
What are Joint Supplements?
Joint supplements are products that 

have been purported to decrease inflam-
mation, increase mobility, provide the 
“building blocks” for articular cartilage 
synthesis, or contribute to the overall 
health of moveable joints by some other 
mechanism. Joint supplements can be de-
livered orally, intravenously, intramuscu-
larly, or intra-articularly (i.e., directly into 
the joint). The mechanisms of action of 
most oral joint health supplements remain 
to be fully established.

Oral Joint Health Supplements
Oral joint health supplements are classi-

fied as nutritional supplements that contain 
one or more non-nutrient, non-drug ingre-
dients. These include glucosamine, chon-
droitin sulfate, methylsulfonylmethane 
(MSM), avocado/soybean unsaponifiable 
extracts (ASU), cetyl myristoleate, and hy-
aluronic acid. Some oral joint health sup-
plements also include vitamins, minerals, 
and herbs such as devil’s claw, grapeseed 
extract, yucca, and/or garlic. Oral joint 
health supplements are readily available 
from tack shops or online, and they can 
be administered without the approval or 
advice of a veterinarian, although this ap-
proach is not recommended.

Based on the available data, most of 
these ingredients are said to function by 
providing precursor molecules needed to 
synthesize articular cartilage (e.g., sulfur, 
glucosamine), exerting anti-inflammatory 
effects, inhibiting enzymes that break down 
cartilage, and/or promoting the synthesis of 
various components of the articular carti-
lage matrix.

How They Benefit Horses
While numerous in vitro (in the laborato-

ry) studies have been performed in cell cul-
tures to determine the efficacy and mecha-
nisms of action of oral joint supplements, 
only a limited number of in vivo (in the live 

horse) studies have been performed. This 
is primarily due to the economical and lo-
gistical issues involved with experimenting 
with live horses. Nonetheless, a handful of 
studies have been conducted over the past 
decade showing promising results for oral 
joint health supplements. 

The most intensively studied oral joint 
health supplements in veterinary medicine 
are glucosamine and chondroitin sulfate. 
Clinical studies have demonstrated that 
supplementation with these ingredients 
is beneficial in horses with osteoarthritis 
and navicular syndrome, and when used 
post-traumatically (i.e., following an acute 
injury or due to general wear and tear). 

In addition, some evidence in dogs sug-
gests that glucosamine/chondroitin sulfate-
containing oral joint health supplements 
might be useful prophylactically—prior to 
injury or trauma. While this has not been 
specifically evaluated in horses, many own-
ers and trainers administer oral joint health 
supplements to young, healthy, athletic 
horses with the intention of “protecting” 

the joints from damage. Further research is 
necessary to confirm or refute this use of 
oral joint health supplements. 

Injectable Joint Products
In contrast to the oral joint health supple-

ments, joint supplements formulated as in-
jectable products are pharmaceutical drugs 
approved by the United States Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA). As such, these 
products must be administered by, or under 
the supervision of, a licensed veterinarian. 
Only two products are currently included in 
this class: polysulfated glycosaminoglycans 
(PSGAGs) and hyaluronic acid. 

PSGAGs Commercially available PS-
GAGs are intended for either intramuscu-
lar or intravenous administration. PSGAGs 
function as a potent inhibitor of degrada-
tive enzymes (proteases), stimulate activ-
ity of the synovial membrane to improve 
joint function, and increase the viscosity 
of synovial fluid in traumatized joints. The 
intra-articular formulation is indicated for 
treatment of joint dysfunction of the carpal 
(knee) joints, and the intra-muscular for-
mulation is indicated for both carpal and 
hock joints (but these products are often 
used off-label for dysfunction in the other 
joints). No contraindications are associated 
with the intramuscular administration of 
PSGAGs; however, the intra-articular prod-
uct should not be used if a joint infection is 
suspected. 

Hyaluronic Acid This is a ubiquitous 
substance in mammals that is found in con-
nective tissues, skin, and synovial fluid. Its 
mechanism of action remains unclear, but 
research has demonstrated that hyaluronic 
acid possesses anti-inflammatory properties 
and decreases degeneration of the joint. No 
adverse events have been reported follow-
ing either the intravenous or intra-articular 
administration of sodium hyaluronate. 

Problems With Joint Supplements
Since oral joint health supplements are 
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Many people administer oral joint health supple-
ments to young, healthy, athletic horses with the 
intention of “protecting” the joints from damage.
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not manufactured like pharmaceutical 
drugs (using quality assurance/quality 
control or current Good Manufacturing 
Practices), and they are essentially un-
regulated by the FDA, poor-quality prod-
ucts are abundant. This includes products 
that do not contain the type or amount of 
product as listed on the label, have or rec-
ommend sub-therapeutic dosages, and are 
potentially contaminated with harmful 
chemicals (such as pesticides and heavy 
metals) or other nutritional supplements 
manufactured in the same facility due to 
inadequate cleaning of the equipment. 

One study analyzing 23 commercially 
available oral joint health supplements 
found that 9 (39.1%) contained less glu-
cosamine than indicated on the manu-
facturer’s label. This means that more 
than one-third of tested products were 
delivering sub-therapeutic dosages of glu-
cosamine. Poor-quality products are un-
likely to be effective and are an economic 
drain on unsuspecting consumers.   

Additional concerns exist regarding 
the lack of a federal adverse event report-
ing system for nutritional supplements. 
(There is a National Animal Supplement 

Council that is a self-governing group with 
an adverse event reporting system for its 
members.) While joint supplements are 
widely construed as safe based on stud-
ies performed in mice, rats, and horses, 
potential safety issues do exist. The pri-
mary concerns associated with oral joint 
health supplements are contamination, 
hypersensitivities (allergic reactions), drug- 
supplement interactions (these have been 
reported for many commonly adminis-
tered herbs such as yucca, ginseng, flax-
seed, and Echinacea), and contribution to, 
or worsening of, insulin resistance/equine 
metabolic syndrome. This latter potential 
contraindication stems from a hypothesis 
generated in human medicine that glu-
cosamine negatively impacts patients with 
type 2 diabetes mellitus. To date, there is no 
evidence that glucosamine has any impact 
on glucose or insulin levels in horses. 

A Joint Supplement Caveat
There is published, scientific evidence 

supporting the use of PSGAGs and hy-
aluronic acid. However, the quality of stud-
ies on some oral joint health supplements 
has been questioned. Even in the human 

medicine where these products have been 
more extensively tested, the overall clini-
cal impact and efficacy of these products 
remains under debate. h

Fast Facts

■  Joint supplements are used to promote 
and maintain a healthy joint environ-
ment.

■  Oral joint health supplements are non-
nutrient, non-drug-containing products 
such as glucosamine, chondroitin sulfate, 
methylsulfonylmethane (MSM), avocado/
soybean unsaponifiable extracts, cetyl 
myristoleate, and hyaluronic acid.

■  Oral joint health supplements are indicated 
in horses with osteoarthritis, navicular 
syndrome, post-traumatically, and poten-
tially also prophylactically.

■  While FDA-approved injectable joint 
products are produced like pharmaceuti-
cal drugs, oral joint health supplements 
are not. Therefore, there are concerns 
regarding safety and efficacy of some 
oral joint health supplements.

Call your veterinarian today and 
discover the Myristol difference.
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