
Grading a murmur
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.

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.
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A heart murmur is a sound produced in the heart by the 
turbulent flow of blood. Due to the large size of the horse’s 
heart, this turbulence can be normal (physiological or flow 
murmurs) e.g. from a fast flowing large volume of blood, 
or from a high blood flow rate during exercise or in cases 
of anaemia. Murmurs also result from abnormal blood 
flow through the heart e.g. back flow through a leaking 
valve or flow through a hole in the heart.
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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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Clinical signs
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.

UltrasoUnd examination of the heart 
can provide information on the site and 

significance of a heart mUrmUr
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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.

•

•

•

•

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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•
•
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REGULAR DENTAL EXAMINATIONS AND  
TREATMENT CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF CHOKE



Diagnosis
Using all the information available at a careful 
stethoscope examination it is often possible to localise 
the heart valve or structure thought to be responsible 
for causing the murmur and to come to an approximate 
diagnosis.

Having identified a murmur in your horse, the following 
investigations may be required:

cardiac ultrasound 
(echocardiography)

resting ECG

exercise ECG.

Some of  these investigations require specialist 
equipment and skills which may require referral 
to a veterinary hospital The availability of  cardiac 
ultrasonography in horses enables vets to come to a 
more precise diagnosis and prognosis, having precisely 
isolated the origin of  the murmur, measured the 
amount of  backflow of  blood, and checked the heart 
dimensions for signs of  enlargement.

An electrocardiogram (ECG) looks at the electrical 
activity of  the heart and can be used to assess rate and 
rhythm both at rest and during exercise using a remote 
device.

•
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a system for remote recording of an 
ecg dUring exercise.

Assessing the significance
The equine heart is an enormous muscular organ 
which has very large reserves of  output and 
most of  the time works well below capacity. Most 
horses never use their heart to maximum capacity 
so murmurs causing mild inefficiencies are not 
significant to them.

Some murmurs are potentially significant in all 
horses. A leaking aortic valve allows backflow of  
blood into the heart from the aorta, which if  of  large 
enough volume, eventually causes stretching of  the 
heart wall. Possible consequences of  this stretching 
include rupture of  the root of  the aorta and 
ventricular fibrillation, both of  which result in death.

Factors affecting the significance of  a heart murmur:

intended use of  horse (e.g. what would be 
performance limiting in an eventer may be of  no 
consequence to a child’s pony);

rate of  progression (not determinable at a single 
examination, murmurs which get worse over time 
are obviously more significant than those which 
do not change);

volume of  backflow of  blood;

size of  defect e.g. ventricular septal defect (hole 
in the heart)

heart rate at rest;

presence of  related arrhythmia (abnormal heart 
rhythm)

signs of  heart failure (e.g. leg filling, weight loss, 
exercise intolerance).
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echocardiogram (UltrasoUnd scan) 
showing abnormal blood flow in the 

heart associated with a hole in the heart
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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.
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