
 

How to Build a Custom Equine Nutrition 
Plan for Your Performance Horse 
Performance horses are asked to sprint, jump, cut, and cover long miles of trail. That work 
requires fuel, and the fuel comes from the diet. A custom equine nutrition plan for a 
performance horse brings together water, energy, fiber, protein, vitamins, and minerals in the 
right balance. When those pieces line up, the horse is better able to hold body condition, 
recover from hard work, and perform at its peak. When they do not, even a talented horse can 
struggle. Building the plan takes time, but the fundamentals are the same for every horse. 

The Core Nutrients Every Performance Horse Needs 
Every performance horse, no matter the discipline, depends on a handful of essential nutrients. 
All horses need water, energy, fiber, protein, and at least minimum levels of vitamins and 
minerals to maintain the desired condition for performance. The difference between a 
maintenance ration and a performance ration is in the amounts, the timing, and the quality of 
the ingredients. The table below summarizes the role each nutrient plays in a performance 
feeding program. 

Water 

Water is the most essential item in any equine nutrition plan. Performance horses lose fluid 
through sweat during training and competition, so they need constant access to clean, fresh 
water. Intake should be watched carefully, especially when the weather is hot or the workload is 
heavy. Dehydration can show up as sluggishness, poor recovery, and even digestive problems. A 
horse that drinks well is already on the right track. 

Energy 

Energy is the most important requirement for a performance horse. It can be supplied by 
carbohydrate, fat, or both, and the right mix depends on the horse. Starchy feeds provide rapid 
energy for intense work, while fats provide a concentrated source of calories that can support 
stamina. Horses that are naturally high strung often do better with more fat and less starch, 
while horses in heavy training may need both sources to meet their demands. 

Fiber 

Fiber keeps the equine digestive tract functioning the way it should. Forage, including hay and 
pasture, is the natural source of fiber, and it should always anchor the ration. Even when energy 
demands are high, performance horses still need a forage foundation. Skipping forage in favor of 
more grain can disrupt gut health and natural feeding behavior, which creates problems that no 
supplement can fix. 
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Protein 

Protein is needed for muscle repair and maintenance, and performance horses in harder work 
generally require more of it. The goal is to meet the requirement without going far beyond it. 
Excess protein is converted into heat and increases water needs, which is not helpful for an 
athlete. A custom plan matches protein to the horse's workload and takes into account the 
protein already present in the forage. 

Vitamins and Minerals 

Vitamins and minerals are required at least at minimum levels to keep the horse healthy. 
Performance horses may have higher needs, especially when forage quality is inconsistent. The 
smart approach is to identify what is missing from the diet and fill only those gaps. Adding 
supplements without knowing the starting point can create imbalances and add cost without 
real benefit. 

Forage Is the Foundation of the Ration 
Forage provides the foundation of the equine nutrition plan. It supplies essential nutrients, 
supports gut health, and promotes natural feeding behavior. For a performance horse, the 
quality of that forage has a direct impact on the rest of the plan. High-quality hay or pasture 
contributes more of the nutrients the horse needs, which means less concentrate is required to 
meet the total requirement. Low-quality forage leaves gaps that must be filled with feed and 
supplements. Evaluating the forage is therefore one of the first steps in building a custom 
equine nutrition plan. It is also one of the most important, because everything else builds on 
that base. 

Match Energy to the Horse's Workload 
The energy needs of a performance horse rise and fall with the intensity of its training. A horse 
in light work can often be supported by good forage alone, but a horse in moderate to intense 
work needs a more energy-dense ration. Nutrition can play a key role in achieving peak athletic 
performance, and fat is one of the most effective tools. Fat is energy dense and easier on the 
digestive system than large amounts of starch. For a performance horse working at a moderate 
to intense level, equine nutritionists generally recommend a feed that contains at least 8 to 10 
percent fat. This recommendation helps ensure the horse gets enough calories for training while 
keeping the digestive system stable. 

One Plan Does Not Fit All Horses 
Rations that maintain optimal body condition and performance are as varied as the type of 
competition expected of horses. A cutting horse has different needs than a dressage horse, and 
an endurance horse faces demands that a jumper never will. A balanced ration goes beyond hay 
and grain. It considers the individual horse's needs, the quality of the forage, and the right 
supplementation. Age, temperament, current body condition, and training schedule all influence 
what belongs in the ration. A young horse still growing has different requirements than a 
mature campaigner. This is why the most reliable approach is to build an equine nutrition plan  
for the specific animal rather than assuming one feed works for every horse in the barn. 
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Steps to Build a Custom Equine Nutrition Plan 
Building a custom equine nutrition plan does require attention to detail. Working through a set 
of steps helps ensure nothing important is missed and that each decision is based on the horse's 
actual needs. 

1. Assess the horse. Look at body condition, muscle tone, and energy levels. Consider the 
discipline, the workload, and the horse's temperament. 

2. Evaluate the forage. Know what the hay or pasture supplies before choosing anything 
else. Forage quality changes the rest of the ration. 

3. Choose a feed for the workload. For moderate to intense work, select a feed with at 
least 8 to 10 percent fat. 

4. Fill real gaps. Add vitamins, minerals, and other supplements only where the ration falls 
short of the horse's needs. 

5. Track and adjust. Monitor body condition, energy, and performance across the season. 
Adjust the plan when the workload changes. 

A performance horse is a working athlete, and its ration needs to reflect that. Nutrition can play 
a key role in achieving peak athletic performance, so regular review of the plan keeps the horse 
ready for the demands of training and competition. When in doubt, working with a professional 
can help fine-tune the details that make the biggest difference. 
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