Shock Wave Therapy
Demystified!

rom dead lame to sound in 6
Fmonths— this was the result from

a relatively new treatment
called focused Extracorporeal Shock
Wave Therapy (ESWT) that is being
used by many local veterinarians in
the Virginia and Maryland area to
treat various injuries refractory to
conventional treatment. At Virginia
Tech’s Marion duPont Scott Equine
Medical Center in Leesburg, resident
Dr. Santiago Gutierrez- Nibeyro
explained that in patients with severe
collateral ligament injuries of the cof-
fin joint, “ESWT appeared to provide
some initial symptomatic relief, par-
ticularly in cases that were lame at the
walk and, in some cases, they were
able to return to previous level of
exercise within 6 months.” He says
that these cases would otherwise have
“a poor prognosis for soundness with
the current treatment options.” The
good news is that this is only the tip of
the iceberg when it comes to the types
of injuries in which ESWT may pro-
vide relief. Sports medicine veterinar-
ians are using it to treat arthritis, spin-
ous process impingement, subchon-
dral bone bruising, soft tissue injuries,
stress fractures, ligament tears, bone
spavin, ring bone, tendonitis, suspen-
sory desmitis (dropped fetlock), cau-
dal heel pain, and even navicular dis-
ease. However, its mechanism of
action, or how shock wave therapy
works is largely understood but what
is still a mystery is why it only works
in some cases and for some condi-
tions.

What we do know about shock
waves are that they are high pres-
sure/high velocity waves that are
focused locally to the site of injury by
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a shock wave generator, of which
there are several models currently on
the market. This is distinct from
another kind of treatment called radi-
al SWT in which the shock waves are
more diffuse and less penetrating.
Compared to therapeutic ultrasound,
shock waves are lower frequency
waves, have minimal tissue absorp-
tion, and do not increase heat in the
injured area. Depending on the proto-
col, focused shock waves can produce
a large amount of energy at the focal
site, thereby causing tissue damage in
the form of cavitation bubbles, i.e.,
high energy-containing fluid bubbles.
The shock wave creates these fluid
bubbles as a result of tension and
shear forces, and when the cavitation
bubble bursts, it can cause microdam-
age to the surrounding structures. It is
believed that the microdamage or dis-
ruption to the bone or tissue creates
secondary biochemical effects that
allow the injured area to begin the
process of healing itself. According to

www.horsetalkmagazine.com

Dr. Doug Daniels of Virginia Equine
Clinic located in Goochland County,
Virginia, ESWT’s “probable mode of
action is similar to a counter-irritant,
increasing tissue turnover and pro-
ducing some inflammation.” It is not
clear yet what the downstream sec-
ondary effects of this procedure actu-
ally are, and if used improperly,
ESWT can cause more damage than
benefit.

Most shock wave protocols, often
designed by the manufacturer, specify
the number of pulses and amount of
energy needed, although many veteri-
narians modify the protocols based on
clinical experience. According to Dr.
Gutierrez-Nibeyro, “the reality is that
limited research exists in this area and
no one really knows if the currently
recommended protocols are optimal
or even effective or not. There is some
anecdotal evidence that ESWT helps
with cases of refractory soft tissue
lesions, but this has not been validat-
ed with appropriate research.”
Nonetheless, studies have shown that
ESWT decreased pain in arthritic
horses and improved lameness scores
in racing Thoroughbreds with tendon
injuries. ESWT has also been shown
to promote bone growth and is being
used as an adjunct treatment to speed
the healing of fractures and other
bone conditions. However, according
to Daniels, ESWT is used more con-
servatively now than when it first
became available. In Daniels’s prac-
tice, ESWT is usually limited to soft
tissue-bone injuries such as proximal
suspensory tears and other injuries
where the tendons or ligaments con-
tact bone. In these cases, he is
absolutely “confident” that it is effec-
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