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IMPORTANCE OF NOTICING

When Pain Goes Unnoticed

Can Children Be the First to See It

“| think something is wrong.”
Sometimes those five words
may be the beginning of
helping a horse in pain. A child
may notice a pony tense up
when the girth is tightened,
move away from the saddle,
or pin her ears when the rider
mounts. Nothing dramatic.
No obvious lameness or
wound. The pony just seems
different. But when an adult
answers, “She always does
that,” or “Don’t worry, she is
fine,” the child may wonder:
Should | trust what | noticed?

And: Is safe to speak up?

Pain Doesn’t Always
“Shout”

When we think of horses in
pain, many imagine something
obvious: a limping horse, a
visible injury, or a horse
clearly in distress. But pain

may also show itself through

much subtler changes: slight
resistance, increased tension,
a different expression, tail
swishing, or becoming quieter
than usual.

The difficult part is that
these signs can have various
explanations. A swishing tail
may simply mean that the
horse is bothered by flies. A
horse resisting an exercise
cannot be diagnosed by a
snapshot in time. Children
should never carry the
responsibility of diagnosing
pain, but they can learn to
notice change.

There is an important
difference between saying,
“This horse is in pain,” and
saying, “l noticed she’s doing
something she doesn’t usually
do.” The second sentence
opens a door. So does

saying, “l can’t explain it, but

Learning to notice starts with watching.
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something feels different.”
Sometimes noticing begins
with seeing something.
Sometimes it begins as a gut
feeling.

What If the Child
Notices First?

Children often spend a lot of
time observing the ponies they
love. They groom them, ride
them, stand beside them, and
learn their habits. Sometimes

a child may therefore be the
first person to notice that
something has changed.

But horse life has a hierarchy.
The instructor knows best.

The stable owner has more
experience. The older rider may
sound more confident. Children
who see something or simply
have a feeling that something

is not right may quickly begin
to doubt themselves: “Maybe |
am wrong. Maybe this is normal.
Maybe | should stop asking.”
Children who repeatedly hear

“The horse is fine” may eventually

stop talking about what they
see. They may even stop trusting
what they see and feel.

Fortunately, | also see riding
schools in Denmark where
horse welfare is taken seriously
and children are praised for
sharing their observations.

A child saying, “He seems
different today,” is met with
interest rather than dismissal.
This is the kind of stable culture
we need more of.
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Children learning to observe horses and pay attention

to subtle changes in behaviour and body language.

We Also Need Change

in Competition

The same must apply

to children who want to
participate in competitions.
Caring about horse welfare and
enjoying competition should
never be opposites. Young
riders need to feel safe saying
that their horse does not feel
right, even on competition day.
They need adults and a sport
culture around them that make
one thing clear: behaviour that
may be rooted in pain deserves
attention—not punishment, or
pressure to continue.

If we want children to put
horse welfare first, we must
create an environment where
that behaviour is supported—
even when plans, results, and
ambitions are at stake. A horse
showing behaviour that may

be connected to pain should
be assessed before being
expected to perform. The
values we reward become the
values our children carry into

the future of equestrian sports.

Teach Children to Say
“l Noticed...”

One of the simplest tools we
can give children is language.
They can learn to say, “I noticed
she tenses when | tighten the
girth,” or, “l noticed he doesn’t
usually walk like this.” They
might say, “She moved away
when | brought the saddle,” or
simply, “He seems different
today.” And sometimes they
may only be able to say, “I have
a feeling something is wrong.”
That matters too.

Children do not need to know
what is wrong before they are
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allowed to speak. They need

to feel safe telling us what they
see, notice, or sense. Then the
adults need to be attentive
enough to listen and create
space for the conversation.
Taking a child’s observation
seriously does not mean
agreeing with every conclusion.
It means being willing to look.
We can answer, “Thank you for
noticing. Show me what you
saw.” We can say, “Let’s look
together,” or even, “I don’t
know what it means yet, but
it’s worth paying attention to.”

These answers teach children
that awareness is valuable,
guestions are welcome, and
the horse’s wellbeing matters.

Let Them Keep Noticing

We do not need children to
become little pain experts.
We need them to stay curious,
observant, and connected to
the horses they spend time
with.

We need them to trust that
what they see and what they
sense is worth sharing. And we
need adults who create a safe
space for them to do exactly
that.

It may not be anything serious.
Or it may be the beginning

of finding a physical problem.
Either way, something
important has happened: the
child noticed, the child spoke,
and an adult listened.
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