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quids and humans have had a long and storied
association since the first ho rse was captured and
h a r nessed for us e. Over the centuries man has bre d
ho rses for a variety of specific uses and the equids
that have deve loped show the re s u l ts of this bre e d-
i ng in their size, speed, tempera me nt and ability.
The very different types of horses from the
M i n i a t u re to the Tho ro u g h b red and Draft do have
many distinctly unique needs but one they all
s h a re is the need for a sound and balanced diet to
help them to maintain a he a l t hy body struc t u re.

S t eve Caddel of Hallway Feeds has spent the last
10 ye a rs wo r k i ng on a unique pro ject with
Ke nt ucky Equine Re s e a rch Pre s i de nt Dr. Joe Pag a n
that has invo l ved mo n i to r i ng the we i g ht and
g rowth of over 10,000 Tho ro u g h b reds in cent ra l
Ke nt ucky from birth to eighteen mo nt hs. Mr.
C addel has combined this ex p e r i e nce with a life-
lo ng int e rest in and association with ho rses to
b e c o me a highly re g a rded re s o u rce for people
wa nt i ng information on their ho rs e ’s nu t r i t i o n a l
health and body struc t u re. He ex p l a i ned, “In 1983
re s e a rc he rs at Texas A&M Unive rsity led by Dr. R.
He n ne ke deve loped a process called cond i t i o n
s c o r i ng that wo u ld allow people to mo re ac c u ra t e-
ly de t e r m i ne the ove rall health of their ho rs e s. Dr.
He n ne ke took a system de s i g ned for the cattle
i nd ustry and adapted it for ho rs e s. Many othe r
re s e a rc he rs have modified Dr. He n ne ke ’s design as
mo re information has become ava i l a b le. This sys-
tem takes into ac c o u nt mo re than the we i g ht of
t he ho rse as de t e r m i ned by scale, re g ression equa-
tion, or we i g ht tape. ”

Me a s u re me nts de t e r m i ned by feel and sight
o b s e r vation of the ho rs e ’s mus c le to ne and fa t
de p o s i ts help to de t e r m i ne the ove rall score of a
ho rs e. Rang i ng from 1 to 9 or, in a modified ve r-
sion, from 0 to 5, ho rses are judged to be poor,
very thin, mo de rately thin, mo de ra t e, mo de ra t e l y
f le s hy, fle s hy, fat, and ex t re mely fat. Ac c o rd i ng to
M r. Caddel, howeve r, the use of each ind i v i d u a l
animal as well as the bre e d i ng and body fra me
must be taken into ac c o u nt .

He said, “Ho rses have been bred for specific
purposes for so many ye a rs that very distinct dif-
f e re nces have evo l ved between breeds and types.
For ins t a nc e, many draft and pony breeds we re

deve loped to be wo r k i ng animals. As such, they
ne e ded not only to be able to perform their give n
t a s ks, such as pulling coal carts in mine s, but they
ne e ded to be economical animals as well. The go a l
was to pro d uce an animal that could de l i ver the
m a x i mum amo u nt of work for a minimum amo u nt
of cost in feed. The end result is that many dra f t
a nd pony breeds are what we wo u ld cons i der “e a sy
ke e p e rs” and do not re q u i re large amo u nts of fo r-
age or feed to be able to maintain their we i g ht
a nd mus c le to ne. Fed well and placed on lush pas-
t u re, these ho rses are candidates for obesity and
t he inhe re nt pro b le ms that come with it such as
colic and laminitis. “

He cont i nued, “Tho ro u g h b reds have deve lo p e d
over ye a rs of sele c t i ve bre e d i ng to tra vel distanc e s
at high speeds. These ho rses we re typically bre d
by people who did not take the costs of maint a i n-
i ng the animals into cons i de ration. The commo n
t h i n k i ng was to breed the best to the best in
hopes of ge t t i ng the best. It takes so many calo-
ries just to move the body fo r wa rd befo re you can
ask for speed. Bre e de rs prov i ded higher amo u nts
of feed and better pastures to these ho rses and ,
over the course of cent u r i e s, these ho rses evo l ve d
i nto animals that seem to re q u i re mo re calo r i e s. ”

In the case of Tho ro u g h b reds the body cond i-
tion of choice is de t e r m i ned by the function of the
animal. A rac e ho rse could not run efficiently car-
r y i ng an excess of we i g ht. To perform at an
o p t i mum level, Mr. Caddel stated, “A Tho ro u g h b re d
in tra i n i ng sho u ld have a body condition score in
about the 4+ to 5 ra nge, mo de rately thin to mo d-
e ra t e.” This condition score is described as a ho rs e
with a slight ridge alo ng his back, and a fa i nt out-
l i ne of ribs discernible. Ho rses with a 4+ cond i t i o n
s c o re also have a small amo u nt of fat aro u nd the
t a i l he ad, and their ne c ks, withe rs and sho u lde rs
do not appear noticeably thin. 

Most ple a s u re ho rs e s, ac c o rd i ng to Mr. Cadde l ,
a re best kept in the 5+ to 6 ra nge cons i de red mo d-
e rate to mo de rately fle s hy. This is indicated by a
flat back perhaps with a slight cre a s e, a bit of fa t
over the rib cage, a fat ro u nded tailhe ad, and fa t
b e g i n n i ng to be deposited alo ng the withe rs,
b e h i nd the sho u lde rs, and alo ng the ne c k .

Body condition scores can also be helpful in
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determining the health of broodmares and young growing
horses. In fact, it was to disprove a long-held theory about
broodmares that Dr. Henneke began to explore the need for
a scoring system. Mr. Caddel explained, “It used to be that
breeders would attempt to “flush” a mare prior to attempt-
ing to get her in foal. The theory was that if you could get
a mare on the thin side and then build her up she would be
easier to get in foal while she was gaining weight. Dr.
Henneke set out to prove that it was less labor intensive
and better for the horses to attempt to keep the mares in
good condition all the way through the breeding process.
Healthy broodmares tend to fall in the 6 to 7 range.”  

Monitoring the condition score of young, growing hors-
es can help owners and farm managers to maintain
awareness of the stresses that are put upon young bones,
joints and muscle tissue. In the young Thoroughbreds Mr.
Caddel has monitored he has seen a wide range of body

styles and condition scores. It has been his observation
that “the precocious foals that experience rapid growth
and large amounts of weight gain with body scores of 7+
tend to be the ones that seem to have more problems with
angular limb deformities. Monitoring the condition score
and adjusting the feed rations appropriately can help alle-
viate some of these problems.”       

Another area in which condition scoring can help
determine a program for horses is when a horse has
become very thin. Humane societies use this system to
help determine when a horse is in need of society mem-
bers’ intervention. A score of 3 or below is considered to be
deprived but, as Mr. Caddel cautioned, “it is important to
bring the horse along carefully and not be in too big a
hurry to push that horse from a three to a seven or higher.
People often forget that obesity is as damaging to a horse
as is being terribly thin.” 

The Condition Scoring System

Absolute weight is not the only important criterion by which to evaluate the horse. Appearance and condition have always
been used as indicators of fitness and health. This condition score system was developed in an attempt to standardize
these descriptions and to allow for easier comparison and communication:

1. POOR Animal is extremely emaciated; spinal column is easily discernible, ribs; tailhead; bone structure 
of withers, shoulders, and neck easily noticeable; no fatty tissue can be felt.

2. VERY THIN Animal is emaciated; slight fat covering over base of spinous processes; transverse 
processes of lumbar vertebrae feel rounded; spinous processes, ribs and tailhead prominent;

withers, shoulders, and neck structure faintly discernible.

3. THIN Fat buildup about halfway on spinous processes; transverse processes cannot be felt; slight fat 
cover over ribs; spinous processes and ribs easily discernible; tailhead prominent, but individual 
vertebrae cannot be identified visually; withers, shoulders, and neck accentuated.

4. MODERATELY THIN Slight ridge along back; faint outline of ribs discernible; tailhead prominence depends upon 
conformation, fat can be felt around it; withers, shoulders, and neck not obviously thin.

5. MODERATE Back is flat (no crease or ridge); ribs not visually distinguishable but easily felt; fat around 
tailhead beginning to feel spongy; withers appear rounded over spinous processes; shoulders 
and neck blend smoothly into body.

6. MODERATELY FLESHY May have a slight crease down back; fat over ribs spongy; fat around tailhead soft; fat beginning
to be deposited along the side of the withers, behind the shoulders, and along the sides of
the neck.

7. FLESHY May have crease down back; individual ribs can be felt, but noticeable filling between ribs with 
fat; fat around tailhead soft; fat deposited along withers, shoulders, and along the neck.

8. FAT Crease down back; difficult to feel ribs; fat around tailhead very soft; area behind shoulder filled 
with fat; noticeable thickening of neck; fat deposited along inner thighs.

9. EXTREMELY FAT Obvious crease down back; patchy fat appearing over ribs; bulging fat around tailhead, along 
withers, behind shoulders, and along neck; fat along inner thighs may rub together; flank filled 
with fat.

Developed by Dr. R. Henneke and co-workers at Texas A&M University.
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