
What Pasture-Deficient Horses Need From Feed
Horses lacking pasture need more than just a bucket of calories. When forage is restricted, thin, patchy, or low in
hay quality, the diet has to take the place of the role that grass normally plays in equine nutrition. That means
the best horse feed plan starts with understanding what pasture is missing: fiber, steady energy, chew time, and
a reliable base of vitamins and minerals.

The biggest priority is still forage. Horses are designed to eat mostly fibrous feed, so even when pasture is poor,
hay should make up the foundation of the ration. Concentrates can help cover nutritional gaps, but they should
not become the entire diet unless a veterinarian or equine nutritionist has designed the program. Without
enough fiber, digestive health can decline fast.

Pasture deficiency often changes a horse’s body condition score. Some horses simply maintain weight poorly,
while others drop weight, lose topline, or show a dull coat. In those cases, feed choices need to provide enough
calories without pushing excessive starch or making the horse too “hot.” A smart plan balances protein, fat, and
fiber so the horse can support weight maintenance or weight gain safely.

Good horse feed for pasture deficient horses usually does three things:

Provides additional energy when forage is scarce

Completes the diet with missing minerals and vitamins

Helps maintain digestive health through fiber and digestibility

Keep in mind that pasture deficiency is not the same for every horse. A lightly worked easy keeper needs a
different ration than a senior, a hard keeper, or a performance horse. Workload, age, dental health, and access to
hay all affect how much supplemental feed is needed.

Types of Horse Feed and When to Use Each
There are several types of horse feed, and the proper choice depends on whether the horse needs additional
fiber, more calories, or more nutrients. The main categories include forage-based feeds, horse feed grain,
complete feeds, ration balancers, and specialized performance products.

Forage-based feeds are the closest thing to pasture in a bag. They are useful when hay is limited or when a
horse needs extra chewing time and slower intake. These feeds are often higher in fiber and lower in starch,
making them a helpful option for horses with sensitive digestive health.

Horse feed grain is a traditional concentrate made from corn, oats, barley, or similar ingredients. Grain can add
energy fast, which may help underweight horses, but it can also raise starch load quickly. If the ration is too
grain-heavy, the horse may be at higher risk for digestive upset and less stable energy.

Sweet feed for horses is a grain mix often coated with molasses to improve palatability. Many horses like it,
which can help picky eaters, but the sweetness does not make it automatically better. Some sweet feeds are
moderate in fiber and calories, while others are simple high-starch mixes. Always read the tag, not just the name.

A concentrate is any feed designed to supplement forage. It may contain grain, beet pulp, soybean hulls, flax,
added protein, fat, or fortified vitamins and minerals. Concentrates are helpful when pasture is short because they
can complete the ration without forcing the horse to consume large amounts of hay that may not be available.

Additional helpful feed types include:



Complete feeds, which can replace part of the forage when chewing is a problem

Ration balancers, which add nutrients without many calories

High-fat feeds, which support weight gain with less starch

Senior feeds, which may be easier to digest for older horses

The best choice depends on whether you are correcting a nutrient gap, increasing calories, or both. In many
cases, the ideal feed is not the one with the most grain, but the one with the best balance of fiber, digestibility,
and nutrient density.

How Much Horse Feed Grain to Give Per Day
People often wonder how much grain to feed a horse per day, but the answer depends on the horse’s build,
work level, condition, and forage intake. There isn’t one set amount that fits every horse. A useful horse feeding
chart can provide an initial guide, but the actual ration should be adjusted based on body condition score and
how much hay or pasture the horse already consumes.

A common approach is to feed just enough concentrate to meet the horse’s needs. For many horses,
concentrates are best divided into multiple smaller meals rather than given in a single large meal. That helps
digestive function and reduces the risk of overload. As a rule, the larger the grain meal, the greater the digestive
strain.

Base adjustments on body condition score. If a horse is thin, lacking energy, or losing muscle, the ration may
need additional energy from fiber, fat, and protein before grain is increased. If the horse is maintaining weight
but has poor pasture access, a smaller concentrate plus quality hay may be enough. If the horse is overweight,
grain may need to be reduced or removed entirely.

A practical feeding framework looks like this:

Use the available forage and estimate how much hay the horse eats daily

Evaluate the body condition score every few weeks

Use concentrate only to fill the gap in calories or nutrients

Adjust the ration gradually

When reading a horse feeding chart, remember that charts are starting points, not prescriptions. Horses vary
widely in digestion, metabolism, and workload. Two horses with the same weight may need very different
amounts of grain because one has poor dentition, another has a faster metabolism, and a third may be getting
more calories from hay than expected.

Top Horse Feed for Gaining Weight and Keeping Weight
The best horse feed for weight gain is not automatically the one with the greatest amount of starch. In many
cases, horses gain weight more safely and consistently when the feed includes more lipids, highly digestible
fiber, and quality protein rather than a large amount of grain. That approach delivers calories without creating
the swings associated with high-starch feeding.

For a horse that needs steady condition, the best feed is often a balanced feed or ration balancer combined with
enough forage. For a horse that needs weight gain, choose a feed that is calorie-rich, highly digestible, and
designed to complement hay. Ingredients like beet pulp, soybean hulls, rice bran, and added oils can help
increase calories more gradually than grain alone.



Ease of digestion matters because not all calories are used equally. A horse may eat plenty but still lose weight if
the feed is hard to digest or if the forage is poor. A feed with better digestibility can allow the horse to get more
available nutrients from each meal.

When comparing options for pasture deficient horses, look for:

Moderate to high fiber

Managed starch content

Included protein to support muscle

Useful fat content for calorie density

Full vitamins and minerals

Some horses need a straightforward maintenance diet. Others need a feed that supports a hard keeper, a senior
horse, or a horse in regular work. The ideal feed will always reflect the horse’s actual condition instead of just
chasing a popular label.

Reviewing Leading Horse Feed Brands
There are many horse feed brands on the market, and the best horse feed brands are typically the ones that
match the horse’s needs, rather than the ones with the loudest marketing. When comparing purina horse feed,
tribute horse feed, nutrena horse feed, and triumph horse feed, pay attention to ingredient profile, nutrient
density, fiber level, and whether the feed matches your horse’s workload and body condition.

Purina horse feed has a wide range of products for maintenance, performance, growth, and weight gain. That
variety can be useful if your horses have different needs. Tribute horse feed is commonly discussed for
performance and digestive support, while Nutrena horse feed and Triumph horse feed also provide options that
can work well in poor pasture conditions depending on the formula.

Rather than judging by brand name alone, review:

Nutrition analysis

Ingredients quality

Fiber and fat levels

Starch levels

Supplemented vitamins and minerals

It is also smart to see how a feed performs in real use. Some products are excellent for weight gain, while others
are better suited to easy keepers. Some are designed for performance horses, and others are best used as a low-
calorie supplement to hay. The right feed depends on the ration you are building.

Purina Impact Performance feed vs. Other Performance Feeds

Purina Impact Performance is a performance-oriented feed designed to support horses in regular work with a
steady nutrient profile. It is often compared with purina impact horse feed and purina performance horse
feed because the names can appear similar, but the exact formulation and intended use should always be
checked on the label.

For pasture deficient horses in work, a performance feed can be a practical choice if it delivers enough calories
and nutrients without excess starch. The advantage of a product like Purina Impact Performance is that it may



support energy, muscle maintenance, and recovery more effectively than a basic grain mix. Still, it should be
matched to the horse’s workload. A lightly worked horse may not need a performance formula at all.

When reviewing performance feeds, ask whether the ration is intended for endurance, western performance,
eventing, or general work. Look at how much forage the horse gets, how much grain is appropriate, and whether
the product fits the body condition score goals. A feed that works well for one horse may be too concentrated or
too expensive for another.

Store-Brand and Retail Options to Consider

Many owners rely on retail or store-brand choices such as tractor supply horse feed, tractor supply sweet
feed, chewy horse feed, and runnings horse feed. These options can be useful, especially when you need a
affordable feed during a pasture shortage. The key is to compare the label rather than assuming store-brand
means low quality.

Some store-brand feeds are simple grain mixes, while others are fortified with added vitamins and minerals. A
bag of tractor supply sweet feed, for example, may be appropriate for some horses that need extra calories and
enjoy the taste, but it may not be the best choice for a horse that needs lower starch or better digestive support.

Chewy horse feed can be helpful for convenience and product access, while runnings horse feed and similar retail
options may work well for owners comparing local supply, price, and formula availability. If a retail feed provides
the right balance of fiber, protein, and fat, it can be a very practical part of the ration.

Horse Feed Cost: Planning for Thin Grazing Seasons
Horse feed expense plays a big role when pasture is scarce, because feed bills often go up as hay quality drops.
Planning ahead can prevent sudden ration changes and help you keep horses in good condition without
overspending. A horse feed cost calculator can be handy for estimating monthly expenses based on daily
feeding rates, bag price, and the number of horses on the property.

To calculate cost, look at the price per bag, the number of pounds per bag, and the daily feeding amount. Then
multiply the daily cost by 30 days to get a rough monthly figure. A feed that seems expensive per bag may
actually be economical if it is nutrient-dense and fed in smaller amounts. Likewise, a cheap grain mix can become
costly if the horse needs large volumes to maintain weight.

Different horse feed brands also vary in value. One brand may cost more but deliver better digestibility and a
more complete nutrient package, reducing the need for extra supplements. Another may be lower priced but
require more hay, more top dressing, or more add-ons to make the ration balanced.

When budgeting, consider the full picture:

Feed bag price

Daily feed amount

Hay availability and hay quality

Need for supplements

Potential changes in weight maintenance or weight gain

During poor pasture seasons, the lowest sticker price is not always the lowest total cost. A well-formulated ration
can save money by improving body condition more efficiently and reducing wasted feed.

What to Avoid When Choosing Feed for Horses



Choosing feed is not only about what to buy; it is also about what to avoid. Some feeds marketed as the worst
horse feed brands are not truly dangerous, but they may be a poor fit because they rely heavily on cheap grain,
provide weak nutrient balance, or do little to support digestive health.

One common mistake is assuming sweet feed for horses is always premium horse feed a safe answer for
weight loss or thin condition. Sweet feed can be useful in some cases, but if it is high in starch and low in fiber, it
may not be ideal for horses with sensitive digestion. Another mistake is feeding too much horse feed grain too
quickly. Big grain meals can upset digestive health and create unnecessary risk.

Avoid these pitfalls:

Switching feeds too fast

Using grain as a replacement for forage

Ignoring body condition score

Choosing a feed without checking starch and fat levels

Adding several concentrates without balancing the ration

It is also wise not to judge a product by marketing terms alone. Words like “power,” “energy,” or “performance”
do not guarantee the feed will suit your horse. Check the ingredient list and nutrient analysis, then compare it to
the horse’s actual needs.

Introducing Additives, Treats, and Bites Carefully
Additives can help round out a ration, but they should be used with purpose. A supplement may add vitamins
and minerals, joint support, digestive aids, or extra calories. Some also include include electrolytes, which can
be helpful for horses that sweat heavily during work or in heat. The goal is to support the ration, not overload it.

If you are feeding horses carrots, keep portions small. Feeding horses carrots is acceptable as an occasional
treat, but carrots should not replace balanced feed. Treats should be given in a measured way so they do not
disturb the ration or create diet-related behavior issues.

Before adding any supplement, ask whether it overlaps with what is already in the horse feed. Many fortified
products already contain basic nutrient coverage. Adding another product with the same nutrients may be
unneeded or even excessive. The same rule applies to electrolytes: use them when the horse loses sweat and
needs replacement, not as a routine add-on without reason.

A safe supplement strategy often looks like this:

Start with forage and a balanced concentrate

Add only the missing nutrients or performance support

Keep treats small and infrequent

Tweak based on workload, weather, and condition

Example Feeding Plan for a Pasture-Deficient Horse
A sample horse feeding chart for a pasture deficient horse should start with forage and build from there. The
exact ration depends on size, age, workload, and body condition, but the structure stays similar: forage first, then
a balanced concentrate or supplement as needed to support weight maintenance or gain.

This is a simple example of how a daily plan might be organized:
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Forage: Plenty of hay offered across the day as the base of the ration

Concentrate: A set amount of horse feed split into two meals

Mineral support: A fortified ration or targeted supplement if needed

Treats: Small amounts of safe snacks such as carrots

For a horse that is underweight, the ration may include a energy-rich feed with added fat and digestible fiber. For
a horse that is only slightly short on pasture, a reduced concentrate may be enough. For easy keepers, the feed
may be limited to a ration balancer plus hay.

The main priority is steadiness. Horses do best when meals are fed on a regular schedule, changes are made
slowly, and the diet is reviewed with body condition score in mind. Even a good feed will not solve a poor plan if
it is overfed, fed too sparingly, or paired with low-quality forage.

FAQs About Feeding Horses With Limited Pasture

What is the best horse feed for pasture deficient horses?

The best horse feed for pasture deficient horses is one that supplies the nutrients missing from poor forage while
still protecting digestive health. That usually means a feed with plenty of fiber, the right calorie level, enough
protein, controlled starch, and added vitamins and minerals. The best choice depends on whether the horse
needs steady condition, weight gain, or support for work. A horse that is thin may do best with a higher-calorie
concentrate, while an easy keeper may only need a ration balancer and hay.

How much grain to feed a horse per day when pasture is limited?

How much grain to feed a horse per day depends on forage intake, body condition score, and workload. There is
no one-size-fits-all amount for every horse. Start by evaluating how much hay the horse gets and whether the
horse is maintaining condition. Then add the least amount of grain or concentrate needed to fill the nutrition
gap. Split the ration into several feedings and adjust gradually to support digestive health.

Is sweet feed for horses a good choice for weight gain?

Sweet feed for horses can help some horses gain weight because it is tasty and calorie-dense, but it is not always
the best option. If the feed is too high in starch or too low in fiber, it may not be ideal for every horse. For many
hard keepers, a feed with added fat and better digestibility is a better and more effective path to weight gain
than relying on sweet feed alone.

How do I compare horse feed cost and use a horse feed cost calculator?

To compare horse feed cost, look at the cost per bag, the bag weight, and the daily feeding rate. A horse feed
cost calculator helps estimate daily, weekly, and monthly expenses. Compare not only the sticker price but also
how much of the feed the horse actually needs and whether the formula lowers the need for extra supplements.
Sometimes a higher-priced feed is cheaper in practice because it is more nutrient-dense and fed in smaller
amounts.

Which horse feed brands are best and which are considered the worst?

The top horse feed brands are the ones that match your horse’s forage situation, body condition, and workload.
Purina horse feed, Tribute horse feed, Nutrena horse feed, and Triumph horse feed all provide options that may
perform well depending on the formula. The commonly described worst horse feed brands are usually the ones



that don’t suit the horse’s needs, rely too heavily on cheap grain, or have poor nutrient balance. The best way to
evaluate any brand is to read the label, weigh digestibility and starch levels, and choose the ration that keeps the
horse safely.


