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Over the past two decades, joint 
supplements have been increasingly 
used in an attempt to both treat and 
prevent joint injury and degeneration. 
There is now an extensive range of 
products available for use as a daily in 
feed supplement. 
There is a lack of good evidence 
regarding their efficacy; that may be 
due in part to the large variations 
between the concentration, and 
quality, of the ingredients between 
products.
It appears that joint supplements may 
benefit some patients but not others.

Key points:

discuss the use of  joint supplements with 
your vet;

anecdotally many horses improve on 
treatment;

there is currently limited clinical evidence 
to support the use of  joint supplements; 

feed the correct quantity for the 
recommended length of  time;

it usually takes a period of  several weeks 
for any clinical effects to be seen;

not all cases benefit from joint 
supplements so discuss alternative 
treatment options with your vet.
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How do they work? 
The vast majority contain the substances chondroitin 
sulphate and/or glucosamine. These chemicals 
are primary building blocks used by the body to 
construct and repair joint cartilage and other tissues.

Theoretically, the ingestion of  these substances 
increases the quantity available to the body for use 
in normal cartilage repair and after injury. Laboratory 
studies have shown that the substances, when taken 
by mouth, can get absorbed into the blood stream, 
but there is currently limited evidence that proves 
these products are then used directly by the body to 
repair damaged tissues.

Similarly, laboratory studies have shown both 
chondroitin and glucosamine to have anti-
inflammatory properties; there is some evidence 
that this effect is seen in clinically affected cases 
of  joint injury and degeneration, although the exact 
mechanism is relatively poorly understood. Whilst 
it seems logical that feeding joint supplements to 
unaffected horses would be beneficial, in an effort 
to prevent damage to cartilage during exercise, 
evidence that confirms the claim of  promoting a 
“healthy joint environment” is lacking. Despite this, 
their use in young performance and competition 
horses is widespread, with anecdotal evidence 
supporting the beneficial claims.

Joint supplements may be used 
in the treatment and prevention 

oF osteoarthritis

Joint supplements
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Choke is a relatively common condition seen in horses 
and ponies and is typically caused by obstruction of the 
oesophagus (food pipe) with food; occasionally a foreign 
body can be involved e.g. wood or plastic. Fortunately 
many cases of choke resolve quickly and spontaneously 
and only cases in which the obstruction lasts for longer 
than 30 minutes are likely to require veterinary assistance. 
It is important to note that this is not the same as the 
life-threatening condition in humans, where the term 
“choke” refers to blockage of the windpipe rather than the 
oesophagus. This difference means that unlike humans, 
horses with choke can still breathe.

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.
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•

•

Clinical signs:
difficulty/repeated attempts at 
swallowing

stretching/arching of  the neck

coughing

food & saliva discharging from the nose

drooling

disinterest in food

occasionally a lump may be seen or felt 
on the left side of  the neck.

If  you suspect your horse is suffering from 
choke it is important to prevent your horse 
eating as this will make the blockage worse 
and more difficult to clear.

If  the obstruction doesn’t clear quickly of  its 
own accord then veterinary assistance must 
be sought. There are a number of  steps 
your vet can take to help to confirm and treat 
the problem.

Horses and ponies with dental problems 
(that prevent them grinding their food 
properly), individuals that bolt their food too 
quickly and those fed dry pelleted or cubed 
feeds are all at increased risk.
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REGULAR DENTAL EXAMINATIONS AND  
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE



XLVets Equine - Better Together. Go to www.xlvets.co.uk

medical treatments

XLVets Equine - Better Together. Go to www.xlvets.co.uk

MT
XLEquine Joint supplements

Which supplement  
to choose?

The extensive range of  variably priced products, 
along with widespread conflicting claims of  
superior efficacy between products, leaves many 
owners confused about which one to choose. 
Given that the ingredients can be acquired from 
a range of  sources, it is possible that apparently 
cheap products may contain inferior quality 
ingredients, although the relationship between 
purity of  constituents and their relative potency 
needs further investigation. Generally speaking, 
reputable brands should be used to ensure a 
good quality product containing the advertised 
concentration of  supplement.

When choosing a joint supplement: 

select a good quality product that can be 
afforded long term, as there is little point in 
using the supplement for a month or two;

discuss the goals of  treatment with your 
veterinary surgeon and consider whether 
other treatment options can be used instead 
of, or in conjunction with supplements;

aim to determine the optimum activity and 
exercise intensity for the particular animal to 
promote a prolonged and productive working 
life.

●

●

●

When to use:
in the treatment of  osteoarthritis to 
attempt to reduce lameness and 
inflammation and support joint repair;

can be used in conjunction with other 
treatments for osteoarthritis;

to promote a healthy joint environment 
and assist in the prevention of  
osteoarthritis in the unaffected horse.
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Warnings / contra-indications
Veterinary medicines undergo rigorous safety and 
efficacy testing before they can be licensed. 

Joint supplements however are classed as nutraceuticals 
and do not have to be tested and licensed.

They are generally regarded as safe but studies into 
potential side effects are lacking.

Do not feed several joint supplements together.
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