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How to Give your Horse an Intramuscular Injection

Most horse owners occasionally must give their éarsinjection. Fortunately, giving an
injection to a horse is an easily learned skilltdbmining what type of medication the horse
needs and how to administer the medication is tiiead part of the process and should be
determined by your veterinarian.

There are four basic types of injections used Wwilses.

« Intravenous injections are given into a vein.

- Intradermal injections are administered into thia.sk

« Subcutaneous injections are given underneath the sk

- Intramuscular (IM) injections are given deep infa@e muscle mass where the drug is
absorbed slowly into the horse's system.

Intramuscular injections are the most common tygelun horses and are the focus of this
handout. Although a few horses are "needle shy"ddojelct to injections, most horses quietly
accept a properly given IM injection. By followirlige methods outlined in this circular, horse
owners should be able to safely and efficientlyegan IM injection to a horse.

Step 1. Safety & Preparation
Consult Your Veterinarian

Although giving an IM injection to the horse isautine procedure, it is not without risk to the
horse. Always consult your veterinarian about yfpetof medication, the dosage, and the route
(IM, intravenous, subcutaneous, or intradermalpieegiving any drug to a horse.

Improper drug handling and injection techniques result in infections such as needle
abscesses, life-threatening drug reactions suahashylactic (allergic) shock, and ineffective
drugs or vaccines. Have your veterinarian disciggsf drug reaction in the horse and how to
handle drug reactions.

Precautions for Handlers

Giving an injection to a horse also can pose sosketo the human handler. A horse which
seriously objects to the injection can easily igjthre handler. Also, some drugs used in horses
can be absorbed directly through human skin ompcaduce severe reactions if accidentally
injected into humans by needle punctures.
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Medication Precautions

Before giving any injection, read the drug labeltiba bottle. It is a good practice to check the
label before you draw the medication out of thdlb@nd again before you inject the drug into
the horse. Check the drug name to ensure it isteerecommended by your veterinarian.
Remember, the generic name for a drug and the brameé may differ.

Dosage

Next check the recommended dosage. This may diier the instructions given by your
veterinarian. If you have any questions about theade, get clarification from your veterinarian
before giving the injection.

Route of Injection

Check the recommended route of injecting the diggin, if you have questions, check with
your veterinarian.

Drug Handling & Storage

Follow the recommended method of drug storage, dangiling procedures, expiration date, and
precautions. Do not mix individually packaged drugthe same injection. Compounds in one
drug preparation may inactivate or decrease theaelf of the other drug. It is better to play it
safe and give the horse two separate injections.

Sterile Equipment

Next, make sure you use a sterile needle and syrindividually packaged, disposable sterile
needles and syringes are the easiest way to est&unile equipment. Open the packages
immediately before use, and dispose of them imntelgiafter use. Never reuse a needle
because a contaminated needle can easily intratusgection into a horse.

Never use the same needle or syringe on more th@harse. Infectious diseases can be passed
easily from horse to horse this way.

Size of Needle

The size of the needle depends on the medicatimg logected. A large-diameter needle (18
gauge) works best with thick solutions such as@#ini while a smaller-diameter needle (20 to
21 gauge) can handle a thin, watery solution. Relpeena larger gauge number equals a smaller
diameter. Larger gauge needles may break moreye¢hait smaller gauge. If your horse reacts
adversely to the injection and breaks the needle should make sure you can find both pieces
of the needle. If you suspect a piece of needle Ibeargtained in the horse's muscle, consult your
veterinarian.

Most IM shots are given to adult horses with a riéh needle so that the medication is injected
deep into the muscle mass. Foals are usually dMenjections with a 1-inch needle. Collect
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used needles, with their plastic covers attached sgringes in a resealable plastic bag or bottle
and take them to your veterinarian's office fopdsal in an approved medical waste container.

Site Preparation

Antiseptic cleansing of the injection site is notramonly practiced by most horse owners or
veterinarians. They simply brush any noticeablefdam the injection area and insert the needle
into dry skin. There is no noticeable increasenfeation with this method when compared with
a method that uses an antiseptic cleansing agent.

Studies have shown alcohol is a weak antiseptichi@im very little effect on the cleanliness of

the injection site. To thoroughly clean the injeatsite, the horse's hair must be shaved, the area
scrubbed with an antiseptic soap which must renmagontact with the skin for at least 2

minutes, and then rinsed with alcohol. This is iagpical for most horse owners and most people
do not want their horse shaved at the injectiomn &ising a sterile needle and syringe is more
important in preventing injection site infectioman thoroughly cleaning the site.

Horse Handling

If you are unsure how your horse will react to itijection, it is best to untie the horse and hold
its lead line or have someone else hold it. A ietse which overreacts to the injection may pull
back against the tie rope. The resulting pressard® horse's head may cause it to panic,
injuring the horse or the handler. If the horsesdpell back during the injection, simply move
with the horse and continue the injection wheraitres down. If the horse tries to kick, pull its
head toward you. This automatically swings its ead away from you. Some seriously needle-
shy horses may need to be distracted by a twitcestaaint device which tightly grips the
horse's upper lip and nose) or the chain end tdlbos lead run through the mouth or over the
upper gum while the injection is given.

2. Injection Site

The site of the IM injection is important for thafety of the horse and the handler. Using a large
muscle mass promotes drug absorption and decréfasebance of swelling and pain at the
injection site. The site should allow the needlbémlaced deep in the muscle without danger of
hitting bone, ligaments, nerves, or blood ves#ds0, the injection site should allow the handler
to be in a relatively safe position if the horsgects to the injection. This handout describes IM
injections for the neck. Please contact our offazanformation on giving gluteal or pectoral
injections, which can be associated with slightbyhler risk to horse and handler.

Base of the Neck

The base of the horse's neck is the preferredtiajesite. It is also favored by many horse
handlers because it allows the handler to remaarelatively safe area by the horse's shoulder.
This site is a triangle defined by the nuchal ligatnalong the crest (top) of the horse's neck, the
cervical vertebrae which form a backward S-shapedecfrom the horse's poll (between its ears)
toward the point of the shoulder, and the scamhlal{lder blade) (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The triangle indicates the area for IM
injections in the neck. Keeping near the base okne
helps prevent muscular soreness.

To locate the appropriate injection area, put thel lof your hand on the base of the horse's neck
where it joins the shoulder, about midway betwéendrest and the bottom of the neck. The area
covered by your palm is the injection site.

Higher toward the crest you risk hitting the nudigdments, and lower toward the bottom of the
neck is where the cervical vertebrae and bloodelesse located. Make sure you stay near the
base of the neck rather than injecting higher epniick toward the ears. This again avoids
ligaments, bone, and blood vessels and gives arlangscle mass for the injection.

3. Injection Procedure

The general procedure for an IM injection is atofwk:

« remove the needle from the syringe,
- set the needle into the muscle,

« attach the syringe,

- aspirate, and

+ slowly administer the medication.

Novice horse owners often worry about injectingi@iio the horse when the needle is inserted
without the syringe attached. However this amodi@irinjected into the horse is minor and will
not harm it.

A quiet horse may allow you to simply pop the neadto its neck or buttocks. However, if the
horse needs a little distraction there are seveethods of easing the needle stick. One good
method is to pinch up the horse's skin next tarijeetion site for a few seconds prior to
inserting the needle (see Figure 2). While holdmgpinched skin, insert the needle next to the
pinched area.
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Figure 2. Pinching the skin near the needle injection
distracts the horse from the injection.

Another method is to hold the needle between thmthand forefinger. Tap the horse

vigorously 2 to 3 times with the side of your pamthe injection site and without breaking your
rhythm, rotate your hand and insert the needle Rgpg&re 3). However, some horses may learn
to associate the taps with the following needlekstand leave the area prior to the needle stick.

Figure 3. Tapping the horse at the injection site with
side of your palm several times before insertirgy th
needle can distract the horse from the injection.

There are several methods of giving the horse amjdttion. The method you use will depend
on your experience, the injection site, and theséerattitude. There are a few basic rules to
follow no matter which injection method you use:

1) Insert the needle perpendicular to the skin (dosteott the needle upward or downward) and
sink the needle into the muscle all the way tohthle (the place where it attaches to the
syringe). This ensures that the needle will noft shiring the injection and that it is deep into
the muscle mass (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. When injecting the needle, use a
quick, decisive thrust that sinks the needle i
the muscle to the hub.

2) Always aspirate (pull back on the plunger) befojedting the drug to ensure that you are
not in a blood vessel. Some commonly used drug&itiaahorse if accidentally injected
into the blood stream.

If blood collects at the hub of the needle when place it into the horse or you draw blood
when you aspirate the syringe, then you must pelineedle out and redirect it before giving
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the injection. It is safest to pull the needle campletely and start over in a different area
with a clean needle.

However if you have a needle shy horse, you cahtipeiineedle partially out of the skin,
change the injection angle, and push it back imomuscle. Many needle shy horses object
to the needle going through the skin, which isghamful part of the injection, and will be
relatively quiet once the needle is through th@.sRemember to aspirate again when using a
clean needle or redirecting a needle to make saeage not in a blood vessel.

3) Observe the horse for any signs of allergic readioo about 30 minutes after giving the
injection. Usual signs of allergic reactions susls@aelling around the injection site, hives,
increased respiratory rate, depression, or agitatidicate that the horse may be allergic to
the medication. Discontinue its use and consult yeterinarian immediately.

NOTE: If you are giving large, repeated doses wfeglication, rotate injection sites (such as left
neck, right neck, left buttock, right buttock) educe soreness in any one area of the horse's
body. Extremely large doses (more than 15 to 2@ta)thick or irritating substance such as
penicillin should be split into more than one injen to reduce soreness.

It is also a good practice to use more than orexiign site (for example, the neck and the
buttocks) when giving several separate medicatona&ccines at once. Then if the horse has a
drug reaction it may be easier to identify the dihugt caused the problem.

4. Summary

Giving your horse an IM injection is an easily leed technique. By observing proper safety
rules and injection techniques, you can often autfections and adverse drug reactions. A
summary of the IM injection procedure follows.

1. Consult your veterinarian about the type of drugdwel, route of administration, dosage,
drug handling precautions, and adverse drug reectio

Read the drug label.

Use only sterile needles and syringes.

Untie the horse if you are not sure of its reaction

Insert the needle straight into the muscle andupe hub.

Attach the syringe to the needle.

Aspirate (pull back) on the plunger. If blood apgseia the syringe, remove the needle
and try again with a clean one.

Slowly inject the medication.

Observe the horse for signs of adverse drug readticsome cases, you may have
epinephrine ready for injection in case of anapttitashock.

10. Properly dispose of your needle and syringe in dica¢waste container.
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