
How Are Organizations Communicating about the Wild Horse and Burro Controversary? An Analysis of Facebook Pages

Introduction/Theoretical Framework
Controversy surrounding the management of wild horse populations on public lands has the attention of the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), mustang advocate organizations, and members of the public. Concerns about the various tools of management included roundups for horses to be disposed of or relocated to government holding facilities, adoption and sales, and use of reproductive control to decrease growth rates (Daly, 2021). Scientists who advise the BLM suggested that the reduction of wild horses on public lands is urgent due to the ecological effects of climate change and the competition for food and water between the horses, wildlife, and livestock (Daly, 2021); however, some wild horse advocates argued that the BLM “unfairly targets horses and instead should look to reduce the number of livestock grazing public lands” (Daly, 2021, para. 12). In a survey conducted by Utah State University Extension about the public’s knowledge of free-roaming horses and their management, Frey (2022) collected 3,177 responses from the five regions of the United States. Frey found that less than 10% of the respondents “knew that there are currently more than 75,000 free roaming horses on public lands” (para. 15). In the survey, participants could select all the locations they thought wild horses were present. Nearly 50% selected Wyoming and over 40% selected Montana, but fewer respondents were aware of wild horses in the other eight states listed. Frey inferred those respondents were influenced by Western fiction, movies, or social media. Nearly 50% of respondents didn’t know which tools the BLM use to manage wild horse populations.

The BLM’s Wild Horse and Burro Program manages the size of horse herds by using three tools: fertility control, removal of the horses from public rangelands and placement in long-term holding facilities, and adoption and sale of horses from the holding facilities (Frey, 2022). The BLM manages wild horses and burros in 177 herd management areas that spans 26.9 million acres across 10 western states (Bureau of Land Management n.d.). Most of these wild horses are managed in Nevada, California, Oregon, Utah, and Wyoming (Frey, 2022), with an estimated 86,000 wild horses roaming as of March 1, 2021 (Bureau of Land Management, 2022). In 2021, more than 8,600 wild horses were placed into private care through adoptions and sales (Bureau of Land Management, 2022). The program has expanded wild horse gather and fertility control operations in 2022 because climate change and extreme drought impact the West (Bureau of Land Management, 2022). The program plans to gather 22,000 wild horses, removing 19,000 animals and treating 2,300 animals with fertility control methods before releasing them back on public lands by September 2022.

Many agricultural organizations manage Facebook pages or groups as a communication tool that promotes their messages or agriculture-related causes to their audiences (Meyers et al., 2011). Social media can connect organizations to their supporters, reach new people, and build a community around their message or mission. As a result of social media platforms’ accessibility, “content sharing and user interaction has become relatively easy and efficient” (Baruah, 2012, p. 2). The BLM’s efforts to communicate with wild horse and burro program participants includes social networking (Bureau of Land Management, 2012, 2013). The BLM social media is used to “promote the BLM’s mission, advance a BLM priority, or address a tangible public need” (Bureau of Land Management, 2012, para. 14). The program’s largest following is on Facebook with more than 108,000 followers. Additionally, mustang advocate associations and nonprofit mustang organizations use Facebook to discuss how wild horses should be managed and allow people to comment. These agricultural conversations are not immune to misinformation that “often drives the public perception,” which can impact consumer behavior (Roberts et al., 2016, p. 59). While open conversation across platforms is a way to gauge public opinion and gain feedback, there is a need to ensure these stakeholders have reliable information to base their opinions and arguments on. 

The controversy surrounding wild horse and burro management has become both a political and social issue with multiple opinions, mixed public knowledge levels, and the opportunity to educate (DeConcini & Rice, 2021). Having knowledge about wild horse management is part of agriculture literacy. The public’s minimal involvement in the agriculture or relevant industry could potentially create a knowledge gap, suggesting it’s the responsibility of those who are in the industry to accurately inform the public about agricultural issues. If society has an “understanding of agriculture and current economic, social, and environmental impacts,” they can make informed decisions and support change that could “lessen current challenges facing agriculture” (Kovar & Ball, 2013, p. 168). On the other hand, if a population is not agriculturally literate, they may be more likely to believe misinformation, potentially impacting the agricultural market (Kovar & Ball, 2013). With the potential impacts of inaccurate agriculture information, strategic social media posts are important to educate followers on topics, such as wild horse management (Betts, 2009).

To better understand the ways wild horse management is being communicated, framing theory was the theoretical framework for this study. Framing exhibits how people construct social narratives, interactions, and meanings through “linguistic and paralinguistic means” (Gordon, 2018, p. 324). By using frames, organizations can portray content to their audience from a certain point-of-view or angle, which “can have an impact on both the volume and character of messages about a particular issue” (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007, p. 12). Another use of frames is to efficiently present complex issues to audiences that may not know a lot about the subject (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007).

Purpose and Research Questions
This study aimed to understand framing of conversations, sentiment, and engagement of wild horse management and issues on Facebook. This manuscript addresses two research questions: (1) how many total mentions of keywords occurred, and (2) what were the organizations’ messages within each frame discussing wild horses?

Methods
Data for this study were collected using Meltwater, a social media monitoring and analytics program. Facebook was selected because the BLM and mustang advocate organizations have public pages that enable them to bridge the gap between their organization’s goals and their public’s interests, as well as engage with the media (Morrison, 2015). The start date for data collection was June 1, 2021, because the BLM hosted a Wild Horse Advisory Board meeting in June to discuss management plans that could impact online conversations, and data collection stopped January 31, 2022, because on that date the BLM released its annual plan for wild horse gathers based on the advisory board discussions. Boolean searches in Meltwater identified posts that contain at least one of the following keywords: (1) “contraception,” “birth control,” “fertility control,” or “herd population,” (2) “roundup” or “gather,” (3) “adoption,” and (4) “wild horse management.” These Boolean searches analyzed Facebook posts for three nonprofit organizations (Return to Freedom, Wild Horse Conservation; American Wild Horse Campaign; and Wild Horse Education) and the government’s BLM Wild Horse and Burro Program. Return to Freedom has a Facebook following of over 271,000 and works on protective legislation, conservation, and educational outreach. American Wild Horse Campaign has a Facebook following of 569,000 and wants to stop the BLM gather operations and reform the policies and methods for herd management. Wild Horse Education’s purpose is to protect wild horses from slaughter and preserve the herds and public land on which they graze. This organization’s Facebook page has a following of over 121,600. Data were exported as an Excel file containing 690 posts, and descriptive statistics were ran using IBMⓇ SPSS Statistics version 28. 

Results/Findings
	Research question one used Boolean searches to identify the number of mentions of the keywords. Mentions of “roundup” occurred the most by the nonprofit organizations, with Return to Freedom, Wild Horse Conservation contributing 235 posts (65.5%; Table 1). The BLM posted about removing horses from public lands; however, they referred to it as a “gather” or “gathering operation” in five posts, using different terminology than the nonprofit organizations. The BLM Wild Horse and Burro Program focused their posts on adoption the most, attributing to 40 of the posts that contained the keyword (44.9%). Of the posts mentioning “wild horse management,” 78 mentions (72.2%) were attributed to Return to Freedom, Wild Horse Conservation.

Table 1.

Total Mentions of Keywords in Facebook Posts from June 1, 2021, to January 31, 2022

	Organization
	Contraception
	Fertility Control
	Roundup or
Gather
	Adoption
	Management

	
	 n
	%
	n
	%
	n
	%
	n
	%
	n
	%

	Return to Freedom, Wild Horse Conservation
	0 
	0.0
	108 
	84.4
	235
	64.5
	21
	23.6
	78 
	72.2

	American Wild Horse
Campaign
	1 
	0.1
	  7
	 5.5
	87
	23.9
	27
	30.3
	11
	10.2

	Wild Horse Education
	0
	0.0
	  6 
	 4.7
	37
	10.1
	  1
	 1.1
	  0
	  0.0

	BLM Wild Horse and Burro
Program
	0
	0.0
	  7
	 5.5
	  5
	  1.3
	40
	44.9
	19
	17.6


Research question two described the organizations’ messages within these frames: roundup, fertility control, adoption, and wild horse management. For posts that mentioned “roundup,” nonprofit organizations focused on giving timely roundup updates, including the number of horses captured or killed and further reports. The American Wild Horse Campaign advertised policy changes they were pursuing: “We challenge the Biden Administration to live up to its promise of science-based governance by using this latest scientific information to re-evaluate federal wild horse roundup,” and continued to update followers on the status of their pursuits. Contrarily, the BLM’s messages about gather operations included links to studies on how they were a safe management option.

Posts about fertility control discussed sterilization such as Porcine Zona Pellucida (PZP-22), including a post by Return to Freedom that communicated BLM plans to “treat and release with the fertility control vaccine PZP-22 up to 30 mares.” The American Wild Horse Campaign mentioned political actions taking place. The BLM mentioned fertility control the least of the four groups and spoke about improvements they were planning to make: “The BLM has extended the deadline for new research proposals to develop safe, effective and longer-lasting fertility control methods…”.

The BLM’s messages mentioning adoption advertised information on upcoming events and additional resources for viewers to learn how to get involved. The BLM even connected other practices, such as gathers, back to adoption: “Check out this story of an Idaho adopter who finally was able to take home not just one, but three wild horses gathered from the Challis Herd Management Area, thanks in part to the Adoption Incentive Program.” The nonprofit organizations voiced their concerns about the BLM’s adoption fees and incentive programs, including direct quotes and statements. 

Of the posts mentioning wild horse management, 72.2% of them were from Return to Freedom, Wild Horse Conservation. The mission statement on Return to Freedom’s Facebook page is about conservation of wild horse freedom and habitats, thus posting about how the management of the horses is relevant to their goals. These posts contained calls to action or links to petitions for their followers, providing resources for followers to engage and build a community around their mission. As the organization that conducts the management of wild horses, the BLM focused on mentioning their practices: #FunFactFriday: “The Bureau of Land Management uses aerial surveys to estimate wild horse and burro populations for each herd management area on public lands.”

Conclusions/Discussion/Implications

This study’s implications for practitioners include knowledge of organizations’ and government agency’s social media messages about wild horse management. The compilation of posts by keywords and frames would help organizations know whether their posts build a community around their messages or mission. The choice of keywords can reflect an organization’s purpose, goals, or mission statement, which drive how and what they communicate on social media (Baruah, 2012). The data found differences in the mention of keywords about fertility control and the removal of the horses from public rangelands. The BLM used gather or gathering operations to describe their process of removing horses from public lands, whereas the three nonprofit organizations referred to this management tool as roundups. The BLM published a small number of posts about fertility control, which was unexpected because the government organization uses a vaccine called PZP-22. The BLM could control the messaging by explaining its use of various forms of fertility control, its effectiveness, and funding of research projects to improve fertility control. These findings have implications on how we build agricultural literacy about wild horse management. The use of different keywords could confuse the public and influence their awareness and what they know about the management tools, ultimately influencing how they react to the BLM’s choices for how they manage the size of horse herds.

It was not surprising that the BLM’s adoption posts focused on their upcoming adoption events. The BLM initiative is to place wild horses into private care through its adoption and sales programs. The nonprofit organizations voiced their concerns about the BLM’s adoption fees and incentive programs, which could impact the public’s participation and support of the adoption and sales program. The BLM missed an opportunity to address public concerns about their program’s fees or incentives leading to the possible resale of wild horses to slaughter facilities, as the program’s success depends upon public participation. 

The messages about wild horse management intended to emphasize specific policies or management practices and exclude contrasting opinions to impact public opinion based on the organization’s goal. Of the posts mentioning wild horse management, 72.2% of them were from Return to Freedom, Wild Horse Conservation. Return to Freedom’s mission is conservation of wild horse freedom and habitats, so their posts on how to change herd management is relevant to their goals (Return to Freedom Wild Horse Conservation, n.d.). Furthermore, part of American Wild Horse Campaign’s mission is to reform federal and state legislation to improve the welfare of wild horses and burros on the range and in government holding facilities (American Wild Horse Campaign, n.d.), making policy updates relevant to their objectives as an organization.

One limitation of this study was that it focused on public Facebook pages; it did not include Twitter. Future research should identify the keywords and frames of tweets to gain deeper insights on the conversations about wild horse management. We only analyzed the posts published by the organizations and did not include the comments on the organizations’ public Facebook pages. Looking at comments of followers would be a recommendation for future studies to better understand what types of messages encourage engagement so that these organizations can improve their communication efforts. Coding each Facebook post for its communicative function is also a recommendation. The first function that Lovejoy and Saxon (2012) list is information, which consists of facts, current news, policies, and ethical points. Another function is community, in which posts aim to facilitate and strengthen an online community through post engagement (Lovejoy & Saxon, 2012). The final function is action, where a post has direct instructions, utilizes links, and seeks to mobilize their viewers to reach a goal. By identifying what conversations and communicative functions are engaging people, organizations and government agencies can develop better social media marketing strategies, as well as improve the public’s literacy about complicated and multi-faceted issues, such as wild horse management.
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