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Equine Metabolic Syndrome (EMS) 

What is it? 

EMS is a hormonal condition of horses and ponies, characterised by obesity, insulin resistance, and 

susceptibility to laminitis. 

 

Possible clinical signs 

• Obesity – difficulty to loose weight despite controlled diet 

• Fatty deposits above the eyes, on the neck and tailhead – ‘cresty neck’ 

• Laminitis 

• Infertility and abnormal reproductive cycles in mares 

 

Affected animals 

EMS is more common in ponies than horses. EMS can predispose horses to develop Cushing’s 

disease, so these animals should be closely monitored for signs of the latter. 

 

Diagnosis 

Your vet will come out and perform a full clinical examination on your horse, and discuss the diet 

and exercise. 

Diagnosis is based on showing the horse has a resistance to insulin, however, there is not one 

‘perfect’ test for this. 

Resting hyperinsulinaemia involves taking a single blood sample and measuring the insulin 

concentration. If the insulin level is high, this is strongly suggestive of EMS. Ideally, the horse should 

be starved for 6hrs prior to this blood sample. This blood sample can also be measured for its 

glucose level. Low resting insulin levels does not rule out EMS. 

Oral glucose challenge test. The horse is starved for 12hrs; the horse should then be fed a non-

glycaemic feed containing 1g/kg bodyweight glucose or dextrose powder. A blood sample is then 

taken 2hrs after the feed has been given. 
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Combined insulin-glucose tolerance test. The horse is starved overnight. A blood sample is taken by 

the vet. Glucose followed by insulin are given intravenously. Further blood samples are then taken 

for the next 2 and half hours at set time intervals. 

The vet will send the blood samples away to the lab and the values obtained will then be 

interpreted. 

 

Treatment 

The main treatment protocol is managing the diet and exercise. Dietary carbohydrate will need to be 

restricted. Hay can be soaked, but it is variable as to the amount of effect this has. Some feeds 

specially designed for horses with EMS are available. 

Sudden changes to the diet should be avoided, as this can cause other problems. So any diet 

alterations should be made gradually. 

Exercise should be built up gradually. If the horse is laminitic, the episode should be resolved before 

exercise is instigated.  

It is useful to use weigh tapes to measure weight loss. 
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