
 

Horse Feed Preference Testing: How 
Preference Tests Inform Equine Nutrition 
Horses cannot tell us in words which feed or ingredient they like best. They can, however, show 
us through their choices. Horse feed preference testing gives owners, trainers, and nutritionists 
a structured way to observe those choices. It can reveal which feeds a horse willingly accepts, 
which ingredients are required by the hindgut, and how nutritional needs shape eating 
behavior. Understanding how these tests work, what they measure, and where they fit into a 
broader nutrition program can help horse owners make better feeding decisions. 

What Is Horse Feed Preference Testing? 
Preference tests offer an animal a simple choice between two or more different options. In 
applied animal settings, researchers have used these tests to identify which ingredients are 
required and in demand for the horses requirements. Every horse is unique and has individual 
food preference. Since a horse cannot tell you which feed or ingredient is its favorite, a 
preference test lets the horse show you through its behavior. The test does not require 
complicated equipment. It simply requires a consistent setup, clear observation, and careful 
recording. There are two common approaches. The first is a paired-choice test, where two feeds 
are compared head to head. The second is an all-at-once test, where several feeds are offered 
together and the horse is free to explore all of them. Both approaches have a place in equine 
nutrition. 

Why Feed Preference Testing Matters in Equine Nutrition 
Preference testing matters because horses do not base their food choices on taste alone. 
Research indicates that animals also have preferences based on nutritional value. For horses, 
this means a preference for one feed over another may reflect the body's recognition of 
nutrients, not just flavor. One study found that horses are capable of associating the nutrient 
content of a food with its sensory information. In other words, after a horse eats a feed, it learns 
to connect the smell, texture, or taste of that feed with how the feed meets its nutritional 
needs. This makes feed preference a more meaningful signal than simple pickiness. Knowing a 
horse's preferences has practical benefits. It helps with feeding because a horse is more likely to 
consume a feed it accepts readily and meets their requirements. 

How a Paired-Choice Preference Test Is Conducted 
Paired-choice procedures are the most common design in preference testing. In these tests, 
horses are given two feed options in matching buckets. The buckets are rotated so the horse 
cannot simply learn which side holds the food it likes. This rotation controls for position bias, 
which can otherwise distort results. 
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The horse is allowed to approach the buckets and smell the contents without eating. After that, 
the consumption period begins, and the horse is allowed to eat from one or both buckets. 
Observers record several measures, including which product the horse sniffs first, which product 
it consumes first, and which product it finishes first. This structured approach is useful because 
it separates the decision-making process into distinct phases. A horse might sniff one feed first 
but eat the other first, and that distinction can tell a nutritionist something about how the horse 
evaluates food. 

All-at-Once Food Preference Tests 
Another approach is the all-at-once food preference test. In this version, you choose several 
different food options to compare and offer them all at once. The horse can move freely among 
the options, and you observe which foods the horse interacts with, which it eats, and which it 
finishes. This method is less controlled than a paired test because the horse's position, 
movement, and attention all factor into the results. However, it can be a quick and practical way 
to identify preference to feed ingredients.  As with any preference test, consistency matters. 
Present the foods in similar containers, place them at similar distances, and give the horse 
enough time to explore each option. The goal is to see a genuine choice, not a rushed decision. 

How Feeding Behavior Influences Preference 
Natural feeding behavior helps explain why horses prefer certain feeds. Horses will eat leaves 
over stems, and they prefer green, succulent material over dry, coarse material. These 
preferences likely reflect the higher nutritional value and digestibility of young, leafy plant 
material. Hunger also changes selectivity. When a horse is hungry, it will be less selective about 
what it eats. That means a preference test done on a very hungry horse may not reflect the 
horse's true preference. The horse may simply eat whatever is in front of it. For reliable results, 
preference testing should be done when the horse is calm and not overly hungry. This also 
matters in daily feeding. A horse that refuses a feed when it is not hungry may accept the same 
feed when it is hungry. Owners should interpret refusals with this in mind rather than assuming 
the horse dislikes the feed entirely. 

 


