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Do horses experience 

pain?

How painful is that 

horse?
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How do you “measure” pain in 
patients who don’t speak?

Visual Analog Scale
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Visual Analog Scale
Muir W. In, Equine Internal Medicine. 2004.
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Survey of Horse Owners and 

Veterinarians

•Web-based survey (Qualtrics)

• Link distributed through social 

media, horse organizations, 

AAEP, email groups

Thank you!

•Dr. Macarena Sanz

•Dr. Jamie Kopper

•Dr. Jen Gold

•Dr. Debora Mattei
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Horse Owner and Veterinarian Questionnaires

• Introduction

• Attitudes and beliefs

• Assessment of pain severity

• Access to pain control drugs (owners)

• Pain management protocols (veterinarians)

• Education, advanced training, employment 

(veterinarians)

• Experiences with horses

• Demographics

553 horse owners

263 equine veterinarians

What are horse owners’ attitudes and beliefs 

about recognition of pain in their horses?

I am confident that my veterinarian accurately recognizes pain in my horses when it is 
present. 

88.4% agree

I am confident that I accurately recognize pain in my horses when it is present.  

87.8% agree

What are veterinarians’ attitudes and beliefs 

about recognition of pain in their equine patients?

I am confident that I accurately recognize pain in my equine patients when it is present.

84.4% agree

I am confident that my clients accurately recognize pain in their horses when it is present.

13.0% agree
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Pain Scores for Naturally 

Occurring Conditions

• Severe acute laminitis

• Chronic suspensory 

desmitis

• Subsolar abscess

• Simple fracture of first 

phalanx

• Chronic osteoarthritis of 

tarsal joints, both hind 

legs

• Melting corneal ulcer

• Acute pleuropneumonia

• Acute gas colic

• Acute large colon volvulus

• Impaction colic of large 

colon

• Acute rectovaginal tear in 

a post-foaling mare

• Septic tibiotarsal joint in a 

foal

• Neonatal isoerythrolysis

• Umbilical abscess in a foal

Post-procedure (24 hrs) Pain 

Scores

• Uncomplicated castration 

of a yearling colt

• Cryptorchid castration of a 

yearing colt

• Strangulating volvulus with 

resection of small intestine

• Simple large colon 

displacement 

• Repair of simple fracture of 

first phalanx

• Repair of simple laceration 

over pectoral muscles

• Sinus flap to repel 

abscessed maxillary cheek 

tooth

• Routine dental float on a 

20 yo horse

• Removal of “wolf teeth” in a 

young horse

• Umbilical hernia repair in a 

foal

• Ruptured bladder repair in 

a foal
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Scenario 1

Scenario 2
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Scenario 3

Scenario 4 
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Scenario 5 

Scenario 6 
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HORSE 
OWNERS

That horse IS very 
painful!

Own fewer than 
10 horses.

Do not have a 
college degree

Not related:
gender, age, type of horse 
activities, value of horses, 

distance from 
veterinarian, insurance 
for horses, experiences 
with horses, living in the 
US, human or veterinary 

medical training

OR = 2 OR = 1.5

HORSE 
OWNERS

That horse IS 
NOT very painful!

Own more than 
10 horses.

Not related:
gender, age, type of horse 
activities, value of horses, 
education, distance from 
veterinarian, insurance 
for horses, experiences 
with horses, living in the 
US, human or veterinary 

medical training

OR = 2
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VETERINARIANS

That horse IS very 
painful!

< 75% of 
patients are 

horses

Not board certified 
as a specialist

Not related:
gender, year of graduation, 
years in practice,  academic 
or private practice, number 
of veterinarians/technicians 
in practice, average patient 

value, whether they own 
horses, whether they 
compete with horses, 

nationality

OR = 2.8 OR = 2.1

VETERINARIANS

That horse IS NOT 
very painful!

Male

Not related:
year of graduation, years in 
practice, academic or private 

practice, mixed or equine-only 
practice, specialization, 

average patient value, number 
of veterinarians/technicians in 

the practice, whether they 
own horses, whether they 

compete with horses, 
nationality

OR = 2.4
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Pain Scores for Naturally 

Occurring Conditions

• Severe acute laminitis

• Chronic suspensory 

desmitis

• Subsolar abscess

• Simple fracture of first 

phalanx

• Chronic osteoarthritis of 

tarsal joints, both hind 

legs

• Melting corneal ulcer

• Acute pleuropneumonia

• Acute gas colic

• Acute large colon volvulus

• Impaction colic of large 

colon

• Acute rectovaginal tear in 

a post-foaling mare

• Septic tibiotarsal joint in a 

foal

• Neonatal isoerythrolysis

• Umbilical abscess in a foal

Post-procedure (24 hrs) Pain 

Scores

• Uncomplicated castration 

of a yearling colt

• Cryptorchid castration of a 

yearing colt

• Strangulating volvulus with 

resection of small intestine

• Simple large colon 

displacement 

• Repair of simple fracture of 

first phalanx

• Repair of simple laceration 

over pectoral muscles

• Sinus flap to repel 

abscessed maxillary cheek 

tooth

• Routine dental float on a 

20 yo horse

• Removal of “wolf teeth” in a 

young horse

• Umbilical hernia repair in a 

foal

• Ruptured bladder repair in 

a foal
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How painful is this horse?

Male and Female Veterinarians

• No differences between genders except:

✓Neonatal isoerythrolysis in a foal

✓Umbilical abscess in a foal

Pain scores for 
naturally occurring 

conditions

• Women provided higher pain scores for 
every scenario (P < 0.001)

Pain scores 24 hours 
after a specified 

procedure or surgery

Horse Owners and 

Analgesic Medications
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What do horse owners say about compliance 

with analgesic medication instructions?

If my veterinarian prescribes drugs for pain management, I always 
administer the drugs to my horses exactly as prescribed.

92.0% agree

What do veterinarians say about owner compliance 

with analgesic medication instructions?

If I prescribe drugs for pain management for an equine patient, my clients 
administer the drugs exactly as prescribed.

29.6% agree

How confident are horse owners in their ability to 

administer medications to their own horses?
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How confident are horse owners in their ability to 

administer medications to their own horses?
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How confident are horse owners in their ability to 

administer medications to their own horses?
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How confident are horse owners in their ability to 

administer medications to their own horses?
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How confident are horse owners in their ability to 

administer medications to their own horses?
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52%48%

Yes No

34%

66%

Yes No

85%

15%

Yes No

8%

92%

Yes No

Which of the following drugs do you currently have 

AVAILABLE at your home or stable for immediate use?

34%

66%

Yes No

Which of the following drugs do you currently have 

AVAILABLE at your home or stable for immediate use?

7%

93%

Yes No

19%

81%

Yes No

8%

92%

Yes No

19%

81%

Yes No
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What is the total number of types of analgesic 

drugs available at your stable for immediate use 

for your personal horses?

33
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100

53
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How many types of drugs do horse owners have 

AVAILABLE?

20%

61%

19%

0 to 1 2 to 4 5 or more

53%

44%

3%

0 to 1 2 to 4 5 or more

United States Other Countries
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What are the characteristics of the US horse 

owner who has many types of drugs AVAILABLE

for immediate use for their personal horses?
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What characteristics of the US horse owner ARE

associated with having many types of drugs 

available for use?

• Multivariable logistic regression – which of these factors 

are most important?

– Lifetime number of horses owned or managed

– At least some of the horses are insured

– Average value of the horses is higher

What are the characteristics of the US horse 

owner that are NOT associated with having a 

wide variety of drugs available for use?

• Educational level, medical training

• DVM travel time to respond to emergencies

• Perceived level of pain that horses are experiencing

• Obtaining drugs without a valid VCPR

• Age

• Gender
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46



WSU CVME 6/20/2023

24

What are the characteristics of the US horse 

owner who at least occasionally obtains 

analgesic drugs without a valid VCPR?

What is a Veterinarian-Client-Patient Relationship 

(VCPR)?

A veterinarian shall provide competent 

veterinary medical clinical care under 

the terms of a veterinarian-client-

patient relationship (VCPR), with 

compassionand respect for animal 

welfare and human health.

Principals of Veterinary Medical Ethics of the 

AVMA
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What is a VCPR?

https://www.avma.org/resources-tools/avma-policies/veterinarian-client-patient-relationship

From a DVM who has 

recently examined my 

horse

When you need pain medication for your horses, how often 

do you obtain such drugs from each of the following 

sources?

61%

38%

1%

Frequently Occasionally Never

From a DVM who has 

not examined my horse 

but knows me and my 

horses

14%

45%

41%

Frequently Occasionally Never

From a pharmacy using 

a prescription from a 

DVM
12%

23%

65%

Frequently Occasionally Never
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From a DVM who 

has never seen or 

examined my 

horses

When you need pain medication for your horses, how often 

do you obtain such drugs from each of the following 

sources?

0%5%

95%

Frequently Occasionally Never

From a feed store 

or similar local 

business

2%
16%

82%

Frequently Occasionally Never

From an on-line 

pharmacy without a 

DVM prescription
0%4%

96%

Frequently Occasionally Never

From a catalog or 

on-line feed store 

or similar business

2%8%

90%

Frequently Occasionally Never

How many owners always obtain analgesic drugs 

from a source with a valid VCPR?

75%

25%

Always Not always
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What are the characteristics of the US horse 

owner who at least occasionally obtains 

analgesic drugs without a valid VCPR?

• Multivariable logistic regression – which of these factors 

are most important?

– Age

– Gender

What are the characteristics of the US horse 

owner that are NOT associated with obtaining 

analgesic drugs without a valid VCPR?

• Educational level, medical training

• Equine experiences

– Value of horses

– Experiences with painful horses

• Drug experiences

– Number of drugs available for immediate use

– Confidence in personal ability to administer drugs
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dsellon@wsu.edu
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