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Barefoot v’s Shod  

Yesterday I attended an amazing workshop run by Hoofing Marvellous in aid of The HorseWorld 
Trust in Bristol.  This has prompted me to share a piece I wrote a while ago on shoeing your horse 
versus going ‘barefoot’.  The workshop was fascinating and also covered the importance of diet 
and providing an appropriate lifestyle for your horse.  They focused on track systems and why 
these can be so beneficial for the equines in our care.  I hope to write more on that topic in a later 
post but for now, here is my comparison of barefoot trimming and shoeing… 

                   

Since the start of the new millennium, thousands of horse owners have removed the shoes from 
their horses hooves and started to learn about trimming them in a way that keeps the horse 
sound.  This method is also often used successfully to rehabilitate horses who suffer from laminitis 
and navicular disease and can even get hooves in top condition for endurance racing and other 
demanding equine sports (http://www.barefoothorse.com/).  Many believe that horse shoes 
actually cause damage to the equine hoof, even with frequent resets.  On the other hand there are 
people who speak out against the ‘barefoot trim’.  This is partly due to people preferring the 
familiar and believing in what they have been taught, but also  due to some over aggressive 
trimming practices which have left horses lame and alienated those who might otherwise have 
been sympathetic. However: “Many farriers today will admit that shoes are bad for the horse.” 
(barefoottrimming.com) 

In my online research I expected to find a strong voice for continuing to shoe horses, with people 
speaking strongly against the barefoot trim, however the majority of what I found was in support 
of horses being shoeless for most of the time and only using shoes in certain situations.  It was 
lovely to see some very reasonable and balanced consideration of the issue with many people 
seeking to find what is best and most natural from the horse’s perspective. 

One website I found (thehorseshoof.com/) states: 

“Barefoot hoofcare is a young, developing art and science. There is so much ahead to discover. 
After over 20 years of hoof study, the leading hoof researcher in the U.S., Dr. Robert Bowker, 
says, “There is so much that we still don’t know about the hoof!”  

https://listeninghandzblog.wordpress.com/2015/05/24/barefoot-vs-shod/
http://hoofingmarvellous.net/
http://www.horseworld.org.uk/
http://www.horseworld.org.uk/
https://listeninghandzblog.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/unshod.jpg
https://listeninghandzblog.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/unshod.jpg
https://listeninghandzblog.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/shod.jpg
http://www.barefoothorse.com/
http://barefoottrimming.com/
http://thehorseshoof.com/


© Equenergy: Horse & Human in Harmony   2015   All rights reserved     2 
 

They also say that while the barefoot trim can be used to rehabilitate unhealthy hooves, their 
main aim is to prevent this happening in the first place.  They focus on education and awareness 
hoping that barefoot becomes “a widely accepted choice for performance horses around the 
world, with hooves raised carefully from birth to be superior in very way.”  They believe that the 
younger you start a barefoot program with a horse the better, preferably from birth, however 
even older horses hooves can be significantly improved and become healthy enough for a wide 
variety of activities. 

Another website (thesoulofahorse.com) believes that everything in a horse’s life should be as 
natural as possible and that one aspect on its own (eg barefoot trimming) is not sufficient.  They 
support natural horsemanship riding and training methods, the ‘wild horse’ (barefoot) trim, eating 
from the ground and day and night turnout so that the horse can move around continually.  They 
believe that the horse should have: “What fifty-two million years of genetics demanded for his 
long, healthy, and happy life.” 

So what is a barefoot trim?  It is where the “hoof is trimmed to mimic what would happen if the 
horse received as much exercise as would occur if he had to forage for food and water over a large 
area. In nature, the ground trims the hoof through abrasion. Movement encourages and regulates 
hoof growth. The trim uses the internal structures as a guide, allowing the hoof to find its natural 
balance and ideal form.” (barefoottrimming.com) 

A horse’s hoof can become unhealthy due to a combination of factors including diet, lack of 
exercise, poorly fitting shoes, neglected feet, incorrect trimming and general poor health.  Some 
horses, for example those who are missing part of the coffin bone, will not be made sound by 
barefoot trimming, but then they will not be sound in shoes either.  Shoes can make a horse 
appear to be sound but underneath, this is not the case.  Just because the horse does not feel 
discomfort does not mean his foot is healthy. 

Some arguments against barefoot trimming have been raised because people believe that shoes 
provide traction for the horse, or protection against rocks, or that they do so much riding that the 
hoof will wear down.  In fact steel shoes are very slippery and while a shoe might lift the sole of 
the foot a little higher off the ground than being barefoot, the reality is that anything larger than a 
small pebble will still come into contact with the sole of the foot.  It is also known that activity 
stimulates growth in the hoof so the last argument does not stand either. 

Shoes actually reduce circulation in the hoof which affects the entire body (see picture below, 
where the off fore hoof is shod and the other three are barefoot). 

 

http://thesoulofahorse.com/
http://barefoottrimming.com/
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The hoof is integral to a horse’s health, and his very survival – “No hoof, no horse.”  Shoes also 
prevent the hoof from changing shape during motion, however it needs to do this in order to 
accommodate the pressure changes as it hits the ground.  This natural distortion provides the 
necessary cushioning to the bones and joints and without this the hoof can become tender and 
not function as efficiently. 

If a horse is already lame, having had their hooves damaged by shoes, a farrier will often fit 
therapeutic shoes in an effort to make him sound, however this only masks the problem.  Barefoot 
supporters however believe that the foot can actually heal itself if the shoes are removed and it is 
given time to grow and move naturally.  Easing pain by elevating a horse’s heels does not cure 
diseases such as navicular.   Vets will tell you it cannot be cured, only ‘managed’, whereas barefoot 
proponents will tell you that navicular is curable. 

The other disease mentioned above which can be helped by the barefoot trim is laminitis.  Years 
ago people would treat this by removing the shoes and putting the horse out to pasture for a year 
to wait for him to be sound again before putting him back to work.  Now, however it is seen as “a 
‘big, scary deal’ because conventional medicine has gotten very high-tech and ignored the horse’s 
own excellent healing process” (barefoothorse.com).  Again barefoot supporters say that the 
horse doesn’t need ‘orthopaedic’ shoes, drugs or box rest.  They believe that the more people 
interfere through these therapies, the harder it is for the horse’s natural self-healing to work.  
They say that the drugs that are usually given for laminitis are often confusing to a horse’s system 
and can overload the liver.  They do not object to painkillers, which can be helpful if the horse is 
refusing to eat, drink or move around, but believe that these should be reduced over several days 
as his condition improves.  Homeopathic remedies or herbs can also be used to help ease pain.  
Healing can be useful in situations like this as it can help, not only to relieve pain, but also to 
stimulate and support the body’s own healing processes. 

Those who favour barefoot trimming say that the horse’s shoes should be removed and his feet 
trimmed, focusing on his comfort.  They advocate that the horse should also be on 24 hour turn-
out, preferably with other horses so that there is motivation for him to move around as movement 
is essential in cases of laminitis.  If the pasture is rich it would then be necessary to fence off an 
area of ground where the grass is poorer (The track system mentioned above is ideal for turnout of 
horses and ponies – see http://hoofingmarvellous.net/Hoofing_Marvellous/Management.html for 
further information).  As an alternative some people stable their horses during the day to avoid 
the sugars that rise in the grass during daylight.  Laminitic horses should be fed ‘meadow’ hay 
(ideally containing grasses such as fescues, timothy and orchard grass – no alfalfa or rye as these 
are too rich in sugars) which should be available 24/7 so that they can ‘graze’.   A variety of other 
foods, such as turnips, kale, carrot tops and local weeds/herbs and hedgerow plants should also be 
given to provide a range of vitamins and minerals.  The horse can self-select the items that his 
body knows he needs in order to heal.  Macerated oils are also helpful in providing essential 
nutrients.  Horses suffering from laminitis often stand in cold water for long periods to relieve heat 
and pain.  This can be provided in the form of natural water or mud in the field or, if this is not 
available, cold water with a little cider vinegar added. 

When trimming a laminitic horse with barefoot trimming the aim is to grow a new hoof capsule 
around the present position of the pedal bone.  This differs from the typical veterinary approach 
which tries to ‘push’ the bone back to its former position inside the hoof capsule. 

Good, skilled trimming can also contribute to a healthy frog in the horse’s foot. 

http://barefoothorse.com/
http://hoofingmarvellous.net/Hoofing_Marvellous/Management.html
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K.C. La Pierre (quoted in an article by Maureen Tierney published in 2012 on 
www.barefoottrimming.com) teaches, that the frog is triangular for a reason.  It is there to act as a 
hinge of sorts. Without the frog, the hoof would be a solid circle or cylinder – unable to flex.  A 
shod hoof is locked into one plane – the plane of the shoe. A bare hoof can flex depending on the 
terrain. 

A healthy frog is critical to a healthy foot. There are multiple factors contributing to frog health, 
but the main ones are exercise, good trimming and diet. Environment also plays a part, but if all 
other conditions are met, the frog can be healthy despite a bad environment. 

The frog is also there as a support and a shock absorber, therefore a healthy frog is thick and 
spongy similar to the main pad in a dog or cat’s paw.  It is made to take impact and absorb 
concussion. Its health is maintained by the fact that it is in contact with the ground between the 
heel buttresses, and receives impact at every step.  Barefoot proponents believe that when a 
horse is shod and the frog is held about 1/2 inch above the ground it does not receive this impact 
resulting in it becoming thin and unhealthy.  They say that frogs like this can often become 
infected with fungal and bacterial infections.  A weakened frog is also unable to hold the heels 
apart and as they contract the mechanical forces exerted on them squeeze the frog into an even 
narrower shape. 

healthy foot:                                             unhealthy foot: 

                

If a horse has been shod for many years it takes time for the hooves to adjust to being barefoot.  
The horse can appear to have very sensitive feet and this can lead owners to believe that being 
barefoot is painful and unsuitable for their horse.  However, barefoot advocates say that given 

https://listeninghandzblog.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/names-of-hoof-parts.jpg
https://listeninghandzblog.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/names-of-hoof-parts.jpg
http://www.barefoottrimming.com/
https://listeninghandzblog.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/normalsole.gif
https://listeninghandzblog.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/normalsole.gif
https://listeninghandzblog.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/contractedsole.gif
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time the hooves will adjust and become healthier.  They believe that removal of the shoe allows 
greater blood flow to the hoof which then starts to rebuild its internal structures.  While this 
process is going on most horses will have sensitive feet on hard surfaces so will need hoof boots 
when ridden on this kind of terrain (for further information on boots, see 
www.hoofbootique.co.uk).  This can be an inconvenience to the rider and is the reason why many 
people say that barefoot trimming doesn’t work for their horse.  Also it can sometimes be difficult 
to find the right size and shape of boots for the horse.  Horses hooves grow slowly with the 
average hoof growing 1/4 to 3/8 inch per month. This means that a horse grows a new hoof in 
about a year.  The transition process can therefore take some time, however barefoot enthusiasts 
believe that skilled trimming and other strategies, such as allowing the horse as much time turned-
out as possible and working with the horse from the ground if he is unrideable, can help during 
this time.  Once the sole regains concavity (as the white line tightens up) and the horse can walk 
comfortably on grass, they believe that the transition period is complete. 

In conclusion it appears that there is much theory and evidence to support the value of barefoot 
trimming but I believe it must be part of a holistic program of care for the horse which must 
include a strong healthy diet, regular skilled trimming by an experienced trimmer and a high 
standard of general care for the horse and his feet.  Leaving a horse turned out as much as 
possible, preferably as part of a ‘herd’, also contributes to a more natural lifestyle and therefore 
overall health and wellbeing.  Keeping a horse indoors in a stable for long periods of time, 
especially if they cannot see and interact with other horses, is very stressful for many animals and 
can lead to a lower immune system which will result in poor health, including that of the feet.  
Every horse is an individual with its own particular needs.  Many factors come into play such as 
diet, environment and the breed and conformation of the horse.  The guardian needs to take all 
these things into consideration and seek to do what is best for their animal, taking the horse’s 
perspective into account as far as possible. 
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