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Massage Therapy: What is it?

Formal Definition:

The manipulation of soft tissue through stroking, 
rubbing, kneading or tapping in order to increase 
circulation, improve muscle tone, increase range of 
motion and promote relaxation. 



Massage Therapy: What is it NOT?

Massage is NOT a replacement for 
veterinary care. No injuries are diagnosed or 
treatments prescribed.



The Cycle of Injury

Tight/Sore Muscles Increase Pressure on Joints

Decreased Mobility

Impairs Circulation

Muscles Receive Insufficient 
Nutrition/Oxygen

Lactic Acid Builds Up

Irritates Pain Receptors in Muscle

Horse Experiences Pain

Tenses up Even More



Massage: How Does it Work?

Breaking the Cycle
• Compresses Muscle Fibers Against Muscle/Bone
• Spreads Muscles Fibers Apart
• Frees Restrictions/Adhesions
• Increases Circulation
• Carries Oxygen/Nutrients to Muscles
• Removes Metabolic Waste (Lactic Acid)
• Releases Endorphins (Lowers Pain Response)



Common Causes of Injury

• “Weekend Warrior” Syndrome 

• Poor Equipment Fit (Harness, Saddle, Shoes, etc)

• Incorrect Training

• Repetitive Training

• Lack of Proper Warm-Up/Cool-Down 



Common Causes of Injury

• Conformation Issues

• Obesity

• Lack of Proper Turnout

• Poor Footing

• A Nervous Horse is a Tense Horse



Signs of Muscle Spasms

• Sore Back

• Girth Discomfort

• Lack of Forward Impulsion

• Stiff when Turning

• Not Picking up Correct Lead



Signs of Muscle Spasms

• Switching Leads

• Tight Jaw

• Excessive Head Tossing

• Shortened Strides

• Shoulder/Hip Lameness



Signs of Muscle Spasms

• Pulling with Forehand 

• Dragging Hind Feet

• Not Tracking Up



Injury Prevention

• Regular Exercise Over Varied Terrain

• Warm-Up/Cool-Down Properly

• Train with a Professional

• Proper Nutrition



Injury Prevention

• Regular Vet Checks

• Frequent Equipment Checks

• Incorporate Stretching

• And…



Injury Prevention

REGULAR MASSAGE TREATMENTS



Benefits of Massage

• Reduce Muscle Tension

• Prevent Stiffness

• Improve Athletic Performance

• Soothe Aching Muscles in Older Horses

• Increase Flexibility, Joint Mobility and Range of Motion



Benefits of Massage

• Reduce Recovery Time from Sore/Injured Muscles

• Increase Circulation

• Reduce Stress and Promote Relaxation

• Prevent Atrophy in Inactive Muscles

• Reduce Formation of Scar Tissue



Benefits of Massage

Most Importantly…

Massage Can 

PREVENT FUTURE MUSCLE INJURIES



Massage Contraindications

When Massage Should NOT be Used:

• Fever

• Shock

• Skin Disease

• Cancer



Massage Contraindications

When Massage Should NOT be Used:

• Open Wounds

• Areas of Heat/Swelling

• Fractures



Common Tension Areas by Activity

Dressage Neck, Shoulder, Hip, Back
Driving Shoulder, Neck, Chest, Glutes 
Endurance Shoulder, Back, Hamstring
Eventing All Muscle Groups
Flat Racing (US) Left Shoulder, Right Hind
Gaited Neck, Shoulder, Stifle, Back
Hunter/Jumper Shoulder, Back, Gluteus 
Polo Legs, Back, Hind, Neck
Standardbred Pacer Left Side 
Western (Reining, Barrels, etc) Back, Shoulders, Hind, Neck



Equine Muscle System



Major Muscles & Functions

Muscle: Tricep

Function: Flexes Shoulder Joint 

Signs: Shortened Strides
Jumping Flat/Knocking Fences
Unwilling to Take That Lead



Major Muscles & Functions

Muscle: Brachiocephalicus

Function: Flexes Neck
Moves Shoulder Forward
Moves Foreleg Forward

Signs: Lameness on Circles 
Continued Stretching of Neck



Major Muscles & Functions

Muscle: Trapezius/Rhomboids

Function: Elevates Shoulder
Draws Scapula Up/Forward/Back

Signs: Loss of Flexibility
Restricted Foreleg Motion
Loss of Power/Coordination
Girthy



Major Muscles & Functions

Muscle: Latissimus Dorsi

Function: Permits Lateral Bending
Draws Foreleg Back

Signs: Shortened Stride
Retraction Power Reduced
Girthy
Stiff When Cornering 



Major Muscles & Functions

Muscle: Semitendinosus

Function: Extend Hock/Hip
Flexes Stifle
Rotate Leg Inward

Signs: Shortened Forward Movement 
Tucks Leg Under Hind End
Discomfort Straightening Stifle



Major Muscles & Functions

Muscle: Gluteus (Medius & Superficialis)

Function: Forward Movement
Extend Hip
Rotate Thigh Outward

Signs: Restricted Hip Motion 
Shortened Stride
Sore Back



Basic Massage Strokes

Each Stroke Serves a Purpose

• Opening

• Locating

• Treating

• Closing



Basic Massage Strokes

Percussion – Opening/Closing



Basic Massage Strokes

Compression – Open/Closing 



Basic Massage Strokes

Jostling - Opening 



Basic Massage Strokes

Palpation - Locating



Basic Massage Strokes

Cat Paw - Locating



Basic Massage Strokes

Zigzag - Locating



Basic Massage Strokes

Direct Pressure - Treating



Basic Massage Strokes

Cross Fiber Friction - Treating 



Proper Stretching Techniques

Caveats & Safety Issues

• Never stretch a cold muscle

• Do not force the issue - overstretching can cause injury!

• Slowly increase the stretch

• Never stretch on slippery footing

• Do not wear rings – especially if horse is shod



What Should I Expect?

Your Massage Therapist Should:

• Be willing to work with your vet

• Conduct a gait analysis

• Get an accurate health history 

• Answer your questions

• Be patient and relaxed 



What Should I Expect?

The Massage Itself:

• Topline palpation to determine adequate levels of pressure

• Lasts approximately 60 minutes

• Feedback signs

• Walk after massage

• Usually more supple, but may experience stiffness



What Can You Do?

How to Get the Most Out of the Massage

• Make sure you have a quiet area free of distractions

• Make sure horse is clean

• Can massage in stall – eating hay is ok

• Know the health history

• Make sure your horse is accustomed to touch



Thank You!

QUESTIONS?

Courtney Molino, ESMT, CMT
Hands on Horses
410-379-0869
cmolino@handsonhorsesmassage.com


