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Dear Reader,
In this article I confess some humbling events. I share them because they served as 
catalysts to deeper thinking about the things I do and believe about horse care, and 
why. I’ve learned that diving below the surface of a topic requires stamina. But, the 
reward for the effort is a deeper understanding of the complex interplay among factors 
that affect horse health and wellbeing. I hope you enjoy the article.

Sincerely,                    

Ann Corso
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everal years ago I received an inquiry from a horse owner about 

blanketing. At the time, I counted myself among the growing body of 

“experts” in natural horsemanship and horse keeping. True to this 

self-image, my initial thought was “Horses don’t need blankets.” 

After all, nobody blankets wild horses and I’ve never used a blanket on my own horse. 

Fortunately, I decided to send my draft response to a good friend and authentic equine 

expert for comments. Of course I expected a positive response to my simple, and to my 

mind, brilliant answer. His reply was short. All he said was, “Never?” His question 

humbled me. You see, I hadn’t stopped to give the question careful consideration. I had 

dismissed any thought of the variety of living arrangements, body conditions, and 

health concerns among horses. My own horse has the benefit of a thick winter coat, 

good health and body condition, access to a run-in shed, a companion to huddle with, 

and free-choice access to hay. 
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! Even more alarming to me is that I knew blanketing could be a tremendous 

benefit to a horse. You see, not long before I received this inquiry, a dear friend’s horse 

was diagnosed with an autoimmune disease that caused the horse to lose his hair. The 

first symptoms presented in December and by February, the coldest part of winter with 

temperatures frequently in the twenties, the horse had lost most of his coat. The owner 

gave this horse the very best care. During the bitter cold winter months heat lamps and 

blankets were used to keep the horse warm. This tender, time-consuming care gave 

medications time to help the horse’s body overcome this symptom of the disease. At 

this point I had to admit, I wasn’t thinking critically. I had “drunk the natural 

horsemanship Kool Aid.” ! !
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! Upon further reflection, my knee-jerk response to the blanketing question 

reminded me of experiences early in my natural hoof care journey. With nothing more 

than a superficial knowledge of the subject, I felt entitled to spew admonitions 

regarding horseshoes at well intentioned horse owners. These experiences taught me 

how quickly doors close when you put someone on the defensive by criticizing horse 

care choices. As I tried to moderate the delivery of my message, I learned how easy it is 

to seem critical, even when you don’t intend to be. Simply suggesting a different 

practice, like keeping a horse barefoot instead of using shoes, or choosing to blanket or 

not, challenges the horse care choices of others. All of a sudden, a generally accepted 

practice is up for consideration. Not only does careful thought about such matters take 

precious time and energy, but there’s a chance of reaching the conclusion that one has 

been narrow-minded or, heaven forbid, wrong. Nobody likes to admit she’s wrong, 

even in the face of evidence. So, it’s easy to understand a defensive response to differing 

opinions or ideas. However, it takes careful thought and the exchange of ideas to 

stimulate deeper understanding. 

! Set aside absolutes about horse care. Oxford’s Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 

defines “absolute” as “an idea or a principle that is believed to be true or valid in any 

circumstance.” An example would be, “Horses don’t need blankets.” Or, as I was once 

told by a riding instructor, “A horse in work needs shoes.” Absolutes give us confidence 
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and reduce the number of decisions we have to make on a daily basis. However, 

reliance on absolutes interferes with critical thinking. 

! Take ownership of your explanations. If you remain satisfied to parrot the 

viewpoints of others, your knowledge will remain superficial. Instead, develop your 

own way of describing and explaining what you do and believe, and why. This helps 

identify inconsistencies in logic, deepen understanding, and build credibility as an 

authentic expert. 

! Liberated Horsemanship cultivates a culture of life-long learning by maintaining 

the delicate balance necessary to challenge ideas, while still offering support for one 

another. It’s our goal to better understand the complex interplay among the physical, 

environmental, psychological, and social needs of the horse. As a scientist who’s long 

and prolific career has focused on the intricacies of physiology, Bruce Nock, PhD, 

founder of Liberated Horsemanship, has a deep appreciation of the complexities of 

animal care. That’s why Bruce assembled a faculty of authentic experts from a variety of 

disciplines in horse care. The exchange of ideas among these experts guides us to a 

better understanding of the interaction among horse care practices, and their affects on 

horse health and wellbeing. In addition, faculty is selected based on a commitment to 

share knowledge in an easy to understand fashion, making the information useful, to 

horse owners and equine professionals. This makes Liberated Horsemanship a 

trustworthy companion for your horsemanship journey.
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THE BLANKETING QUESTION THAT STARTED IT ALL

I live in Pennsylvania where it gets very cold in the months of January and February. I 

have two horses. One is a Clydesdale sport horse that loves the cold weather. The other 

is an Arab/Quarter cross who is healthy and has a good winter coat.

! Everyone at the barn has blankets on their horses, should I be following this 

"trend"? Do horses need heavy blankets? They are out in the field from 7:00 am until 

4:00 pm with hay. They are in at night. — Chilly in PA

Evaluating the Situation

You’re wise to investigate the logic of conventional horse keeping practices when 

making decisions for your own horses, and not just follow a “trend”. I’ll offer some 

information that I hope you find helpful in making your decision about whether or not 

to use winter blankets for your horses now, and in the future. As your horses age, if they 

should experience health concerns, if your boarding situation changes, or you acquire 

other horses, you might need to revisit the question.

! It’s important to keep in mind that the many mechanisms that help the horse 

regulate his body temperature are suited to a natural environment that is semi-arid; a 

life style that encourages a lot of movement (up to 20 miles/day); social interactions 

among a family band; and almost constant grazing on bunch grasses and other 
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available forage. When we keep horses in environments for which they aren’t optimally 

suited we must take steps to alter the environment to better suit the horses’ needs. 

Blanketing is one attempt to do this. 

! Of course, as with any decision in horse care, you must consider the needs of 

each horse. It’s also valuable to consider all the care options available to you. If your 

horse has a full winter coat, access to free-choice hay, shelter from wind and wet 

weather, other animals to huddle with, freedom to move around, and a healthy body 

weight, he’s a good candidate to go without a blanket. 

! However, a light coat, low body weight, isolation from other horses, limited 

access to high roughage feed, and/or lack of wind breaks or cover can reduce the 

horse’s ability to stay warm in extreme conditions. Some common horse care practices, 

like early blanketing that discourages a winter coat from growing in, clipping, stalling, 

limited access to hay; or circumstances like illness, injury, or low body weight, may 

indicate a need to help the horse stay warm by providing a well-fitting, good-quality 

blanket. A horse who doesn’t have a full winter coat will not be able to retain body heat 

like one with a full winter coat; horses kept in isolation cannot huddle together with 

others; restricted movement reduces heat otherwise available from muscle contractions; 

horses who don’t have access to free-choice grass hay around the clock will not enjoy 

the heat produced with continuous digestion; and so forth.
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! From your inquiry it’s clear you’ve noticed the thick winter coat horses grow in 

the fall. This furry covering helps the horse retain heat by trapping air close to the body 

where it is warmed and held. In addition, tiny muscles connected to the hairs contract 

as the skin temperature cools causing the hairs to stand or fluff out trapping even more 

air between the hairs, and even more body heat is retained. When the skin temperature 

rises, the muscles relax and the hairs flatten down closer to the skin and the warmed air 

is released. However, when the coat gets wet or muddy this mechanism is hampered by 

the weight of the water or mud. So during wet, cold weather (below freezing) a blanket 

can help the horse overcome the loss of this otherwise effective heat preserving 

mechanism. Likewise, the weight of a winter blanket can prevent the hair from fluffing 

out, interfering with this heat retaining mechanism. So, it’s important to be certain that 

the blanket selected provides sufficient warmth for the conditions.

! Horses kept isolated in separate paddocks or stalls cannot huddle together, a 

behavior that helps horses stay warm because body surface exposure to the elements is 

reduced and body heat is preserved in the huddle.2 In addition, heat generating exercise 

or movement is restricted with confinement in small spaces, so a blanket might be 

useful to a horse in this type of enclosure. Of course isolation has more far-reaching 

consequences for the horse than just how it affects temperature regulation. Isolation is 

stressful for horses. It’s recommended that periods of isolation be limited and that 
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opportunities for regular turn–out time with compatible companions, like the daily 

turn–out time your horses enjoy, are available as much as possible.

! Although blanketing may help keep your horse warm in certain circumstances, it 

may also interfere with the horse’s ability to self–regulate his temperature. If you choose 

to blanket, it’s important to remember that the horse can’t remove the blanket when he 

begins to feel warm. A blanket, that might have provided comfort through the night 

might become uncomfortably warm when the horse moves around the field during the 

day. Physiological changes that would otherwise help cool the horse, like evaporative 

cooling through sweating and heat exchange from vascular changes in the skin are 

hampered with the presence of a heavy, weatherproof blanket. If you’ve ever been in a 

situation where you couldn’t remove heavy layers of clothing when you began to feel 

too warm, you know how uncomfortable and stressful it can be. So, if blankets are used, 

it’s important that someone is available to remove the blankets and replace them as 

necessary. Check with your boarding facility, they may offer this service when you’re 

not available.

! In addition, the blanket can hinder normal behaviors like self-grooming, 

grooming with other horses, and unrestricted movement. Blanketed horses cannot self-

groom, like bite at an itch. Also, blankets prevent the comforting contact enjoyed when 

grooming with other horses, an important part of the horse’s natural social interactions. 

If your horse requires blanketing, think of ways that you can help to fill these needs. 
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Perhaps you can give your horse a good grooming during the warmer times of the day, 

or let him go blanket-free as often as conditions allow.

! Movement, another way the body generates heat, and an essential element for 

physical and psychological well-being for horses, can be impeded by blankets in a 

couple of ways. Horses that begin to feel too warm in the blanket will limit activity so as 

to not increase their body temperature further. In addition, improper fit or lack of 

proper adjustment can restrict movement, or cause rubbing against the skin which can 

wear the coat away in spots sometimes to the point of causing sores on the skin. So, it is 

critically important to check for fit and adjustment, and to be certain the blanket will be 

removed if temperatures should climb.

! You mentioned another important factor in keeping your horse warm in winter, 

free–choice access to grass hay. By free–choice I mean making hay available around the 

clock, even when your horse is stalled. In the paddock or field the hay is ideally spread 

away from shelters and water troughs. This encourages movement and reduces 

agonistic encounters among herd mates.

! Availability of hay is important because heat is produced during digestion, and 

high-fiber foods, like hay, produce more heat than lower fiber grains. North Dakota 

State University Extension Service equine specialist, Carrie Hammer puts it this way, “... 

the bottom line is if you want to help your horse produce body heat, feed him more 
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hay.”3  However, an underweight horse will have difficulty staying warm even with 

free-choice hay, because he doesn’t have the fat stores that help to insulate and provide 

extra energy to keep warm. So, he might benefit from a blanket. Immediate steps should 

be taken to help a horse that is shivering. Shivering is an involuntary response to cold. 

It’s the body’s last-ditch effort to produce heat from the muscles to warm the organs 

and avoid hypothermia. In addition, shivering consumes a great deal of energy.

! Another option for shielding the horse from cold rains and winter winds is run-

in sheds or lean-tos. These structures not only offer the option to escape from rain and 

sleet, they also capitalize on the horse’s abilities to self-regulate his body temperature 

while allowing the horses to enjoy self and mutual grooming and the natural tendency 

to huddle together to preserve heat. However, there must be sufficient space to 

accommodate all horses, otherwise stress levels are heightened and fights ensue. 

Consider multiple structures that allow horses to divide up into small, friendly bands. 

In addition to helping the animals stay warm in winter, these shelters provide shade in 

hot, humid summer months which helps the horses cope with heat index figures that 

may prove extreme for an animal optimally suited to a semi-arid climate. Also, dry, firm 

footing in the shelter offers a year-round retreat from the muddy conditions commonly 

found in wet climates, a benefit to the hooves.
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! Try to identify as many variables as possible that apply to your circumstances to 

help you reach your decision. You may even find that your question changes, from 

whether or not to blanket to, are there circumstances that would cause my horse to need 

help to stay warm? What is the likelihood of them occurring and how frequently? What 

options, like shelter, hay, movement, companions, and blankets, are available to help my 

horses cope with the cold?

The Answer

Finally, to answer your question, no, I don’t think you should be following this “trend”. 

Horse care decisions based on absolutes, without the application of common sense, do 

not benefit the horse. The complex interplay among the physical, environmental, 

psychological, and social needs of the horse should be considered, as best we can, when 

deciding on horse keeping practices. I hope you find the information I’ve provided 

useful in evaluating your unique horses and circumstances. Further, I hope this will 

help you reach a comfortable decision about if and when winter blanketing might be 

helpful for your horses. 
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LiberatedHorsemanship.com

Your source of multi-disciplinary, science-based information about the 
care and use of horses.
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