
Horse Feed vs Forage: What Each One Means
The distinction between horse feed and forage is simple: forage is the bulk horses are made to eat for the
majority of their diet, while horse feed is the more dense part of the diet that adds extra calories, protein,
vitamins, and minerals. In simple terms, forage usually means hay and pasture, and horse feed usually means
prepared concentrates or grain products designed to enhance the diet.

Most horse owners use both. A horse may spend the day eating grass in pasture and the rest of the day eating
hay, with horse feed added only if needed for energy, body weight, work level, or nutrient balance. The goal is
not to choose one or the other in every case, but to understand what each provides and how they integrate into
a safe, practical feeding plan.

Forage is the foundation because horses are grazing animals with a digestive system designed for constant fiber
intake. Horse feed is the tool used to fill gaps when forage alone does not provide enough digestible energy,
protein, vitamins, or minerals. That is the core of equine nutrition.

Why Forage Is the Core of a Horse’s Diet
Forage matters because horses digest fiber otherwise than humans or dogs. Their large intestine relies on
hindgut fermentation, a process that breaks down fiber from grass, hay, and other roughage into usable
energy. This is why forage supports stronger gut health and steadier digestion than a diet built mainly on starch-
heavy feeds.

Grass in pasture is the most natural forage source, but pasture is not always available for every horse. That is
where hay and sometimes alfalfa come in. Hay preserves grasses or legumes so horses can still get fiber when
pasture is limited. Alfalfa is a legume forage that tends to be higher in protein and calories than many grass hays,
which can make it useful for some horses but too rich for others depending on their needs.

Forage provides more than just calories. It supports chewing time, saliva production, and stable digestion. It also
helps keep the gut moving, which is important for preventing digestive upset. Because horses are designed for
almost continual nibbling, a forage-based diet usually makes more sense than large, infrequent meals of
concentrate.

In practical terms, a horse eating enough forage often looks more relaxed, chews longer, and maintains more
consistent digestive function. For many horses, forage should make up the majority of daily intake, with horse
feed added only as needed to create a balanced ration.

What Is Considered Horse Feed?
Horse feed typically describes manufactured feeds or supplements that deliver concentrated nutrients. These are
often grouped as concentrates, because they deliver more calories and nutrients in a smaller serving than forage
does. Typical examples include grain professional feed company UAE mixes, pelleted feeds, textured feeds, and
commercial complete feeds.

One familiar example is sweet feed for horses, which is frequently a blended blend containing oats, corn,
molasses, and other ingredients. One more case is horse feed grain, a wide term that can include entire or
prepared cereal grains such as oats, corn, barley, or combined grain formulations. These feeds are often fed when
a horse requires extra fuel for labor, maturity, reproduction, or weight gain.
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Horse feed can additionally be enriched with vitamin supplements and mineral supplements to round out the
diet. Many horses receive a basic grain ration, while others do better on a specialized commercial formula. The
exact choice varies on age, work demands, health status, and the condition of available forage.

The key thing to remember is that horse feed is separate from forage. Horse feed is typically higher in calories
and more compact, but it is not meant to replace the fiber base that horses need for healthy digestion.

Types of Horse Feed and When They’re Used

There are many types of horse feed, and each one serves another function. A performance horse often needs
more digestible energy because of conditioning, shows, or intense work. A maintenance horse, on the other
hand, may only need hay and forage plus a simple balancer or limited amount of concentrate if pasture and hay
already supply most of the needs.

Textured feeds: Commonly include grains, pellets, and molasses. These may be palatable and energy-dense,
but the sugar content can vary.

Pelleted feeds: Made for consistency and ease of feeding, often with extra nutrients for a more balanced
ration.

Complete feeds: Created to replace part or most of the forage when needed, though forage is still generally
preferred when possible.

Rations for seniors or special needs: Made for horses that need less chewing effort, more fiber, or focused
protein and calorie levels.

Performance formulas: Built for horses with more intense work and higher energy needs.

This proper feed depends on whether the horse is a horse in maintenance or a competition horse, if it requires
extra calories, and how much roughage is already on hand. The label should always shape the decision more than
the product name.

How Horse Feed and Forage Work Together
For the majority of horses, the goal is a balanced ration built around forage with horse feed included only as
required. Forage contributes fiber and promotes gut function, while horse feed contributes more digestible
energy, protein, and micronutrients. Together, they create a diet that can help support body weight, work, and
overall equine nutrition.

A horse on poor hay may need increased concentrate than a horse on excellent pasture, but more feed is not
automatically better. Too much concentrate can create digestive problems if it crowds out forage. In many cases,
enhancing forage quality or quantity is less risky and better than simply increasing grain.

Think of forage as the structural base of the diet and horse feed as the adjustment tool. If a horse is losing
weight, has a low body condition score, or is working harder than expected, feed can help supply more calories. If
a horse is overweight or easy keeping, forage may be enough with little or no concentrate.

A smart feeding plan looks at the whole diet, not just one bucket of grain. The best results usually come from
using forage first, then choosing a feed that supports it rather than working against it.

How Much Grain or Feed Should a Horse Get Per Day?
There is no single answer to how much grain to feed a horse per day because the right amount depends on
the horse’s size, workload, forage quality, metabolism, and body condition score. This is why a horse feeding



chart can be helpful, but only as a starting point rather than a final rule.

A horse with a healthy body condition score and enough forage may need little or no grain. A horse in hard work,
a growing horse, or a horse needing weight gain may require a measured concentrate ration. Generally, many
horses do better when concentrate meals are split into smaller servings instead of given all at once.

The main goal is balancing calories to need. A horse that is underweight may need more energy, protein, and
nutrient-dense feed. A horse that is doing well on hay and pasture may only need a ration balancer or very small
amount of feed. The best plan starts with forage intake and then adds horse feed based on the horse’s condition,
not just habit.

If you use a feeding chart, compare the recommended amount to the horse’s actual workload and body
condition score. If the horse is gaining too quickly or losing weight, adjust gradually. Sudden changes in grain
intake can upset digestion and harm gut health.

Price Differences: Hay, Grain, and Commercial Feed
When you compare horse feed cost and forage cost, hay often takes up the biggest part of the budget because
horses eat it in higher quantities. Grain and commercial feeds may carry a higher price per bag, but they are
usually fed in smaller amounts. This makes actual monthly cost depend on how much the horse requireds, what
forage is available, and which product is selected.

If you're trying to figure out how much does horse feed cost, a horse feed cost calculator can help you weigh
the daily or monthly expense of hay, grain, and balanced feeds. The most useful way to think about cost is per
day per horse, not just per bag. A lower bag price does not always mean the lower overall cost if the horse needs
more of it to meet nutrient requirements.

For instance, a inexpensive grain may not provide enough vitamins and minerals, which means you might need
further supplements. A more complete commercial feed may cost more upfront but make easier the ration. Good
budgeting also includes spoilage, safekeeping, seasonal changes in forage, and the horse’s evolving needs
through the year.

At many barns, the real cost question is not “What is the cheapest feed?” but “Which feeding program keeps the
horse healthy, preserves body condition, and is practical over time?”

Popular Horse Feed Brands and Retailers

Numerous owners compare brands by nutrition profile, value, accessibility, and how well horses actually eat
them. Typical brands include purina horse feed, tribute horse feed, nutrena horse feed, and triumph horse
feed. Each brand offers varied formulas for everyday upkeep, competition, growth, and special nutritional needs.

When comparing brands, check the feed label instead of just only the product name. The label gives you the
guaranteed analysis, ingredients, calorie density, protein, fiber, and added minerals. This remains more important
than reputation alone.

Examples of Common Product Searches

Buyers often seek items such as purina impact performance, purina impact horse feed, and purina
performance horse feed when they are looking for a formula made for highly active horses. These products are
typically associated with blends aimed at heavy work or more targeted nutrient support.



Consumers also look for tractor supply horse feed, tractor supply sweet feed, runnings horse feed, and
chewy horse feed when reviewing retail options and checking what is in stock through different suppliers. Stock
levels matters because the best option is one you can stick with.

Cost, palatability, and ingredient quality all matter, but steady feeding matters too. Repeated switching between
feeds can make it harder to track how a horse is responding.

How to Choose the Best horse feed for Your Horse
The best horse feed brands are the ones that fit your horse’s requirements, not necessarily the priciest or widely
used names. A helpful first step is to figure out whether the horse is a horse in maintenance, a performance
horse, hard keeper, senior, young horse, or a horse needing extra support for adding weight.

If your horse needs more body condition, the best horse feed for weight gain is usually one that provides
enough available energy, decent protein content, and moderate starch rather than just a sugar-heavy mix. A feed
that pairs well with good forage often works better than a feed that relies heavily on concentrates. Horses
needing weight gain may also benefit from more frequent meals, better hay, or alfalfa, depending on the overall
diet.

Be careful with claims that a product is the “best” for every horse. There are also worst horse feed brands in the
sense that some feeds may be not well suited to a specific horse’s needs, too high in starch, too low in fiber, or
too vague about ingredients. A feed can be fine for one horse and a poor fit for another.

Consider these questions:

Is the horse lacking more fuel, protein, or minerals?

Is the hay quality already strong?

Does the horse tolerate starch well?

How much fiber, starch, and sugar does the feed label list?

Can you maintain a consistent feeding plan?

The more clearly you pinpoint the horse’s needs, the easier it becomes to pick the right feed.

Can Horses Eat Treats Like Carrots?
Yes, feeding horses carrots is generally acceptable as an occasional treat, but carrots are extras, not a
replacement for forage or horse feed. They do not provide the complete nutrition of a proper diet, and they
should never replace hay, pasture, or a balanced ration.

It helps to think of carrots as occasional extras. They can be part of reward-based training or simple enrichment,
but they should remain a minor piece of the overall feeding plan. If a horse gets too many sugary treats, it can
disrupt diet balance and may not be ideal for horses with special metabolic concerns.

So, carrots are neither forage nor a primary horse feed. They are an rare snack. The core diet should still be built
around forage, with horse feed added only when necessary to meet nutritional requirements.

Common Feeding Mistakes to Avoid
One of the most significant mistakes is feeding too much grain without enough forage. Horses are designed for
fiber, and too much concentrate can disturb digestion. Another common issue is ignoring starch levels. High-
starch diets can be a challenge for some horses, especially if meals are large or forage is too limited.



Many owners also overlook the feed label and go by the product name alone. That can lead to feeding a formula
that does not match the horse’s actual needs. Labels matter because they reveal nutritional concentration,
ingredient profile, and feeding directions.

Protecting gut health should always be part of the plan. Sudden feed changes, insufficient roughage, and
oversized grain meals can all disrupt digestion. Forage should stay central, with horse feed introduced and
adjusted gradually.

Other mistakes include:

Changing feeds too quickly

Giving sweet feeds because a horse likes the taste, not because it fits the diet

Overfeeding calories to a horse that already has a good body condition score

Not feeding enough to a horse in heavy work because the forage alone is not enough

Overlooking the difference between pasture quality and hay quality

The safest approach is to build the diet around forage, then add horse feed only when it supports clear goals
such as maintaining weight, improving performance, or correcting nutrient gaps.

FAQ

What sets apart horse feed and forage?

Forage serves as the fiber-packed base of the diet, including hay and pasture, while horse feed is a concentrated
source of energy, amino acids, vitamins, and minerals. Horses need forage for normal digestion, and feed is used
to complement what forage does not provide.

Can a horse live on forage alone?

Absolutely, many horses can live on forage alone if the hay or pasture is nutrient-rich and meets their energy and
nutrient needs. Some horses still need a vitamin-mineral balancer or a little bit of horse feed if forage is not
enough for workload, growth, or weight maintenance.

How much grain should I feed a horse per day?

The answer depends on the horse’s size, activity level, forage quality, and body condition score. A horse feeding
chart can help as a reference, but the safest plan is to base grain on the horse’s actual needs and adjust
gradually.

What is the best horse feed for weight gain?

The best horse feed for weight gain is usually a energy-rich feed that also provides protein, vitamins, and
minerals without relying too heavily on starch. For many horses, better forage plus a well-chosen concentrate
works better than grain alone.

Are carrots feed or treats for horses?

Carrots are treats, not forage and not a main horse feed. Feeding horses carrots in limited amounts is usually fine,
but they should only be a small part of the diet compared with hay, pasture, and properly balanced feed.


