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New research led by Erica Jacquay and Dr Amanda Adams from the University of Kentucky,
in partnership with SPILLERS, has shown that testing for insulin dysregulation, which is the
core component of Equine Metabolic Syndrome (EMS), within 3 hours of travelling could
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lead to a false positive. This research is an important step in improving our understanding
of insulin dysregulation and has been selected as one of the most clinically relevant pieces
of research published in the Equine Veterinary Journal’s early view section this month.

 

Insulin dysregulation: why it matters & how’s it diagnosed

The oral sugar test is a commonly used method of diagnosing insulin dysregulation and
involves measuring the concentration of insulin in the horse/ pony’s blood before and after
consuming a set amount of sugar syrup given by syringe.  

 

Insulin dysregulation is a major risk factor for laminitis. In fact, laminitis associated with a
high concentration of insulin in the blood (hyperinsulinemia) is now thought to be the most
common form of laminitis in the UK.

 

The research: what we did & what we found

To evaluate the effect of short-term travelling stress on insulin response, seven insulin
dysregulated (ID) mares and seven non-ID mares were transported in groups for
approximately 1.5 hours. An oral sugar test was completed 24 hours before and 3-hours
after travelling. 

 

As expected, insulin levels were higher in the insulin dysregulated mares on both occasions,
but the oral sugar test was also positive for 5 out of 7 of the non-ID mares after travelling.
This suggests that in a ‘real life’ situation some horses may have been misdiagnosed as
having insulin dysregulation and be falsely considered as having EMS.

 

The research: why it matters

We now realise that the core factor linking EMS to an increased risk of laminitis is having
insulin dysregulation rather than being obese. Whilst being obese increases the risk of
being insulin dysregulated (ID); importantly lean horses and ponies can be ID too, meaning
it is really important to test, if concerned, regardless of body condition. The term ‘EMS’ was
first coined in the early 2000s and although knowledge has improved greatly, there’s still a
lot we need to learn. Improving our understanding of insulin dysregulation, including how to
diagnose it more accurately, is key to improving our ability to identify and manage those at
greatest risk of laminitis. 

 

Veterinary assessments and investigations can be time consuming, expensive and stressful
(for horses and their owners!). If you need to take your horse to the vet as opposed to the
vet visiting you, ticking multiple things off the list in one visit can certainly make sense in
some situations. However, this research shows that when it comes to testing for insulin



dysregulation, we may need to rethink our strategy, as testing after travelling may lead to
a false diagnosis. More work is needed to identify the ‘best time’ to test – watch this space!

 

Want to read more?

The research abstract (short summary) is available from the Equine Veterinary Journal can
be viewed for free here.
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Competing with gastric ulcers: What you need to know

With gastric ulcers thought to affect approximately 60% of competition horses (and up to
50% of leisure horses), it’s no surprise that we receive lots of questions about gastric ulcers
via our Care-Line.

Read now
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The importance of lysine for overweight horses

Cutting calories is essential for weight loss but this shouldn’t come at the expense of
providing a balanced diet. Lysine is an essential amino acid and is one of several nutrients
that may be deficient in a calorie restricted diet.

Read now

Breaking down the diet: What ex-racehorses need to thrive

Whilst the stereotypical ex-racehorse might be prone to excitability, have poor feet and
struggle to maintain weight that’s certainly not the case for all thoroughbreds. Indeed, once
settled into their new workloads and routines, many can be incredibly good-doers!

Read now

Everything you need to know about laminitis

With laminitis a worry for many owners we’re here to help you brush up on your knowledge
of the potential causes, risk factors and management advice!

Read now

What to do when laminitis strikes

Being able to spot the signs of laminitis early maximises your horse’s chance of recovery. It
pays to be vigilant, especially as subtle signs such as slight reluctance to turn or shortening
of stride can be easily missed. While laminitis can strike in any season, a ‘flush’ of rapid
grass growth makes spring a high-risk period, and so can turnout on a sunny frosty
morning. Brush up your knowledge of the signs and what to do if you suspect your horse/
pony may have laminitis in this blog.

Read now
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