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for The loue Of Horses 
B,1;1 'rran+<. J. Buc~man 

Body Condition Affects Health Of Horse 
Fat is beautiful. 
That's a co;mmon saying 

. for horse people, and any~ 
body who's tried to sell a 
horse, or have one critiqued 
by another, knows there's 
truth to the statement. 

- However, there's a point 
when horses are obese. At 
that time, it becomes harm~ 
ful to their health and often 
ugly too, when flabbiness re
places sleekness. 

On the opposite end of 
the scenario is that skinny 
horse. He's never called 
pretty, let alone beautiful. 
More often there's an ex-

pression of sympathy to the 
undernourished animal, 
criticism of owner, and even 
a call to the Humane Soci
ety. This horse is likely un
healthy and certainly more 
prone to sickness than a 
horse of proper weight. 

"Most horses should fall 
in the body condition score 
of four, five or six/' claims 
David Freeman, Extension 
horse specialist at Okla
homa State University, Still
water. 

That's a little hard for a 
cowboy to comprehend. 
More typical terminology 

might be too fat, too skinny 
or in good shape. However, 
"Body condition refers to 
the amount of fat on a 
horse's body," Freeman de
·fines. So, a nine score would 
be overly conditioned, and a 
one score way underweight. 

Fat is· tissue that stores 

energy and is produced 
when the horse is digesting 
more energy than needed 
for maintenance and pro
duction. "Over time, horses 
consuming higher energy ra
tions than needed will in
crease body fat," Freeman 
describes. "Those getting 
less energy from feed use 
more fat for energy, and 
body fat will decrease." 

Most body fat accumu
lates in layers immediately 
below a horse's skin and can 
be visibly assessed along 
the neck and withers, down 
the back, and over the 
hook.'!, tailhead, pins, ribs 
and behind the shoulder. 
""The desired level of body 
condition will vary between 
horses," Freeman empha
sizes. 

As a rule, horses being 
ridden under saddle will 
maintain a lower body con
dition than non-performing 
horses. "It can widely vary 
with the individual horse 
and the horse's conforma
tion," Freeman says. "One 
horse may perform more 
effectively thinner than 
another horse doing the 
same task in a heavier con
dition." 

Professional boxers 
could be used as a compara
tive example to horses. 
"George Foreman was ex~ 
tremely heavy when he was 
in top boxing shape, while 
others weren't as fat in their 
prime shap-e," the specialist 
relates. Thoroughbred-type 
horses typically carry less 
visual condition than heav~ 

ier, bunchier-muscled and 
halter-type horses. 

Horse owners who accu
rately assess body condition 
are able to make ration 
changes to maintain horses 
at desired fat levels. The 
one-to-nine scoring system 
Freeman refers to was de
veloped in the 1980s and has 
been incorporated by many 
phases of the industry. 

"It can be used effective
ly on all horses, but was ac
tually developed to quantify 
the influences of body con
dition on mares' reproduc
tive performance," Freeman 
clarifies. 

Briefly, the specialist 
summarizes mares in four 
or less body condition will 

Continued on page 13 



Continued from page 12 

be slow in cycling and have 
more cycles per conception, 
lower pregnancy rates and 
higher pregnancy losses. 
"During the breeding and 
foaling season, mares 
should have body condition 
of six or seven," he advises. 

Concerns expressed 
about problems mares 
might have in foaling in this 
higher condition are unwar
ranted, Freeman claims. 
"Research shows it has no 
affect on gestation length, 
foaling process, size of foal 
and foal viability," he adds. 

Looking at a horse to 
know its body condition can 
sometimes be deceiving, so 
Freeman recommends feel
ing the suggested areas to 
.see how much fat is really 

. there. "Long hair can make a 
horse look in better condi
tion than he is," Freeman 
comments. Different body 
shapes also affect what the 
horse's condition is." 

Taller, larger-framed 
horses with prominent with
ers may appear leaner than 
shorter, smaller·framed 

horses with similar body 
conditions. Pregnant mares 
have less cover over the 
ribs due to the foal weight, 
and horses on forage and 
pasture have big bellies, 
which are both misleading 
on body condition. So, other 
places should be checked 
for fat. 

Overweight horses are 
typically more common than 
underweight horses, but 
with increased feed costs 
and higher horse numbers, 
more thin horses are being 
reported. "Gains in body 
weight must be made with 
gradual increases in the ra
tion,'' Freeman states. "The 
horse's body requires time 
to assimilate increase of en
ergy into fat." 

Colic and fo.under in
crease when dramatic in
creases are made in daily 
feedings. 

A thin, mature horse that 
should be around 1,200 
pounds in a inoderate condi
tion consuming unlimited 
grass hay and around 1 per
cent of body weight per 
day in grain is,likely to gain 
1 to 1 1/2 pounds of body 

weight per day, Freeman 
correlates. 

"That means it will take a 
couple of months to move a 
horse in a condition score of 
two to a more desirable 
score of four or five," he cal~ 
culates. "Of course, if you 
are fighting weather and 
other stress, this guideline 
may be a little ambitious." 

Taking body weight off a 
horse in preparation for 
work also requires time. 
"Reduction in feed must be 
gradual and must be in con
junction with exercise, just 
like a person on a diet," 
Freeman stresses. "Ex
treme, sudden weight loss 
by dramatic reduction in en
ergy is harmful to the 
horse." 

Obesity causes problems 
in horses just like in hu
mans. "Horses with proper 
feed and exercise typically 
will not have health issues 
like those which are overfed 
in confinement," admits 
Freeman. 

Age can affect a horse's 
body condition. ""Older hors-

es typically aren't going to 
carry the weight of a horse 
in its prime," Freeman 
warns. "While they are natu~ 
rally going to be lighter, 
feed supplements and den
tal care are often needed to 
keep healthy weights." 

An old-timer's reference 
of correlation between a 
horse's heart and his stom
ach means that typically an 
overfed horse will feel bet
ter and be more spirited 
than one that is fed less, but 
not to the point of malnutri
tion. 

"Young horses in training 
are still growing, but also 
learning at the same time. 
They require more proteins, . 
amino acids, calcium and 
phosphorous than mature 
horses, and yet the energy 
levels in rations sometimes 
must be altered for maxi~ 
mum training results," Free
man qualifies. 

Although a horse owner 
can and is urged to study 
suggested body condition 
guidelines through avail
able printed and internet 
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sources, the main thing is to 
become familiar with indi
vidual horses and periodi
cally check their condition. 

"It is important to recog~ 
nize the specific areas on a 
horse to check body fat and 

Crease 
Down 
Back 

to gain experience in identi~ 
tYing condition of various 
horses. Re-evaluations help 
to decrease the influence of 
conformational difference 
in weight assessment," con
cludes Freeman. 

Along the Neck 

Eight places should be checked on a horse to identify 
fat cover. A body condition score of four, five or six on a 
scale of one to nine is recommended for most horses. 
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be slow in cycling and have 
more cycles per conception, 
lower pregnancy rates and 
higher pregnancy losses. 
''During the breeding and 
foaling season, mares 
should have body condition 
of six or seven,'' he advises. 

Concerns expressed 
about problems mares 
might have in foaling in this 
higher condition are unwar
ranted, Freeman claims. 
"Research shows it has no 
affect on gestation length, 
foaling process, size of foal 
and foal viability," he adds. 

Looking at a horse to 
know its body condition can 
sometimes be deceiving, so 
Freeman recommends feel
ing the suggested areas to 
see how much fat is really 

. there. "Long hair can make a 
horse look in better condi
tion than he is," Freeman 
comments. Different body 
shapes also affect what the 
horse's condition is." 

Taller, larger-framed 
horses with prominent with
ers may appear leaner than 
shorter, smaller·ii·amed 

horses with similar body 
conditions. Pregnant mares 
have less cover over the 
ribs due to the foal weight, 
and horses on forage and 
pasture have big bellies, 
which are both misleading 
on body condition. So, other 
places should be checked 
for fat. 

Overweight horses are 
typically more common than 
underweight horses, but 
with increased feed costs 
and higher horse numbers, 
more thin horses are being 
reported. "Gains in body 
weight must be made with 
gradual increases in the ra
tion," Freeman states. "The 
horse's body requires time 
to assimilate increase of en
ergy into fat" 

Colic and fO:under in
crease when dramatic in
creases are made in daily 
feedings. 

A thin, mature horse that 
should be around 1,200 
pounds in a moderate condi
tion consuming unlimited 
grass hay and around 1 per
cent of body weight per 
day in grain is,likely to gain 
1 to 1 1/2 pounds of body 

weight per day, Freem'an 
correlates. 

"That means it will take a 
couple of months to move a 
horse in a condition score of 
two to a more desirable 
score of four or five," he cal
culates. "Of course, if you 
are fighting weather_ and 
other stress, this guideline 
may be a little ambitious." 

Taking body weight off a 
horse in preparation for 
work also requires time. 
"Reduction in feed must be 
gradual and must be in con
junction with exercise, just 
like a person on a diet," 
Freeman stresses. "Ex
treme, sudden weight loss 
by dramatic reduction in en
ergy is harmful to the 
horse.'' 

Obesity causes problems 
in horses just like in hu
mans. "Horses with proper 
feed and exercise typically 
will not have health issues 
like those which are overfed 
in confinement," admits 
Freeman. 

Age can affect a horse's 
body condition. "Older hors-

es typically aren't going to 
carry the weight of a horse 
in its prime," Freeman 
warns. "While they are natu
rally going to be lighter, 
feed supplements and den
tal care are often needed to 
keep healthy weights." 

An old-timer's reference 
of correlation between a 
horse's heart and his stom
ach means that typically an 
overfed horse will feel bet
ter and be more spirited 
than one tbat is fed less, but 
not to the point of malnutri
tion. 

"Young horses in training 
are still growing, but also 
learning at the same time. 
They require more proteins, , 
amino acids, calcium and 
phosphorous than mature 
horses, and yet the energy 
levels in rations sometimes 
must be altered for maxi
mum training results," Free
man qualifies. 

Although a horse owner 
can and is urged to study 
suggested body condition 
guidelines through avail
able printed and internet 
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sources, the main thing is to 
become familiar with indi
vidual horses and periodi
cally check their condition. 

"It is important to recog
nize the specific areas on a 
horse to check body fat and 

Crease 
Down 
Back 

to gain experience in identi
fying condition of various 
horses. Re~evaluations help 
to decrease the influence of 
conformational difference 
in weight assessment," con
cludes Freeman. 

Along the Neck 

Eight places should be checked on a horse to identify 
fat cover. A body condition score of four, five or six on a 
scale of one to nine is recommended for most horses. 



Body Condition Affects Health. Of Horse 

Fat is beautiful. 
That's a common saying for horse people, and anybody who's tried to sell a horse, or have one critiqued by 

another, knows there's truth to the statement. 
However, there's a point when horses are obese. At that time, it becomes harmful to their health and often 

ugly too, when flabbiness replaces sleekness. 
On the opposite end of the scenario is that skinny horse. He's never called pretty, let alone beautiful. More 

often there's an expression of sympathy to the undernourished animal, criticism of owner, and even a call to 
the Humane Society. This horse is likely unhealthy and certainly more prone to sickness than a horse of prop
er weight. 

"Most horses should fall in the body condition score of four, five or six," claims David Freeman, Extension 
horse specialist at Oklahoma State University, Stillwater. 

That's a little hard for a cowboy to comprehend. More typical terminology might be too fat, too skinny or in 
good shape. However, "Body condition refers to the amount of fat on a horse's body," Freeman defines. So, a 
nine score would be overly conditioned, and a one score way underweight. 

Fat is tissue that stores energy and is produced when the horse is digesting more energy than needed for 
maintenance and production. "Over time, horses consuming higher energy rations than needed will increase 
body fat," Freeman describes. "Those getting less energy from feed use more fat for energy, and body fat will 
decrease." 

Most body fat accumulates in layers immediately below a horse's skin and can be visibly assessed along 
the neck and withers, down the back, and over the hooks, tailhead, pins, ribs and behind the shoulder. "The 
desired level of body condition will vary between horses," Freeman emphasizes. 

As a rule, horses being ridden under saddle will maintain a lower body condition than non-performing hors
es. "It can widely vary with the individual horse and the horse's conformation," Freeman says. "One horse may 
perform more effectively thinner than another horse doing the same task in a heavier condition." 

Professional boxers could be used as a comparative example to horses. "George Foreman was extremely 
heavy when he was in top boxing shape, while others weren't as fat in their prime shape," the specialist relates. 
Thoroughbred-type horses typically carry less visual condition than heavier, bunchier-muscled and halter-type 
horses. 

Horse owners who accurately assess body condition are able to make ration changes to maintain horses at 
desired fat levels. The one-to-nine scoring system Freeman refers to was developed in the 1980s and has 
been incorporated by many phases of the industry. 

"It can be used effectively on all horses, but was actually developed to quantify the influences of body con
dition on mares' reproductive performance," Freeman clarifies. 

Briefly, the specialist summarizes mares in four or less body condition will be slow in cycling and have more 
cycles per conception, lower pregnancy rates and higher pregnancy losses. "During the breeding and foaling 
season, mares should have body condition of six or seven," he advises. 

Concerns expressed about problems mares might have in foaling in this higher condition are unwarranted, 
Freeman claims. "Research shows it has no affect on gestation length, foaling process, size of foal and foal 
viability," he adds. 

Looking at a horse to know its body condition can sometimes be deceiving, so Freeman recommends feel
ing the suggested areas to see how much fat is really there. "Long hair can make a horse look in better con
dition than he is," Freeman comments. Different body shapes also affect what the horse's condition is." 

Taller, larger-framed horses with prominent withers may appear leaner than shorter, smaller-framed horses 
with similar body conditions. Pregnant mares have less cover over the ribs due to the foal weight, and horses 
on forage and pasture have big bellies, which are both misleading on body condition. So, other places should 
be checked for fat. 

Overweight horses are typically more common than underweight horses, but with increased feed costs and 
higher horse numbers, more thin horses are being reported. "Gains in body weight must be made with grad
ual increases in the ration," Freeman states. "The horse's body requires time to assimilate increase of energy 
into fat." 

Colic and founder increase when dramatic increases are made in daily feedings. 
A thin, mature horse that should be around 1 ,200 pounds in a moderate condition consuming unlimited grass 

hay and around 1 percent of body weight per day in grain is likely to gain 1 to 1 _ pounds of body weight per 
day, Freeman correlates. 



"That means it will take a couple of months to move a horse in a condition score of two to a more desirable 
score of four or five," he calculates. "Of course, if you are fighting weather and other stress, this guideline may 
be a little ambitious." 

Taking body weight off a horse in preparation for work also requires time. "Reduction in feed must be grad
ual and must be in conjunction with exercise, just like a person on a diet," Freeman stresses. "Extreme, sud
den weight loss by dramatic reduction in energy is harmful to the horse." 

Obesity causes problems in horses just like in humans. "Horses with proper feed and exercise typically will 
not have health issues like those which are overfed in confinement," admits Freeman. 

Age can affect a horse's body condition. "Older horses typically aren't going to carry the weight of a horse 
in its prime," Freeman warns. "While they are naturally going to be lighter, feed supplements and dental care 
are often needed to keep healthy weights." 

An old-timer's reference of correlation between a horse's heart and his stomach means that typically an 
overfed horse will feel better and be more spirited than one that is fed less, but not to the point of malnutrition. 

"Young horses in training are still growing, but also learning at the same time. They require more proteins, 
amino acids, calcium and phosphorous than mature horses, and yet the energy levels in rations sometimes 
must be altered for maximum training results," Freeman qualifies. 

Although a horse owner can and is urged to study suggested body condition guidelines through available 
printed and internet sources, the main thing is to become familiar with individual horses and periodically check 
their condition. 

"It is important to recognize the specific areas on a horse to check body fat and to gain experience in iden
tifying condition of various horses. Re-evaluations help to decrease the influence of conformational difference 
in weight assessment," concludes Freeman. 

Crease 
Down 
Back Along the Neck 

Eight places should be checked on a horse to 
identify fat cover. A body condition score of four, 
five or six on a scale of one to nine is recom
mended for most horses. 

David Freeman, longtime Extension equine spe
cialist at Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, 
says it takes at least two months to increase the 
body weight significantly on a thin, mature horse. 


