
How to Rug a Horse

How to Rug a Horse: A Thoughtful Guide

So, let’s talk about the age-old question: Do horses really need rugs? You might be 

surprised to know that many horses and ponies can happily live without a rug year-

round. These magnificent creatures have evolved perfectly to maintain their body 

temperature, thanks to a smart system called thermoregulation.

Understanding Thermoregulation

Now, thermoregulation is a fancy term for how horses keep their internal temperature 

at a cozy 38°C. This system relies on a mix of physical, biological, and behavioural 

adaptations that have developed over time. If temperatures fluctuate too much, it can 

lead to serious health issues, so these mechanisms need to be spot on. Domestic 

horses are just as capable of this as their wild counterparts, and it’s easy to forget 

that!

Think about it: How often do you see your horse huddled in a shelter during winter? 

Most of the time, they prefer it in summer to escape the heat and pesky flies! So 

before you rush to order the plushest, warmest rug from that catalog, take a moment 

to consider whether your horse truly needs it—or if it might even be a hindrance to 

their health.

How Do Horses Stay Warm?

When it comes to keeping warm, horses have some nifty tricks up their sleeves. They 

can heat up more easily than cool down, and their natural coat plays a big role in this. 

In winter, many breeds grow a thick, fluffy coat that acts as a fantastic insulator. This 

coat is covered in natural grease, which repels water and keeps their skin dry, so be 

careful not to over-groom during the colder months!



As the seasons change, horses’ coats adapt too. When autumn days start to shorten, 

their bodies respond by growing that winter coat. The hair can even stand up, trapping 

warm air close to the skin. Pretty clever, right?

Another important heating mechanism? Grazing! Horses spend about 19 hours a day 

munching away, and the process of digesting their food generates heat. That’s why 

having constant access to forage is crucial, especially when it’s chilly outside.

When it gets really cold, horses redirect blood flow away from their skin to keep their 

vital organs warm. If you touch the tips of their ears, you might find they’re a bit 

cooler—this is normal! And if you want to feel just how toasty they are, check their 

armpits or deep into their fur.

The Role of Fat and Behaviour

A little extra fat is also a natural insulator. Wild horses usually gain weight in summer 

and lose it in winter. But for domesticated horses, it’s not always the same, as they 

might not shed those extra pounds in the warmer months. This can prevent them from 

growing a thick, effective winter coat, so keeping them at a healthy weight during 

summer is key.

When the weather turns harsh, horses instinctively turn their backs to the wind and 

rain, seeking natural shelters like trees or hedges. They also huddle together in a herd 

to share body warmth. Have you ever seen a horse with snow on its back? That’s a 

sign of just how well-insulated they really are!



The Rugging Debate

While horses are well-equipped to handle cold weather, it’s easy for us to project our 

own feelings onto them. We might think they need rugs to stay warm or cozy, but 

many horses are perfectly fine without them. In fact, rugging can interfere with their 

natural thermoregulation process. Just like any muscle, the hair erector muscles that 

help with temperature control need to be exercised. Putting a rug on too soon or over-

rugging can limit their ability to adapt.

Plus, if your horse is getting too warm under a rug, it might be a one-way ticket to 

overheating. Horses naturally use their fat reserves to keep warm in winter, and 

overfeeding can lead to unhealthy weight gain and even laminitis come spring.

So, When Should You Rug Your Horse?

Of course, there are exceptions. Horses that are older, lighter breeds, or those who 

have been clipped might appreciate the extra warmth a rug provides. Similarly, horses 

with limited movement, like those that are stabled for long periods, may benefit from a 

cozy covering.

As long as horses have access to plenty of forage, companionship, and some shelter, 

they can manage the cold quite well. Late summer and early autumn is when they 

start to prepare for winter by growing their coats and adjusting their natural heating 

systems.

So next time you’re tempted to rug your horse, pause for a moment and consider: Is it 

really necessary? Your horse might just be healthier—and happier—without one!


