
Choosing the right horse feed for hard keepers is more than putting more measures to the bucket. Horses and
ponies that struggle to keep weight on usually need a smarter approach built around high-calorie feed, better
forage, and a feeding program that promotes healthy digestion. The goal is consistent weight gain without
creating a diet that is too high in starch, lacking fiber, or out of balance for the horse’s actual needs.

If you have a horse that seems too lean despite eating, the answer usually involves multiple causes: appetite,
metabolism, workload, dental health, parasitism, and how well the horse can use the calories offered. The best
results come from pairing a forage-centered foundation with carefully chosen concentrates, a well-planned
feeding schedule, and regular reassessment of the horse’s body condition score.

What Turns a Horse Hard to Keep?
Difficult keepers are horses that seem to burn through calories more quickly than they can get back. Some have
naturally high metabolic speed, while others find it hard because of tension, hard labor, low-quality pasture, or
inefficient roughage intake. For equine feeding, these horses may need a higher-calorie diet to support a
healthy fitness score and promote performance.

The most useful way to identify a hard keeper is by using a body condition score, not just visual guesswork. A
horse with visible ribs, a narrow topline, and limited fat cover may need dietary changes even if it is eating well.
On the other hand, a horse that looks lean but is muscled and maintaining a stable score may simply have a
different build.

Several issues can make a horse hard to keep:

High energy demands from training or competition

Poor-quality pasture or inconsistent hay

Reduced digestibility due to age or health issues

Stress that affects appetite and gut health

A diet that does not match the horse’s energy requirements

Understanding the cause is important because the best horse feed for one hard-keeper horse may not be right
for another. A older horse may need more easy-to-digest fiber and fat support, while a performance horse may
need a calorie-dense diet with controlled starch.

Types of Horse Feed for Weight Gain
A wide variety of types of horse feed to choose from, but not all are equally useful for horse feed for weight
gain. A weight gain diet needs to support a balanced ration, be appealing enough to promote eating, and
provide enough calories without overwhelming the digestive tract.

Horse feed grain is among the most common calorie sources. Grain can help provide energy quickly, but the
presentation and amount matter. Some horses do well on moderate amounts of grain-based concentrate, while
others do better with low-starch, higher-fat formulas. A feed that is too heavy in starch and nonstructural
carbohydrates can create digestive stress, especially if fed in large meals.

Sweet feed for horses is still popular because many horses find it palatable. It often includes textured
ingredients and molasses, which can improve intake. However, sweet feed is not automatically the best option for
every hard keeper. It may work well for horses that need more calories and are otherwise healthy, but horses with



sensitivity to sugar or starch may do better with a more controlled formula. Tractor Supply sweet feed is one
example of a common retail option that many owners compare with other concentrate feeds.

Concentrates are designed to complement forage by supplying additional energy, protein, vitamins, and
minerals. This category includes pelleted feeds, textured feeds, and specialized performance formulas. Many of
the best options for hard keepers are calorie-dense concentrates that rely on fat, digestible fiber, and moderate
protein instead of very high starch.

When comparing feed types, look for these features:

High digestible energy per pound

Solid fiber sources for a forage-based diet

Adequate protein to support muscle maintenance

Controlled starch for better digestive safety

Added fat supplementation for extra calories

In short, the best feed is often not the one with the highest feed bucket volume, but the one that provides the
most usable calories per meal with solid digestibility.

How Much Grain to Feed a Horse per Day
One of the biggest questions is how much grain to feed a horse per day. There is no universal answer, because
intake depends on body size, work level, forage quality, and the calorie density of the feed. A horse feeding
chart can work as a starting point, but it should never replace observation of the horse’s body condition and
behavior.

A practical approach is to determine how much calorie support the horse already gets from hay or pasture, then
include grain or concentrate only as needed. For many hard keepers, the first step is improving forage intake
before increasing grain. If the horse is already eating enough forage but is still losing condition, you may need a
more energy-dense concentrate, not simply more volume.

Digestible energy is important here. Two feeds can look similar on a label but provide different usable calories.
A feed higher in digestible energy may allow you to feed less total volume while still improving weight gain. This
can be easier on the digestive system and may improve feed conversion.

General feeding management guidelines include:

Split concentrate into multiple meals instead of one large feeding

Keep each meal correct for the horse’s digestive capacity

Adjust the feeding schedule steadily to avoid upset

Track changes in the body condition score every few weeks

A cautious approach works best. Rapid increases in grain can create problems with starch overload, so any
feeding rate increase should happen slowly. If the horse still fails to gain, the issue may be forage quality, teeth,
parasites, or underlying illness rather than simply too little grain.

Leading Horse Feed Brands for the Needs of Hard Keepers
The top horse feed brands for hard keepers often offer high-calorie formulas with strong nutrition, strong
digestibility, and simple feeding directions. The most often compared brands include purina horse feed, tribute



horse feed, nutrena horse feed, and others that focus on performance or weight support.

Brand choice should be based on how the feed fits the horse’s goals. A hard keeper in steady work needs a
different formula than a high-level performance horse. Some feeds emphasize fiber and fat, while others rely
more on grain and starch. Reading the nutrient profile matters more than brand name alone.

Purina horse feed is often chosen for its range of performance and weight-support formulas. Tribute horse
feed is frequently used by owners looking for balanced nutrition and digestibility. Nutrena horse feed also
offers several options across life stages and work levels, making it a common comparison point for feeding plans
focused on condition gain.

When comparing brands, consider:

Calories per pound and total digestible energy

Fiber sources and taste appeal

Protein quality for muscle support

Starch and sugar levels

Availability and overall horse feed cost

Purina Choices for Performance and Weight Gain

Within the Purina lineup, purina impact performance is often discussed for horses that need support in work
and condition. purina impact horse feed is another common choice for owners seeking a feed that can help
with weight maintenance or gain while supporting the needs of active horses. purina performance horse feed is
usually considered when the horse needs both calories and consistent nutrition for training or competition.

These products are commonly compared because they aim to combine calorie density with a balanced ration. For
a hard keeper, the appeal is that the horse may gain condition without needing extremely large grain meals. As
always, the real test is how the individual horse responds over time.

Additional Well-known Brand Comparisons

Other feeds often mentioned in shopping comparisons include triumph horse feed, chewy horse feed,
runnings horse feed, and tractor supply horse feed. These are often part of the purchase decision because
owners weigh local availability, pricing, and nutrition profiles before choosing a feed program.

Chewy horse feed is often part of internet comparison shopping, especially when buyers want home delivery
and easy access to multiple formulas. Runnings horse feed and tractor supply horse feed are commonly
evaluated for convenience and budget-friendliness. The right choice depends on whether the feed offers enough
digestible energy and balanced nutrition for the horse’s needs.

How to Evaluate Horse Feed Cost and Value
Reviewing horse feed cost is useful, but price per bag alone does not reveal the full story. A less expensive feed
may require a higher feeding rate, while a more concentrated formula may cost more upfront but less per day.
That is why many owners ask how much does horse feed cost in real feeding terms rather than shelf price.

A helpful way to think about value is by using a horse feed cost calculator or a basic manual calculation. Check
the bag price, bag weight, feeding rate, and calorie content. Then calculate the cost per day. This often shows
whether a premium feed is truly more expensive than a cheaper alternative once actual intake is considered.



For example, a feed with a stronger level of digestible energy may horse feed UAE allow a reduced daily amount.
That can cut waste, improve feed conversion, and ease feeding management. In contrast, a less dense feed may
seem affordable but require a much larger ration to meet the horse’s energy needs.

When comparing value, ask:

How many total pounds per day does the horse need?

How much usable usable energy is in that amount?

Does the feed support the horse’s body condition score?

Does the formula fit the horse’s workload and digestion?

A feed that helps with safe, steady weight gain is often better value than one that is simply inexpensive.

What to Watch Out For: Frequent Missteps and Poor Feeds
Some of the worst horse feed brands for hard keepers are not necessarily “bad” in every situation, but they may
be poor fits for a horse that needs weight gain. The biggest mistake is assuming all calories are equal. Calories do
differ.

A feed can be problematic if it relies too heavily on high sugar or large amounts of starch without enough fiber
or fat. Excessive starch can stress the digestive system, while a diet that depends on cheap filler ingredients may
not provide enough usable energy. Low-quality formulas may also have low-quality fiber that does little to
support gut function or calorie intake.

Imbalanced nutrition is another issue. A feed that adds calories but fails to provide a proper vitamin-mineral
profile can create gaps in the horse’s overall diet. This is especially important if the horse is eating less than the
recommended amount of a complete feed.

Watch for these warning signs:

A large quantity is needed for modest calorie gain

Extremely high starch with poor digestive tolerance

Ingredient quality that seems aimed at filler rather than condition

Insufficient protein, fiber, or fat for the horse’s workload

If a horse is not improving, the issue may be with the feeding program rather than the horse itself. Reassessing
the feed, hay, and medical factors often leads to better progress than simply adding more grain.

Dietary Strategy Beyond Grain
Weight improvement depends on something beyond grain. A solid plan starts with forage, because horses are
built to consume fiber for much of the day. High-quality hay should be the core of a forage-based program,
especially for a hard keeper. If available, alfalfa can be a useful option because it is often more calorie-dense and
protein-rich than many grass hays.

Many horses gain better when forage quality improves first. In some cases, increasing hay intake offers more
benefit than adding another grain meal. For horses that struggle with appetite or chewability, softer, more
digestible forage may help encourage intake and improve calorie consumption.

Some owners also consider feeding horses carrots as a treat or appetite booster. Carrots can be fine in
moderation, but they are not a major weight-gain tool. They should be viewed as a small addition, not a calorie
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strategy.

Supplements can also help fill gaps. Common options include fat supplements, vitamin-mineral products, and
ration balancer feeds. A ration balancer is especially useful when a horse gets plenty of forage but not much
concentrate. It helps ensure the horse receives key nutrients without excessive calories. That can be helpful when
you want to build a balanced ration around forage and still support condition.

In many cases, the most effective strategy is to combine:

High-quality forage as the base

Targeted concentrates for extra calories

Fat supplementation for density

A ration balancer for micronutrient support

How to Build a Weight-Gain Feeding Plan
The best weight-gain plan is individualized. Start by checking the horse’s body condition score, workload, age,
dental status, and overall health. Then build a program around a forage-first diet that supports the horse’s
natural digestive design. After that, add concentrates only as needed to meet calorie goals.

A useful outline includes 4 parts:

1. Verify the horse’s present condition score and target score.

2. Evaluate hay, pasture, and overall forage intake.

3. Pick a calorie source that fits the horse’s digestion and workload.

4. Monitor progress and tweak the feeding rate slowly.

Ration balance counts because the horse needs more than calories. Protein helps build muscle, fiber promotes
gut health, and minerals help maintain overall function. A plan that adds calories without preserving balance can
lead to unreliable results.

Veterinary guidance is essential if weight loss is continued or unexplained. Parasites, ulcers, pain, poor dentition,
and metabolic disease can all hinder gain. If those issues are addressed, the feeding plan becomes much more
effective.

For many hard keepers, the best formula is a combination of digestible forage, a well-chosen concentrate, and
careful monitoring. The best horse feed for weight gain is the one that matches the horse’s energy needs,
supports steady intake, and supports healthy condition over time.

FAQ

What is the best horse feed for hard keepers?

The best horse feed for hard keepers is usually a calorie-dense, highly digestible concentrate paired with good-
quality forage. Look for feeds with enough fiber, controlled starch, and added fat supplementation so the horse
can gain weight without digestive stress. The right choice depends on the horse’s body condition score,
workload, and overall diet.

How much grain should I feed a horse per day?



How much grain to feed a horse per day depends on body size, work level, forage quality, and the calorie density
of the feed. A horse feeding chart can provide a starting point, but you should adjust based on body condition
score and response over time. It is usually better to split grain into several small meals and increase gradually.

Is sweet feed good for horses that need to gain weight?

Sweet feed for horses can help some hard keepers because it is often palatable and calorie-supportive. However,
it may also be higher in starch and sugar than other options. It can work for horses that tolerate it well, but many
owners prefer a more balanced concentrate with better fiber and fat support for safer weight gain.

How do I evaluate horse feed expense and value?

To evaluate horse feed price and value, consider more than the bag price and work out cost per day based on
feeding rate and calorie content. A horse feed cost calculator can assist you compare feeds more accurately. The
best option is usually the feed that provides enough digestible energy at a reasonable daily cost while
maintaining a balanced ration.

What horse feeds should I skip for a hard keeper?

Hard keepers should avoid feeds that rely on low-quality fiber, high sugar, or imbalanced nutrition without
enough usable calories. Weak formulas that need very large feeding amounts may also be poor choices. The
worst horse feed brands for a hard keeper are usually the ones that do not meet the horse’s digestibility needs,
energy requirements, and overall feeding management goals.


