through the diagnostics, or the horse appears to not respond to treatment greatly 

adds to the increasing mistrust.  Unfortunately, social media contributes because owners voice 

their dissatisfaction but don’t understand the reasons why or haven’t wanted to pay for the full 

diagnostic work-up.  the client might believe that the veterinarian “doesn’t know” what is wrong 

with the horse perhaps meaning they are happy for the veterinarian to simply guess.   

The resistance of clients to fully use diagnostic testing raises an interesting point: do owners 

realise diagnostic tests confirm the veterinarian’s diagnosis and to help rule out some of the 

differential diagnoses and determine the extent of a condition, rather than thinking the 

veterinarian uses diagnostic testing to wholly find the diagnosis?  This point was raised during 

the interview with both EV1 and EV2.  It’s possibly highlighted to these three interviewees as 

they are all deeply involved with sports-medicine for sport-horses in New Zealand, in differing 

facets.   

All the interviewees I have spoken to note feelings of frustration and unfulfillment in their areas 

of expertise when a client is unwilling to complete the diagnostic testing, and instead accept 

symptomatic treatment or chooses to turn the horse out for spelling 60F

47 and re-evaluate after a 

period of perhaps months or even a year. 

T1 would love to unpack that the participants of the online survey would tag a professional as 

part of their research before replying to a medical mystery.  t1 says she doesn’t reply to posts 

for two reasons:  Firstly, the risk of the advice being taken out of context or applied to a different 

case (which could appear similar but be quite different 61F

48) and secondly because of the risk of 

47 Spelling is the time a horse spends between the final run of one campaign and when they commence exercise for 

the preparation ahead. They are important both mentally and physically to ensure longevity of the athlete.  It is also 

the term coined for horses that are rested as part of or instead of a treatment plan for injury or illness recovery. 

48 For example, a deep muscle wound vs. a wound on the distal limb with no muscle involvement. 
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being ‘slayed’ by other group users who might disagree or have their own point of view, even if 

the person is not an educated equine professional. 

the common scenario t1 has seen is that the owner can’t complete the full diagnostic work-up 

recommended by the veterinarian, either because they don’t understand the need or because 

they can’t afford to.  they will then post on facebook that their veterinarian can’t diagnose the 

problem and may also at that time ask for other people’s advice.  It isn’t a malicious act, but it 

breeds the mistrust all the interviewees and I have noted.   

Veterinarians are unable or unwilling to defend themselves for several reasons: the have a 

Code of Conduct to follow, which is reliant on vets always acting as consummate professionals 

(e.g., not getting into a discussion about who said what on Facebook).  There are channels that 

an owner can take if they are truly unsatisfied with the care of their veterinarian, but generally 

the owner isn’t truly unsatisfied in these circumstances of facebook posts.   

Secondly, the veterinary industry and particularly veterinarians in New Zealand are already 

under huge pressure.  The industry is in crisis.  Additional conversation and conflict on social 

media are not conducive to the self-preservation required just to survive.  The time spent on 

replying to such posts might be seen as defending themselves unnecessarily and is best spent 

on the next case.  thirdly is the threat of being ‘slayed’.  Many of us in the industry have seen 

examples of terrible behaviour by people who are on Facebook and who are “keyboard 

warriors”.  their posts and behaviour can be the straw that breaks the proverbial camel’s back, 

adding to mental stress that becomes unendurable.  
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VIII.5 Narrative: Equine veterinarian (EV2)

Although we originally planned this interview to take place face-to-face, a serious of unfortunate 

events meant it was deferred and took place instead on Microsoft Teams.  This format allowed 

me to share the data and record a transcript of the interview.  From this recording notes were 

later taken, and the following narrative was produced.  The narrative is complete for the findings 

discussed. 

VIII.5.1 Discussion

The first thing to note is that there are some good groups on Facebook, and these are perhaps 

groups that our industry needs to model, to take control back and dilute the inaccuracies and 

misinformation that is rife.  EV2 and I discussed the Facebook group Horse Vet Corner SM, 

founded in the United States 4 years ago and now with an international membership of over 

183, 600 Facebook users.  The page has attracted 950 new members in the past week (Sept 

2021) and averages more than 80 new posts per day from people seeking veterinary advice for 

their horses (Facebook - Horse Vet Corner, 2021).  The simple rules are that anyone can join, 

but only veterinarians can reply.  To be a member of the group, a Facebook user must answer 

questions and if they want to register as a contributing veterinarian, they must then also provide 

evidence of their qualifications for consideration.  The posts found on this group tend to be very 

detailed and made either from owners who are working with a veterinary team and are looking 

for more information / a fresh perspective on their case, or from people who live a very long way 

from their nearest clinic and who are looking for help until their veterinary team can attend.  The 

group is heavily administered.  Replies must be signed as the veterinarian and are checked by 

the group administrators to ensure they have been made by a veterinarian.  Replies that are 

made by non-veterinarians are taken down, warnings are made on the posts and repeat 

offenders are removed from the group.  It’s a useful group but the administration of it is huge 

compared with the New Zealand equine-themed groups in the study.  EV2 wonders if this is the 

direction we should be heading. 

At times it seems as though Facebook users may not realise that they are asking for help when 

they are posting in these groups.  This point was explored early in the online survey when 

participants were asked about their motivation to e.g., post a photo of their horse on Facebook.  

EV2 agrees with previous comment that one of the reasons perhaps people claim to not post 

seeking advice on the Facebook groups we are investigating is because they are confident in 

their own knowledge, even though it may be incomplete or outdated.   

We discussed the use of turmeric and that although this spice is frequently recommended as a 

cure-all, it requires further research into the actual benefits, particularly in horses.  The general 

conception is that because curcumin works as both an anti-inflammatory and antioxidant in 
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some circumstances and species, it seems plausible that it could have beneficial effects for 

horses with endocrine disease. However, an effective (and safe) dose for curcumin has not yet 

been established in horses. Furthermore, clinical trials demonstrating efficacy of curcumin in 

treatment or prevention of endocrine disease (PPID or EMS) have not yet been performed. 

Banse, H. (2020, Spring). Turmeric for horses? EQUUS.   Our industry professionals are all 

universally frustrated that turmeric is so widely and wildly recommended as a cure-all, without 

solid evidence to back the claims. 

VIII.5.2 Scenario one:

EV2’s gut-feeling is that people do seek gratification and sympathy by posting even progress of 

wounds.  the reaction to replies that say “oh, job well done” is well documented in research that 

has taken place over the past decade, such as journal articles published by Clark & Moloney, 

2020; Ellison, Gray, et al., 2013; Marengo et al., 2021; Moore & McElroy, 2012. 

EV2 noted that people underestimate what experience actually looks like.  Facebook group 

users might be reading advice from someone who’s research into relevant wound care is (n=1) 

or at best (n = less than 5), whereas an equine veterinary might easily be seeing those numbers 

on a weekly basis over a 15-year career. 

VIII.5.3 Scenario two:

We discussed the results for scenario two and EV2 highlighted the data that 20% of 

respondents would post asking for advice in an equine-themed group on Facebook.  In her 

experience, EV2 still gets a lot of clients calling for advice, but not wanting a consult, which 

sometimes leads to posts on Facebook. She has seen people she has spoken to, who have 

declined a consult then post “the vet can’t do anything”, when, the vet can’t do any more over 

the phone and a consult is required but the client doesn’t want the cost of the consult.  

The Covid environment has meant there has been a lot of development in New Zealand and 

like doctors, the veterinary industry now provides an increased range of online and telephone 

consults.  However, animals are not humans, and it remains largely not possible to completely 

diagnose a condition or illness without handling the animal.  However, the client often seems to 

translate this to “the vet doesn’t know what is wrong with my horse”.  In her experience, EV2 

notes that casual calls for advice seldom lead to an actual consult, even when it is strongly 

recommended. 

Just as t1 discussed in her interview with me, EV1 notes that owners don’t often understand 

the level of education / registration that different providers – particularly non-qualified horse 
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“therapists” and “dentists” may be operating with.  Frequently she deals with the owners of 

equine patients who come to her and say the horse has already been diagnosed with a 

condition, they just want the treatment.  Worryingly though, the condition that has been 

“diagnosed” might by nonsensical, and yet it is accepted by the owner as fact, or it has been 

“diagnosed” without any diagnostic tests to confirm, e.g., radiographs or blood tests. A common 

example is the statement “my horse’s hip or back is out of alignment”, referring to human sp inal 

subluxation which is physically almost impossible in the horse due to several mechanical and 

anatomical features. 

the hit to veterinary confidence due to the mistrust expressed by EV1 is poignant in today’s 

time.  EV2 agrees with comments made in other interviews for this study that when vets begin 

to second guess they are carrying out diagnostic testing to make money and says this second-

guessing is detrimental and makes it difficult to vet properly. 

My vet doesn’t know what’s wrong with my horse.  She wants to do x-

rays again, but we just had them done 2 years ago and she charged me 

$600.  Why do I need them again?  I think it’s just a revenue-gathering 

exercise. 

Repeat diagnostic testing tends to be more widely accepted in companion animal medicine.  

Equine owners are more likely to question the motivation of the veterinarian for running 

radiographs.   However, like any creature, man, or beast, being able to track the changes that 

have occurred over the period of treatment helps determine not only the progression of a 

condition but also the success of treatment and shapes further treatment decisions. 

Where cost is the issue, insurance is the answer.  New Zealand horse owners are infrequent 

users of insurance and preventative healthcare for their charges. Only very few owners 

recognise the benefit of establishing healthy parameters, e.g., taking radiographs and 

performing baseline bloodwork when the horse is healthy to be able to compare to in later 

years. If “normal” parameters are recorded, identifying “abnormal” for that individual is 

straightforward. This is true particularly owners of low performance / recreational horses 

compare with high performance or racing horses. 
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The use of Facebook rather than discussing directly with the veterinarian contributes to the high 

stress of the occupation and to the industry being in crisis, EV2 notes, as she believes it one of 

the leading reasons for veterinarians (and AVPs) to leave the profession.  There is a lot of 

working being done in this area she notes and certainly it isn’t necessary to look far for 

supportive information on the veterinary crisis in New Zealand. (Marshall, 2021; New Zealand 

Veterinary Association (NZVA) and the Veterinary Council of New Zealand (VCNZ), 2014; 

Stuff.co.nz, 2021).  Inherently, the stress the veterinarian experience flows on to other members 

of the team. 

We discussed that in some cases the way that clinics charge needs to be improved, an area 

that my colleague Francesca Brown has been researching for her own Masters (Brown, in 

progress).  Some owners want the veterinarian to talk on the phone for half an hour about their 

case, but this should be charged as a telephone consult.  At times they might only be calling to 

check a dose-rate or ask the vet’s opinion, but this leads to discussion.  EV2 says that when the 

veterinarian’s professional opinion is given away for free, they are undermining their business. 

Undercharging or not charging properly leads to unsustainable business, because the clinic 

needs to then cut costs in other areas to accommodate.  Invariably this leads to understaffing.  

New Zealand is a great nation for getting it done on a shoestring, “she’ll be right” attitudes and 

stoicism, the latter often misplaced.  This unsustainable model greatly contributes to stress 

because it is time consuming, meaning the veterinary team then needs to cut back on what can 

be achieved in a working day.  Non-priority work builds up adding to the stress.  Clients become 

unhappy because the non-priority work doesn’t get completed in a timely manner.  When the 

clinic does charge correctly, owners are quick to condemn them, often publicly and not always 

accurately or using the correct context. 

EV2 believes that owners asking for advice in these Facebook groups often do so because the 

advice is free and instant, which the industry just can’t supply.  In turn posting on facebook 

hamstrings the veterinary industry, reducing veterinary numbers and quality of service, and in 

turn this leads to more people asking for advice on Facebook.  A vicious circle.  This is further 

intensified if vets reply to being tagged in posts or being instant messaged.  EV2 explains that 

she commonly received messages before creating a separate business account.  Horse owners 

would send messages with photos or videos.  “Do you think my horse is lame?” they would ask.  

tell them to phone the clinic and they retort, “But all that costs more money!”.  horse owners 

are happy to pay for professional services, e.g., lawyer, doctor but this hasn’t followed through 

to veterinary services.  Unfortunately, the owners that follow this train of thought are contributing 

to dissatisfaction and therefore veterinarians leaving the profession.   
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Not being able to correctly diagnose and treat an animal because the owner doesn’t have 

insurance or is unwilling to commit to e.g., a full lameness work-up is an immense source of job 

dissatisfaction, particularly with equine veterinarians. The client comes with a lame horse, 

cause unknown and a $300 budget.  The vet is unable to cut costs because that means that 

misdiagnoses is likely.  Despite this, the owner would prefer to turn the horse out and spell it for 

a year.  After a year, the horse is still lame, perhaps worse, the owner still does not have the 

money for a full work-up and may opt to permanently retire the horse.  Retirement doesn’t solve 

the issue; in fact, the horse remains in chronic pain and there is no clinical satisfaction for the 

veterinary team.  Clients do not seem to understand the horse will remain in chronic pain or see 

the breaks in the industry, perhaps not even realising that veterinarians are not using AVPs or 

charging properly.  At a basic level they just see the costs. 

The need that clients have for instant consultation and instant fix is further compounded by their 

desire for full information all at an unsustainably low cost. 

Picking up on what T1 and VN1 indicated in their interviews, EV2 notes that in New Zealand 

such many people claim for greater knowledge than they have. 

My chiro has diagnosed my horse with a tear in his hamstring. Can you treat it 

please? 

EV2 notes that the ‘chiropractor’ in this scenario is not qualified and is really offering an opinion, 

not a diagnosis.  The owners have no understanding of training and that there are even 

(general) veterinarians who refer horses to these people, some of whom are dangerous, but 

who have a good reputation because of who they are associated with, not because of any 

experience.   

that there are unregistered “therapists”, (body, massage and dental) working in New Zealand is 

a huge welfare issue to our horses.  There is no accountability, should something go wrong – 

and it does go wrong.  There are several well documented cases of horses that have been 

permanently damaged and even euthanised because of “therapeutic treatments” by untrained 

laymen66F

49.  There are some people acting illegally e.g., sedating, conducting dental work without 

49 Not all body workers are unqualified, the issue is the use of unregistered or untrained people posing as therapists. 
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training but who does that get reported to? the unethical and damaging “treatments” provided 

by some body workers are unethical, damaging to the horse and at best will provide no change 

to the horse’s well-being.  horse owners don’t realise that there is no register, they have a 

blanket trust because of the associations they have.  

Issues also arise when owners fail to note that their horse may have e.g., soft tissue injury, 

over- or wrong- work, so instead book an equine ‘osteopath’ or ‘chiropractor’ who then may 

contribute to the problem the horse is experiencing. 

Likewise, there are people on social media who have built an empire around giving unqualified 

advice, often also untrue or at best unresearched.  We discussed a prominent New Zealand 

source who makes outrageous claims, such as all colic cases are caused by, and curable by 

removing horses from pasture and giving magnesium.  Treating laminitis by simply overfeeding 

potassium is just so dangerous, says EV2.  Give your horse 1kg and it will drop dead when you 

next hop on it.  It won’t have laminitis at that point though... Accompanying these false claims 

are sometimes claims that (general) veterinarians are unable to treat colic cases.  The question 

is, who do you report people like this to?  NZVA is unable to touch them because their Code of 

Conduct is for registered veterinarians.  Legally, although defaming the industry, they are not 

breaking laws, but it is the welfare of the horses that suffer. 

VIII.5.4 Scenario three:

Although the data showing how many people would be willing to tag a professional in (60%) 

surprised me, it didn’t surprise EV2.  If people she knows become repeat offenders, she will 

push them to her professional Facebook rather than keeping them as a friend on her personal 

account.  EV2 would like to unpack who the respondents consider as professionals when they 

are tagging someone in. 

VIII.5.5 Part two:

We discussed the confidence people have in their own decision making around horse feed, 

equipment, and preventative health. 

Help!  I’m embarrassed to ask but my mum pulled my bridle apart to clean it 

but neither of us know which way round the bit goes.  It’s a Doctor Bristol bit. 

I’m just not sure which way round the central plate is supposed to go. 
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EV2 notes that there is an increasing awareness and research being conducted about how 

bridle-bit and bitting effects the performance of horses.  However, this post illustrates bitting 

issues that are common to many we have encountered in the Facebook and demonstrates 

there is a gap in knowledge.  Yet the survey respondents indicate they are confident with their 

level of knowledge.   We discuss the probability that owners do not know that they don’t know. 

Internationally, there has been considerable research over the past decade into the effects of 

bridles and bitting of horses, at all levels of riding. Cook & Kibler, 2018; McGreevy et al., 2012; 

Tell et al., 2008 have produced examples of the increasing importance of bridle and bits in their 

published works. Research continues in this area and EV2 expects the issues of discomfort and 

pain around bit and bridle choice and fit will become more prominently featured in discussions. 

We discussed that the respondents have indicated they are confident in their knowledge.  This 

data is worrying because it indicates to EV2 that people don’t realise when information is 

outdated.  A good example of this is management of parasitism because treatment plans have 

evolved considerably over the past decade.   

VIII.5.6 Summary

The interview with EV2 further highlighted the need to educate our clients – and our AVP 

students at least the very basics of evidence-based research.  EV2 believes that dilution of the 

misinformation and inaccuracies on Facebook is necessary.  Whether this can be achieved 

through the excellent but unsustainable model of Facebook groups such as Horse Vet Corner is 

difficult to imagine, given that: 

1. Most cases still require a consultation and diagnostics

2. The unsustainable amount of administration required just in stopping non-veterinary

replies, and

3. That the advice in this forum is free, which contributes to some of the issues the

veterinary industry in New Zealand is currently facing.

The alternate is for veterinarians and clinics to become more involved with creating reputable 

sources of information that clients can be directed to.  EV2 has been working on producing 

resources in this vein but admits that asides from not needing the administration, the same 

issues identified for Horse Vet Corner -type groups on Facebook will be issues for web-based 

resources.  Furthermore, there might be issues with advice and information being taken out of 

context or applied to another condition.  EV2 has added a disclaimer to her web-presence that 

the resources she has created does not replace diagnostics, it is only where we start and to 

contact the clinic for a consultation. 
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As well as diluting misinformation, EV2 feels that if horses are referred to the right people (e.g., 

to qualified and registered people) a hallmark will be set, which will eventuate in non-qualified 

being slowly weeded out of service.   

The people on Facebook who are most vocal often seem to have a snippet of information.  

Because they are so vocal and share their thoughts on the groups we are talking about, a circle 

is created and their profile is raised, followers feel that the replies are surely made by someone 

who knows what they are talking about and therefore trust in their advice increases without any 

real basis and without fact-checking.  However, notes EV2, if the information is incomplete, 

outdated or out of context it is damaging.  Dilution might follow on from those replies and direct 

to a better (external) source, journal article, website from a professional etc.
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Appendix IX: Abbreviations 

ACVM Agricultural Compounds and Veterinary Medicines are substances used to help 

manage animals (and plants).  The ACVM Act 1997 controls how the substances 

may be used, sold, imported, and manufactured in New Zealand. 

AHP Allied health professionals, AHPs equine physiotherapists, equine nutritionists, 

farriers, massage therapists with professional training 

AHR Anthelmintic resistance occurs when internal parasites change of time and no longer 

respond to ‘drenches’ making infections harder to treat and creating populations of 

parasites that can’t be killed by conventional treatments.  Underdosing animals is the 

key component to AHR as the surviving population is genetically resistant. 

AMR 
Antimicrobial resistance occurs when bacteria, viruses, fungi and parasites change 

over time and no longer respond to medicines making infections harder to treat and 

increasing the risk of disease spread, severe illness and death. As a result of drug 

resistance, antibiotics and other antimicrobial medicines become ineffective 

and infections become increasingly difficult or impossible to treat.  

AVP Allied veterinary professionals, AVPs e.g., veterinary nurses, rural large animal 

technicians, equine dentists with professional training. 

AVPRC Allied Veterinary Professionals Regulatory Council is the regulatory organisation for 

allied veterinary professionals including veterinary nurses and technicians in New 

Zealand.  The AVPRC works under the governance of the NZVNA. 

CT or CAT A computed tomography, CT or CAT scan is a diagnostic tool that is only available 

for animals in New Zealand in a small number of specialist clinics, largely due to the 

expense of the equipment.  It is more sophisticated than radiography (traditional x-

rays) and can be used to create a 3D view of soft tissues and organs as well as 

bone.  Contrast study using injectable tracers can also be used.   

CTR Competitive trail riding, CTR is a scored horse-riding event based on riding over 

distance to an optimum time and your mount having the lowest possible heart rates. 

FDA The Food and Drug Administration is responsible for protecting the public health by 

ensuring the safety, efficacy, and security of human and veterinary drugs, biological 

products, and medical devices; and by ensuring the safety of the United States food 

supply, cosmetics, and products that emit radiation.  While the FDA is United States 

based, FDA approval is internationally recognised.  It does not supersede NZ law 

however (see ACVM) 

HRHs HRHs is the acronym for the Happy Rapa Hackers Facebook group.  Initially a 

Wairarapa (‘Rapa) community horse-riding group, it now has members from around 

New Zealand.  

HSK Horses with trigeminal-mediated headshaking syndrome (HSK), also known as 

equine idiopathic headshaking, suffer from pain, tingling and electric shock like 
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sensations when the trigeminal nerves that runs across the face becomes 

hypersensitive.  The response in the horse varies from a nose flick to violent head 

jerking, impairing performance and affecting quality of life.  The condition is not 

curative and often leads to euthanasia. (Dacvim et al., 2017; Pickles et al., 2014; 

Sheldon et al., 2018) 

LAVT The Large Animal Veterinary Technicians Group of the NZVA is a special interest 

branch formed under the Society of Dairy Cattle Veterinarians of New Zealand. 

MProfPrac Master of Professional Practice 

MPI The Ministry of Primary Industries (Manatū Ahu Matua) is the public service 

department of New Zealand charged with overseeing, managing, and regulating 

the farming, fishing, food, animal welfare, biosecurity, and forestry sectors of New 

Zealand's primary industries. 

MSD Merck Sharp & Dohme Corp., a subsidiary of Merck & Co. Merck & Co., Inc., 

Kenilworth, NJ, USA (known as MSD outside of the US and Canada) is a global 

healthcare leader working to help the world be well. From developing new therapies 

that treat and prevent disease to helping people in need, we are committed to 

improving health and well-being around the world.  The Veterinary Manual was first 

published in 1955 as a service to the community and is a well-regarded resource 

internationally.   

NZCDS New Zealand Carriage Driving Society is the national body for and consisting of 

affiliated carriage driving clubs throughout New Zealand. 

NZPCA New Zealand Pony Clubs Association consists of 82 clubs encompassing 250 

branches that work together to promote and improve the quality of riding and horse 

management instruction for riders and their coaches throughout New Zealand. 

NZVA The New Zealand Veterinary Association is the New Zealand membership 

association representing veterinarians.  As well as a national board and national 

office, it comprises of 14 special interest branches and 15 regional networks. 

NZVNA New Zealand Veterinary Nurses Association was set up in 1992 to promote the 

profession of veterinary nursing in New Zealand.  The NZVNA is independent of the 

NZVA. 

VCNZ Veterinary Council of New Zealand is responsible for ensuring all practicing 

veterinarians in New Zealand are competent, fit, and healthy, trained, qualified and 

up to date.   All people working as veterinarians in New Zealand must by law 

(Veterinarians Act 2005) be registered with the Veterinary Council of New Zealand 

and hold a current practising certificate.   




