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Caring for Senior Horses 
Find out what your elderly horse needs to stay healthy in his golden years.  
 Thanks to improved nutrition, farriery, dentistry, and veterinary 
care, horses are living longer, healthier lives and are more active 
into their senior years. This is largely due to an increased aware-
ness that older horses require special attention.1 The majority 
(i.e., 75%) of older horses continue to work, participating in 
activities from light trail riding to higher levels of competition. Take 
for example Elmer Bandit, the trail riding horse who continued to 
break mileage records at the ripe age of 37.2

“OLD” IS IN THE EYE OF THE BEHOLDER 
 According to the 2012 American Horse Publications Equine Industry 
Survey, senior horses are the second most popular group of horses in the United 
States.3 Another study found that approximately one-third of the horse popula-
tion is considered “senior,” which the survey defined as horses 15 years of age or 
older.1

 Many researchers don’t distinguish between senior and geriatric horses. 
“Aging is a continuous process, so there’s no discrete movement between these 
(age) classes,”4  according to a group of Texas A&M veterinarians. Other equine 

experts suggest that a horse is considered 
“senior” when changes in mastication (chew-
ing) occur. Specifically, horses are seniors 
when they begin spitting out partially chewed 
mouthfuls of food (hay or grass), an indication 
of age-related tooth changes. 

SOME FACTORS TO CONSIDER 
WHEN CARING FOR SENIORS

Owners must consider every body system 
when caring for an older horse.
Musculoskeletal system: Lameness due to 
osteoarthritis (the painful degeneration of 
the cartilage lining the ends of bones) and 
hoof issues are a common finding in older 
horses. Scientific studies support the use 

of nutritional joint supplements for both preventing and managing a variety of 
equine musculoskeletal issues. In one study researchers found that implement-
ing and maintaining exercise regimens in older horses can improve a variety of 
gait parameters, such as stride length, joint flexion, and range of motion.5

Gastrointestinal system: Old horses have a multitude of gastrointestinal issues, 
starting with the mouth. Veterinarians acknowledge that “the culmination of 
dental disease throughout the life of a horse often results in advanced dental 
disease.”6 According to an in-depth review article published in 2013, older 
horses need to have specifically adapted dental care that addresses crown  
issues, enamel loss, oral comfort, and chewing ability. Those authors stressed 

the importance of long-term management, including diet changes (such as offer-
ing fresh forage, chopped or pelleted forage, and adding oil to increase caloric 
intake).6 
 Another potential sequela to dental disease is choke—a serious, life- 
threatening condition resulting from obstruction of the esophagus with food.1 
 Older horses have different, more painful, and frequently more serious 
causes of colic (i.e., fatty tumors that strangle the intestines) than younger 
horses and have less borborygmi (normal intestinal sounds).7 When taken to 
surgery for colic, geriatric horses 20 years or older don’t typically fair as well 
as nongeriatric horses in terms of survival. One study found that only 50% of 
geriatric horses that underwent colic surgery were ultimately discharged from the 
hospital, whereas 72% of nongeriatric horses were discharged.8 
 Finally, the normal bacterial flora can be easily disturbed in older horses, 
resulting in diarrhea. Other causes of diarrhea might include parasites, inflam-
matory bowel disease, sand, lymphosarcoma (cancer), and non-steroidal anti-
inflammatory drug use.9      
Metabolic disorders: Aging horses often suffer equine Cushing’s disease (pitu-
itary pars intermedia disorder, or PPID), insulin resistance, and equine metabolic 
disorder. The average age of onset of PPID is 19 to 21, and the number of 
horses diagnosed with PPID increases dramatically beyond 30 years of age.9 

Miscellaneous Conditions
Eye issues: Cataracts and senile retinopathy (deterioration of the retinas) are 
among the most frequently diagnosed ocular issues in aging horses. A veterinary 
examination is the most likely way to obtain a diagnosis and institute appropri-
ate therapy.
Respiratory issues: Heaves, also known as recurrent airway obstruction (RAO), is 
a leading cause of respiratory tract disease in older horses. Owners are encour-
aged to respect their horse’s “breathing zone” to minimize disease development, 
progression, and flare-ups. 

Due to advances in veterinary care and management, horses are living longer than ever. Many 
stay active and productive into their senior years.
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How old is
your horse in 

“people years?”
To calculate the age of your 

horse relative to a human, use 
the following formula:

1. First year = 12 human years
2. Second year = 7 human years
3.  Next three years = 4 human 

years each
4.  Each additional year = 2.5 

human years each.

A 25-year-old horse is 81 
years young!

Implementing and maintaining  
exercise regimens in older horses can  
improve a variety of gait parameters.
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Cancer: The risk of tumors increases with age, and tumors of the skin, melano-
mas in gray horses, and lymphoma are among the likely culprits.9 
Thermoregulation: Older horses can become overheated in the summer and 
“feel the cold” more in the winter.
Cardiovascular issues: Veterinarians detected cardiac murmurs in 20% of aged 
horses in one study.10

THE IMPORTANCE OF VET CARE FOR OLDER HORSES
 A series of articles recently published in the United Kingdom found: 
■  Owners underestimate the occurrence of health problems, including dental 

abnormalities, cardiac murmurs, lameness, and hoof issues, in older horses.10

■ A variety of conditions affect older horses, as shown in the graph.11

■  In horses aged 30 years or older, most had more than one abnormality (such 
as those described in the chart) that were not recognized by many  owners.12

■  In terms of mortality, horses are most commonly euthanized due to lameness, 
colic, sudden illness, or perceived poor quality of life (primarily due to pain 
secondary to chronic disease).13 

 The take-home message from the literature is clear: Have a veterinarian 
examine your older horse on a regular basis so he or she can lead the longest, 
healthiest life possible. 
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The take-home message from the literature  
is clear: Have your older horse examined by a 
veterinarian on a regular basis so s/he can  

lead the longest, healthiest life possible.
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