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Clinical signs

Grading a murmur

Heart murmurs are often discovered at a clinical
examination or pre-purchase examination and can
cause owners much anxiety. Although some heart
murmurs can be performance limiting and / or
life threatening, these are generally the exception
rather than the norm. The majority of murmurs are
physiological, i.e. of no consequence, and result from
the passage of large volumes of blood at high speed
through the large chambers of the horse’s heart and
major blood vessels. Indeed, a study of National
Hunt horses in training revealed that close to 80% of
them had heart murmurs which did not appear to be
affecting their performance. Similar figures have been
found in studies of human athletes.

The intensity of the murmur (how loud it is) may give an
indication of the amount of turbulent blood flow and is
a crude guide as to the murmur’s likely significance.

REGULAR DENTAL EXAMINATIONS AND
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE

KEY POINTS

•

Don’t panic! Choke is rarely life-threatening and
many cases will resolve spontaneously.

•

Seek veterinary advice if the choke lasts more than
30 minutes and while waiting for the vet remove all
food to prevent your horse eating and worsening
the obstruction

•

Following an episode of choke it is worth monitoring
your horse’s respiratory rate (normal <16 breaths/
min) and rectal temperature for several days.

•

Arrange regular dental check-ups for your horse
to reduce the risk of choke as a result of a painful
mouth.
UltrasoUnd examination of the heart
can provide information on the site and
significance of a heart mUrmUr

XLEquine - Better Together

Grade 1 – can be heard faintly after a few seconds
careful listening with a stethoscope.
Grade 2 – can be heard faintly straight away upon
listening with a stethoscope.
Grade 3 – can be heard loudly with a stethoscope.
Grade 4 – can be heard with the stethoscope and a
‘thrill’ can be felt by hand
Grade 5 – can be heard with the stethoscope off the
chest wall and a strong ‘thrill’ is present.
The position of the murmur on the chest wall gives
a clue as to which part of the heart is affected; left
side of the chest or right side, higher (heart base) or
lower (apex).
The size of the area over which a murmur can be
heard will also give an indication as to its likely
significance. A very focal murmur is less likely to
be significant than a comparable murmur which is
heard over a large area.
The timing of the murmur in the heart cycle will also
give an indication of which structures are affected
and therefore the significance.

Key pointS

•

Heart murmurs are sounds produced by the
turbulent flow of blood through the heart.

•

Many heart murmurs are incidental findings and
do not limit performance.

•

Murmurs are most likely to influence performance
in racehorses.

•

Investigation of heart murmurs may require an
ultrasound scan of the heart and electrocardiogram
(ECG) at rest and during exercise.
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Medical Conditions
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Assessing the significance
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