
Trickle Net 
 

The aim of the study was to identify the effectiveness of Trickle Net (25mm hole net) on consumption 
time, impact on musculoskeletal system and behaviour of the horse. Ten horses were used for the 
trial, and were exposed in random order to four hay presentations (Trickle Net, Standard Hay Net, 
Floor and Hay Ball) over a 28 day period (seven days per presentation), measurements were taken on 
days one and seven of each exposure. We hypothesized that use of the Trickle Net would increase 
consumption time and that long-term use would not see the consumption time significantly reduce 
due to adaptation. We also hypothesized that the slow feeder would alter muscle activity of the 
Splenius and Longissimus Dorsi et lumborum muscles when compared to natural grazing and that its 
use would promote changes in behaviour. Acoustic myography is a method used to evaluate 
musculoskeletal tissues by generating pressure waves from isotonic contractions. Measuring muscle 
activity by CURO device, i.e. duration, amplitude and frequency of the muscle, provides an 
understanding of how the muscle functions. Abnormal or alerted muscle activity may indicate of 
potential tension or other issues.  
 
 
Our results accepted the hypothesis of Trickle Net to provide the greatest consumption time with an 
average increase of 66.4% in overall consumption time compared to feeding on the floor. This was 
maintained over the 7-day period with no notable adaptation and therefore can be confidently 
considered as a “slow feeder”. In practical terms, based on these initial trial findings, on average, 
consumption rate using the Trickle Net was 0.52kg per hour, compared to feeding from the floor at 
0.88kg per hour meaning 1kg when fed in a Trickle Net would last an additional 47 minutes for every 
kilogram fed. Hypothesis of the behavioural impact was also accepted as some breeds, in particular 
native ponies showed slight frustration or reduced motivation in feeding, which may be associated 
with further increase in consumption time and could perhaps be attributed to net ‘fill’ which requires 
further study.   
 
The Trickle Net presentation most closely resembles the muscle activation seen in horses when grazing 
naturally. It is thought that in the long term, this may serve to reduce the risk of accumulated tension 
in these muscles, however further research is required. Preliminary findings also suggest that a fixed 
feeding position in the stall provides potential for uneven distribution of activity between the left and 
right sides. It is possible that the latter may be moderated with careful management.   
 
Findings: 
 

• Prolonged consumption times- with an average increase of 66.4% in total eating time 
• No notable adaptation to the hay presentation over a seven-day period  
• Muscle activity in Splenius neck muscles and Longissimus Dorsi back muscles most closely 

resembled those seen when grazing in comparison to other presentations.  
• Uneven muscle activity on the neck muscles was evident but this is thought to be due to the 

Trickle Net being used in a fixed position within the stable. 
• Slight frustration behaviour or lost motivation noticed in some breeds such as native ponies 

which requires further study; however, this could be attributed to the ‘fill’ of the net.  
 
Practical Suggestions 
 
Based on our results, the Trickle Net is seen to mimic natural grazing of the horse in terms of greater 
consumption time and minimal muscle activation in the neck and back of the horse. However, some 
recommendations can be made based on our results and observations during the trial: 



• Encourage the use of the Trickle Net on the floor where possible. Perhaps considering an 
alternative method to securing the net which is less arduous.  

o This may help to reduce uneven muscle activity on the neck as opposed to using the 
net in a fixed position. 

o This may also help to reduce potential frustration behaviour with easier access to hay 
as ‘fill’ level reduces. 

• Alternatively, or in addition to this, encouraging owners to tie the net in different places 
around the stable to avoid or vary asymmetric muscle activity in an effort to reduce any long-
term effects. 

• During the buying process, stress the importance of selecting the optimum size net, 
particularly when using a Trickle Net for the first time.  

o We observed that the ‘fill’ of the net had a bearing on how challenging feeding was. 
While this requires more study, anecdotally we observed easier access to hay when 
the net was not quite full, but it is likely challenge then increases as it empties further. 
A simple trial looking at net ‘fill’ and potentially comparing the use of the Trickle Net 
Mini to the Trickle Net ‘Original’ would be interesting to confirm recommendations 
on net ‘fill’.  

o Optimal net ‘fill’ could then potentially be added to recommendations of how to 
habituate your horse to using a Trickle Net – ensuring ‘fill’ is optimal and equally, help 
provide guidance to those that show longer-term adaptation to the Trickle Net 
(perhaps owners reporting an initial increase in feeding time but then this reduces). 
In these circumstances, ‘fill’ could be used to adapt the level of challenge.  

• In the trial it was found that with some horse’s consumption time extended further after the 
seven-day period. This could potentially hinder owner and horse’s acceptance of the 
presentation and strengthens the case for further research to adapt the level of challenge to 
suit the horse.  

 


