
Whether turning a barrel or a pirouette, all equine athletes share 
work-related risks. The stress of training, competing, and travel-
ing can take a toll on all horses if they are not managed properly. 
Disease risks Similar to humans, horses under stress might have 
weakened immune systems and be more susceptible to disease. 
Performance horses should receive all core vaccines (against 
West Nile virus [WNV], Eastern equine encephalomyelitis [EEE], 
 Western equine encephalomyelitis [WEE], tetanus, and rabies) an-
nually and those against mosquito-borne diseases biannually if re-
siding in or traveling to warm climates. Some performance horses 
might also require risk-based vaccines against diseases such as 
equine influenza, equine herpesvirus-1 and -4, and strangles. 
Show grounds and racetracks can host viruses and bacteria that 
vaccines and biosecurity practices can help protect horses from. 

Unfortunately, vaccines to help protect against every stress- 
related disease aren’t available. Horses under stress are more 
likely to contract the neurologic disease equine protozoal myelo-
encephalitis (EPM), for instance, for which there is no vaccine. 
However, owners can take steps to prevent their horses from com-
ing into contact with the source of the disease—opossum feces. 
Owners should secure all feed sources so opossums cannot access 
them; this will help prevent accidental ingestion of their feces, 
which carry the causative parasite Sarcocystis neurona. The dis-
ease is treatable; however, some horses do not fully recover, espe-
cially if the disease goes undetected until clinical signs are severe. 
Those that do recover might have residual deficits that could limit 
their ability to perform at the desired level. Because horses are 
more likely to recover from any neurologic disease when signs are 
detected early, it might be beneficial to discuss routine neurologic 
exams for your performance horse with your veterinarian. 

Managing discomfort and pain Another problematic, yet treatable, 
stress- related disease is equine gastric ulcer syndrome. Because 
of how owners typically manage performance horses (stall con-
finement, travel, imbalanced forage-to-concentrate ratios, etc.), 
they are very prone to ulcers. If you suspect your horse suffers 
from ulcers, your veterinarian can help you pursue diagnostic op-
tions such as a visual endoscopic exam of the stomach, appropri-
ate treatment of existing ulcers, and preventive plans to minimize 
your horse’s likelihood of developing ulcers in the future.

The demands on an equine athlete’s body can also lead to mus-
culoskeletal pain. As with ulcers, early detection and maintenance 
can help keep it from hindering your horse’s performance. A 
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Whether your adult horse is hitting 
the show circuit or the trails, this 
advice can help you keep him 
happy and healthy

In 2012, the American Horse Publications horse 
owner survey results revealed that the bulk of 
horses owned in the United States were adults. 
For purposes of this article, we will classify this 

broad life stage into two groups—the competitive 
performance horse and the recreational horse—and 
share tips you’ll need to care for your mature horses. 

The Rock Stars of the Horse World: Performance Horses
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 veterinarian should conduct 
soundness exams on perfor-
mance horses at least twice 
a year. Don’t forget to discuss 
hoof care during these  exams. 
Nutrition Equine athletes are 
similar to race cars: All parts 
must be functioning perfectly 
for optimum performance, 
and without the right fuel you can’t win. 
Nutrition is an important yet misunder-
stood factor affecting  performance. 

“There are many myths about nutri-
tion for the performance horse,” says 
Katie Young, PhD, Purina Animal Nutri-
tion technical equine nutritionist. “For ex-
ample, many owners believe that soluble 
carbohydrates (starch and simple sugars) 
make horses ‘hot,’ when in fact, they re-
quire appropriate levels of soluble carbo-
hydrates in their diets to provide readily 
available fuel for proper muscle function.” 

Simply put, energy is the fuel horses use 
for all functions. Horses acquire their en-
ergy from calories supplied by these sim-
ple sugars and starches, along with fiber, 
fats, and protein, in the diet. Soluble car-
bohydrates (found in cereal grains and for-
ages), fats (such as flax seed and vegetable 
oil), and fermentable fiber (such as beet 
pulp) are all very important calorie sources 
in these animals’ diets, and all are usually 
needed to meet top-level energy  demands.

Your horse’s job determines the type and 
source of energy he needs. Some need quick 
bursts of energy (fueled primarily by sug-
ars and starch), and others require steady, 
sustained energy (mostly fueled by fats and 

fiber). Some horses need a combination of 
both, and all need energy that allows them 
to remain calm, focused and competitive 
over the course of the athletic season. “Our 
research at Purina indicates that feed con-
taining a blend of energy sources (soluble 
carbohydrates, fermentable fiber, and fats ) 
achieves the highly sought-after ‘cool’ en-
ergy that allows horses to perform without 
losing focus,” Young says. 

Fat digestion in the upper gut (stomach 
and small intestine) and fermentable fiber 
digestion in the hindgut (cecum and large 
colon) do not cause a blood sugar spike 
the way starch and sugar digestion in the 
large intestine does. Diets with a blend of 
energy sources can help smooth out hors-
es’ energy levels better than conventional 
grain-based diets. “Many horses eating 
blended diets appear to be more control-
lable and manageable with more mental 
focus, and, therefore, have the best chance 
of optimal performance,” Young says. 

The Practical Pleasure Horse 
More than 73% of horses in the United 

States are used for recreational purposes, 
which makes this segment the backbone of 
the horse industry. Pleasure horses typically 

do not experience as much stress as perfor-
mance horses. However, owners still need 
to take many things into consideration to 
keep their companions happy and healthy. 
Disease risks A common misconception is 
that recreational horses do not need risk-
based vaccines; however, this is only the 
case if your horse is in a “closed herd” en-
vironment. This means your horse never 
leaves your facility and never has contact 
with—or is stabled or pastured near—
any horses that do. If you are taking your 
horse out for weekend trail rides and/or 
events where he commingles with horses 
from other barns, then he might be at risk 
for diseases such as equine influenza and 
equine herpesvirus. 

Although core vaccines are a must at all 
life stages, they might be most important 
for pleasure horses. These horses typically 
spend most of their time on pasture, where 
vectors for diseases such as rabies, WNV, 
and EEE/WEE are more prone to lurk. 
They are also more likely to acquire inter-
nal parasites than their performance horse 
counterparts that do not live on pasture 
full-time. Your veterinarian can help you 
design and navigate a strategic vaccination 
and deworming program for your horse. 
Nutrition Sound nutrition also plays a key 
role in maintaining recreational horses’ 
health. These horses typically have differ-
ent nutritional needs for two reasons: 
1.  Lack of consistent (five or more days/

week) exercise; and 
2. Unlimited access to pasture/grass. 

“Like people, all horses have a different 
rate of metabolism but, typically, we tend 
to see the recreational horse getting more 
calories than they actually need,” Young 
says. “Many horse owners feel like they 
need to feed a concentrate to their  horses 
when, in fact, many of our recreational 
horses would do better on a ration balanc-
er and forage alone.” 

Keep in mind that forage, whether of-
fered as pasture or hay, doesn’t always meet 
the protein, vitamin, and mineral require-
ments that make a balanced diet. A ration 

The stress of stalling, hauling, training, and competing can take its toll on performance horses. Routine preventive 
veterinary care coupled with proper nutrition can help keep your athlete at the top of his game.

If you use your horse for recreational purposes, set realistic expectations when you go for a ride, so 
he does not have to overexert his muscles beyond their fitness level.
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balancer is designed to fulfill these require-
ments without adding excess  calories. 
Fitness and exercise In addition to moni-
toring your pleasure horse’s weight, you 
need to set realistic expectations when rid-
ing. If overexerted, horses that are unfit to 
handle the task at hand can damage their 
muscles and develop soundness problems. 
One condition veterinarians see more of-
ten in recreational horses than in horses 
exercising daily is recurrent exertional 
rhabdomyolysis (RER) or “tying-up.” Sim-
ply put, this is severe cramping of large 
muscle groups associated with exercise. 
Although the veterinary community still 
doesn’t completely understand RER, it 
might be caused by a defect in calcium 
regulation. Clinical signs of RER include:

■ Reluctance to move;
■ A stiff or stilted gait;
■ Firm and painful muscles;
■ Elevated heart rate, breathing rate, and 

temperature; and
■ Passage of red-brown urine.

If you think your horse is tying up, call 
your veterinarian immediately and do not 
force the horse to move in the meantime.
Special considerations Another discussion 
to have with your veterinarian is about 
dental and hoof care. Because pleasure 
horses do not experience the same physi-
cal demands as performance horses, they 
might not need dental and farrier work 
as frequently. However, most of these 
animals still require a minimum annual 
dental exam and hoof trim every six to 10 

weeks. Maintaining horses’ teeth and feet 
plays a major role in their overall lifelong 
 wellness.

Take-Home Message
A horse’s needs are individual—your 

daughter’s show jumper has different de-
mands than your neighbor’s trail riding 
horse. The only true way you can custom-
ize your horse’s health plan is to work with 
your veterinarian. He or she is your best re-
source and should be considered a partner 
in managing your horse’s health, regard-
less of the animal’s life stage or  lifestyle. 

Does your horse have a little gray 
around the muzzle? For readers who own 
senior horses, be sure to pick up the Octo-
ber issue of The Horse for a special feature 
on caring for senior horses, brought to 
you by HorseCareforLife.com. h
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AbouT THe AuTHoR
Earl Gaughan, DVM, Dipl. ACVS, is an equine technical 
services veterinarian for Merck Animal Health who has been 
active in the leadership of various veterinary organizations.

Equine Life Stages
LivE Question & Answer Events

TheHorse.com and Merck Animal Health  
are partnering to bring you free audio Q&A 
events with leading veterinarians about equine 
life stages. Each event will discuss a specific life 
stage, special considerations in care, and answer 
questions from the live audience.

Mark your calendar for the remaining events in the series: 

➤ Senior Horses / October 16

➤ Mares & Stallions / December 19

PRESENTED BY

The Adult Pleasure and Performance Horses Q&A 
with Dr. Earl Gaughan will be held on July 17.  
Submit your questions now and sign up to receive  
a reminder at TheHorse.com/EquineLifeStages!

HoRSe CARe FoR LIFe
Recognizing the need for science-based, reputable health care and nutritional information, Merck 

Animal Health and Purina Animal Nutrition joined forces to develop a one-of-a-kind program—Horse 
Care for Life. This program is based on your horse’s age and use, which makes it a convenient 
one-stop-shop for breeders, professional competitors, weekend trail riders, and all 
horse owners between. Access to Horse Care for Life is available exclusively through 
your veterinarian. For a site preview, visit HorseCareforLife.com.

http://www.merck-animal-health.com
http://www.horsecareforlife.com


Test Your Adult Horse Health Knowledge 

Adult Horse Terms

 1 Performance horses should receive all _______ vaccines.

 2 Horses under stress are more likely to contract the neurologic disease _____________________.

 3 Some performance horses might also require ___________________ vaccines against diseases such as equine 
influenza, equine herpesvirus-1 and -4, and strangles.

 4 Because of how owners typically manage performance horses (stall confinement, travel, imbalanced forage-to- 
concentrate ratios, etc.), they are very prone to ___________.

 5 A veterinarian should conduct soundness exams on performance horses at least ____________ a year.

 6 Horses acquire their energy from ___________ supplied by simple sugars and starches, along with fiber, fats, and 
protein, in the diet.

 7 Fat digestion in the _______________ (stomach and small intestine) and fermentable fiber digestion in the hindgut 
(cecum and large colon) do not cause a blood sugar spike the way starch and sugar digestion in the large intestine 
does.

 8 More than ______ of horses in the United States are used for recreational purposes, which makes this segment the 
backbone of the horse industry.

 9 A common misconception is that recreational horses do not need risk-based vaccines; however, this is only the case if 
your horse is in a _________________ environment.

 10 One condition veterinarians see more often in recreational horses than in horses exercising daily is recurrent 
_____________________________ or “tying-up.”

Answers: 1. Core; 2. Equine protozoal myeloencephalitis; 3. risk-based; 4. ulcers; 5. Twice; 6. Calories; 7. upper gut; 8. 73%; 9. “closed herd”; 10. exertional rhabdomyolysis
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equine herpesvirus-1 (eHV-1): A virus of the family that causes 
abortion, respiratory disease, and occasionally neurologic and/
or neonatal mortality in horses.

equine influenza: A very important viral respiratory disease of 
horses caused by subtypes (A1 and A2) of equine influenza 
virus, an orthomyxovirus.

equine protozoal myeloencephalitis: Inflammatory disorder of the 
brain and spinal cord caused by protozoan parasites.

exertional myopathy: A syndrome of muscle fatigue, pain, or 
cramping associated with exercise.

Ration balancer: Pellets designed to fulfill horses’ vitamin and min-
eral requirements without adding excess calories.

Soluble (or nonstructural) carbohydrates: Carbohydrates (e.g., 
sugars and starches) that can be broken down by enzymes 
and absorbed from the small intestine into the bloodstream as 
glucose and stored as glycogen in the muscles and in the liver.

ulcer, ulceration: A severe sloughing of the surface of an organ or 
tissue, as a result of a toxic or inflammatory response at the site.

West Nile virus: A virus of African origin that can be spread to 
horses, humans, and other mammals via mosquitoes, causing 
encephalitis, flulike signs, and some fatalities.

Western/eastern/Venezuelan encephalomyelitis: Mosquito- 
transmitted diseases that can cause severe brain inflammation.
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