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The Benefits of Equine Massage 

  Any muscle, any portion of a muscle which is not working for 
   the horse, is working against the horse- ACTIVELY! 
        Jack Meagher 
 
 Massage is one of the oldest forms of treatment, with the first known 

documentation of its use in 2700 BCE by the Chinese (NBCAAM, 2014). It has been 

used all over the world, and is included in some early documents by the Greeks, Romans, 

Turks, Eqpytians, Japanese, and the Persians (NBCAAM, 2014). It was documented in 

1800 BCE that Hippocrates, the “Father of Modern Medicine,” was using massage as 

learned from Herodicus (NBCAAM, 2014). It is defined as “ the manipulation of muscle 

and connective tissues to enhance the function of those tissues and promote relaxation 

and well-being” (Doran, 1992, p. 9). While many people get a massage because it feels 

good, sports massage is specific treatment at a deeper level that tailors to the needs of 

athletes.  Horsemen such as Don Doran and Jack Meagher began using human massage 

techniques on horses that were at high levels of performance in the 1980s, and equine 

sports massage was born. Effleurage, petrissage, cross-fiber friction, and neuromuscular 

trigger point therapy (NMT) are popular techniques that are used during a massage 

treatment. Massage has many benefits for the equine athlete. 

 People may wonder why a horse would need a massage. Equine athletes are under 

high physical demands, just like a human athlete, and the same ailments can occur. 

Horses are able to jump higher then any other mammal on earth, perform with well over 

100 pounds of human on their backs, and compete in Olympic games. His heart can go 

from a resting 40 BPM to 230 BPM in just three strides (Doran, 1992). Like people, a 

horse’s athletic training emphasizes building strength, speed, and endurance. As the 
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muscular system develops, the horse will lose some flexibility and can develop muscle 

tension. Muscle tension leads to muscle injuries, shortens the horse’s stride, restricts him 

from performing at his full abilities, can cause a bad attitude, and can cause resistance to 

perform or train (Doran, 1992). Other causes of muscle injury include overexertion, 

fatigue, improper training, sudden movement, trauma, surgery, stress, and age (Doran, 

1992). Muscle injuries are the most common reason for lost work days for horses, so 

more and more educated horse people are seeking out treatment both to help repair 

damaged muscles and to prevent further injury (Lesté-Lasserre, 2012).  

 Massage has many physiological effects on the body. It is widely accepted that 

massage increases circulation of blood and lymph fluid, the excretion of toxins from the 

body, the flow of nutrients through the muscles, and lowers blood pressure and stress 

(Scott & Swenson, 2009). In a study of ten injury-free horses, when massage was applied 

there was a dramatic change in their heart rate, with an average of a 4.3% reduction 

during treatment and 2.6% after treatment (Haussler, 2010). The National Board of 

Certification for Animal Acupressure & Massage (NBCAAM) notes that not only is the 

muscular system effected, but also many other body systems, including the skeletal 

system, digestive system, and nervous system (Scott & Swenson, 2009).  

 One important factor to horses performing at their full potential is that they are 

pain-free. Massage can reduce pain by releasing endorphins and serotonin, and pain 

perception may also be influenced by physical and mental relaxation caused by massage 

(Haussler, 2010).  It relaxes the muscles, which allows pain from tension in the muscle to 

be relieved. Spasms in the muscle restrict motion, build up pressure, and cause pain, so it 

is crucial they be manually broken up using a combination of deep pressure and cross-
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fiber friction (Meagher, 1985). While it is often dismissed as insignificant, studies have 

shown general relaxation and reducing anxiety through massage can be effective in 

lowering pain levels (Haussler, 2010).  

 The equine athlete is often under stress due to their training program, competition 

schedule, travel, or other factors. Asking horses to perform while under stress can 

multiply their stress level and cause physiological responses and even physical conditions 

such as ulcers, which effect about 60% of performance horses (Gray, n.d.). Stress is also 

a leading cause of colic, which causes more deaths in horses then any other condition 

(Succeed, n.d.).  In one study, ten mature, injury-free horses and ponies were used to 

evaluate the effects of massage to reduce stress (Scott & Swenson, 2009). The study 

found both significant physiological and behavioral changes after massage was 

performed, especially when performed on the mid-neck region, withers, and croup (Scott 

& Swenson, 2009). One significant physiological change found was the reduction in heart 

rate, and behaviorally, the horses became more relaxed and calm (Scott & Swenson, 

2009).  

 A horse may not perform at its full potential unless it is confident and 

psychologically healthy, and massage enhances relaxation and reduces anxiety in horses 

as it does in humans (Hill & Crook, 2010). As flight animals, a horse’s natural instincts 

make cause it to have mild to severe anxiety that can interfere with their training. It is 

important for riders and owners to incorporate techniques into their programs that will 

help the horse reduce his stress and anxiety level. In a study of 38 nurses in a high stress 

job receiving 15 minute weekly massages, a significant improvement in anxiety and 

stress levels in the entire population were noted at the five and ten week marks of the 
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study, and 80% of them felt a higher level of job satisfaction that they attributed to the 

massages (Massage Magazine, 2013). Equine massage therapists have also reported 

noticing an improvement in a horse’s anxiety and stress levels after treatments, and when 

combined with a lower pain or discomfort level, he will be more willing when 

performing and competing, just as the nurses in the study had a higher level of job 

satisfaction.  

 It is also possible that massage and other manual therapies change the horse’s 

pain perception and increase pain thresholds (Haussler, 2010). Pain thresholds may be 

increased by the release of endorphins and serotonin, while pain perception may also be 

changed by physical and mental relaxation. While it is known that placebo and 

psychological effects play a role in human pain levels, it is unknown how much these 

effects occur, if at all, in horses (Haussler, 2010). 

 Massage can help improve a horse’s range of motion and limb protraction. One 

study showed that massage could increase both active and passive protraction of the 

equine hind limb (Hill & Crook, 2010). The same study also measured the horse’s stride 

lengths before and after treatments, and found that there was a 0.12m increase in stride 

length and trotting speed (Hill & Crook, 2010). Because muscles tighten after injury, the 

range of motion is decreased, and the results of this study show that massage may help 

increase the horse’s range of motion as they heal. During competitions, horses must have 

as much range of motion as possible to perform at his highest potential, and massage can 

help them achieve this. An increased range of motion also decreases the risk of injury.  

 While massage is beneficial in assisting healing after injury, it is also effective as 

a preventative. People and horses are able to train more intensely when they receive post 
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event massage regularly because massage causes an increase in the diameter of 

capillaries, which increases the amount of lactic acid and other toxins removed from the 

muscle (Doran, 1992). This results in less pain the day after strenuous exercise, and 

reduces damaging effects to the muscle with improved recovery. One study showed 

massaged muscles recovered about 60% of their strength after a 4-day trial of exercise 

followed by massage, while the muscles that were exercised and rested but not massaged 

recovered only 14% of their strength (Scott & Swenson, 2009). 

 While more studies pointed specifically to massage and horses are needed, 

massage is a low cost, noninvasive therapy that can be easily applied, and is a wonderful 

diagnostic tool for the skilled practitioner. Horses, like people, tend to enjoy massages. 

From reduced pain to relaxation to increased range of motion, there are many reasons to 

perform massage on a horse. 
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