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Pain management for horses has not progressed significantly in many years.  New drugs and 

treatment modalities are introduced occasionally but the basis remains the same for most 

practitioners.  Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs are the gold standard for pain management 

in horses.  Unfortunately, some horses have sensitivities to this class of drug preventing their use.  

Opioids are useful for perioperative pain and for some chronic pain conditions although there is 

concern over handling controlled substances and the decreased gastrointestinal motility 

associated with their use.  Alternative therapies like acupuncture, massage and chiropractic 

manipulation are becoming more popular methods of maintenance and treatment of pain in 

horses. 

 

Regulations imposed by the Federation Equestre Internationale (FEI) and national governing 

bodies like the United States Equestrian Federation (USEF), limit medications and treatment 

modalities allowed for horses in competition.  Understanding regulations is essential to prevent 

elimination or suspension of horses, trainers, owners and yourself.   The FEI does not allow any 

non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs for competing horses.  Therefore, acupuncture, massage 

and cold laser therapy are important elements involved in maintaining the competitive athlete.  

Electroacupuncture and aquapuncture are prohibited in FEI competition but acupressure, dry 

needling and intravenous use of Traumeel, Zeel and vitamin B-12 are allowed 12 hours or more 

prior to competition. 

 

Acupuncture 

Acupuncture originated in China about 5,000 years ago with the fundamental principles dating 

3,000 years before that.   Needles were originally made of stone and eventually replaced with 

metal around 110 B.C.  The theory involved in acupuncture is that we have meridians or lines of 

qi (pronounced “chee”) or energy flowing through these meridians.  Disease processes or 

inflammation alter or stop the flow of qi.  Therefore, introduction of a needle in points along 

these meridians opens the energy flow as well as the release of endorphins, serotonin, 

norepinephrine or gamma-aminobutyric acid.    

 

Acupuncture is not limited to needle placement.  There are many techniques used to stimulate 

points and meridians:  massage or acupressure along the meridians, the burning of moxa (an herb 

that burns very warm) over points or the application of the burning herb on the ends of needles to 

warm the needles, hemoacupuncture or simply pricking acupuncture points and allowing 

bleeding, the injection of blood, saline or B-12 at acupuncture points for longer stimulation and 

the placement of implants at points (gold beads or surgical staples). There are multiple peer-

reviewed studies published describing the use of acupuncture for equine care.  A study in 2005 

describes the successful use of electroacupuncture for chronic thoracolumbar pain (Xie H, 

Colahan P and Ott EA 2005).  The usefulness of acupuncture for reproductive problems has been 

credited to hormonal regulation, an alteration in smooth muscle motility and the relief of stress or 

pain due to musculoskeletal or environmental conditions (Schofield WA 2008).  There are many 

uses for acupuncture but, like any treatment modality, it does not work for every patient.     



 

Massage and Physiotherapy 

Massage is the rubbing or kneading of muscles and soft tissues to aid in circulation and 

relaxation.  There are several veterinary massage courses including the Chinese version called 

Tui-na.  Massage and physiotherapy are modalities that can be performed by veterinarians and 

paraprofessionals (technicians, assistants and therapists) and are not limited to licensed 

veterinarians (although again, in some states this modality can only be performed under the 

supervision of a licensed veterinarian).  Physiotherapy is performed in collaboration with 

veterinarians to treat injuries or movement dysfunction and combines techniques like 

mobilization, stretching, massage and electrotherapy.  Often, a treatment plan is developed 

specific to each patient that will include exercises to be performed at the farm between 

treatments.   

 

As a veterinary technician or assistant, you are not allowed to diagnose Eastern Medicine 

syndromes but you can place needles under the direction of a veterinarian (and treat your own 

pets at home).  Chi Institute of Traditional Chinese Veterinary Medicine in Reddick, Florida 

offers a technician program that includes on-line and in-house portions learning acupuncture 

basics and needle placement.  In addition, the American Academy of Veterinary Acupuncture is 

offering a technician track at their annual meeting in Memphis, Tennessee in April, 2020.   
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