
Assessing the condition of your horse. 

There are a number of options for assessing and monitoring your horse’s condition. Body condition 

scoring requires no special equipment but is highly subjective.  Its value and accuracy can be greatly 

improved with a little training.  

You will no doubt have seen various charts for condition scoring.  The problem lies in our interpretation 

of the condition we see in front of us and the fact that many horses will have regional variation in fat 

deposition.  For this reason my preferred methods of scoring is to divide the horse up into regions and 

assess each one independently.  

Step 1. Identify the regions.  

Generally we can divide the horse up into 6 

regions for scoring.  The neck, whither, 

shoulder, ribs, back and tail head.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 2. Learn how to score each region.  

This requires some time to master and you will get faster with practice.  Determine using the chart 

below what your score for each region is.  Try scoring a number of different horses to train your eye and 

get your hands on them.  The wording of most scoring methods is typically vague and open to 

interpretation; you need to decide for yourself what ‘prominent’ or ‘faintly discernible’ looks like.  You 

will soon notice that horses are extremely variable. There is a general tendency to underestimate body 

condition scores, our preconceptions of what we think ‘normal’ is or even our own personal preferences 

for body type can lead us to skew the results so try to be mindful of that.  

Grade Neck Wither Shoulder Ribs Back Tail 

1 Bone 
structure 
easily 
noticeable 

Bone 
structure 
easily 
noticeable 

Bone 
structure 
easily 
noticeable 

Ribs 
protruding 
prominently 

Spinous 
processes 
projecting 
prominently 

Tailhead, 
pinbones, and 
hook bones 
projecting 
prominently 

2 Bone 
structure 

Bone 
structure 

Bone 
structure 

Ribs 
prominent 

Slight fat 
covering 

Tailhead 
prominent 



faintly 
discernible 

faintly 
discernible 

faintly 
discernible 

over base of 
spinous 
processes 

3 Neck 
accentuated 

Wither 
accentuated 

Shoulder 
accentuated 

Ribs easily 
discernible 

Fat halfway 
up spinous 
processes. 
Transverse 
processes 
cannot be 
felt 

Tailhead 
prominent but 
individual 
bones not 
identified. 
Hook bones 
rounded, but 
easily 
discernible. 
Pin bones not 
distinguishable 

4 Neck not 
obviously 
thin 

Wither not 
obviously 
thin 

Shoulder 
not 
obviously 
thin 

Faint outline 
of ribs 
discernible 

Peaked 
appearance 
along back 

Prominence 
depends on 
conformation. 
Fat can be felt. 
Hook bones 
not discernible 

5 Neck blends 
smoothly 
into body 

Withers 
rounded 
over spinous 
processes 

Shoulder 
blends 
smoothly 
into body 

Ribs cannot 
be seen but 
are easily 
felt 

Back is level Fat around 
tailhead 
beginning to 
feel soft 

6 Fat 
beginning to 
be 
deposited 

Fat 
beginning to 
be 
deposited 

Fat 
beginning to 
be 
deposited 

Fat over ribs 
feels spongy 

Slight crease 
along part 
of the back 

Fat around 
tailhead feels 
soft 

7 Fat 
deposited 
along neck 

Fat 
deposited 
along 
withers 

Fat 
deposited 
behind 
shoulder 

Ribs can be 
felt with 
pressure 

Slight crease 
along 
majority of 
the back 

Fat around 
tailhead is soft 

8 Noticeable 
thickening 
of neck 

Area along 
withers 
filled with 
fat 

Area behind 
should filled 
in flush with 
body 

Difficult to 
feel ribs 

Obvious 
crease along 
the back 

Fat around 
tailhead very 
soft 

9 Bulging fat Bulging fat Bulging fat Patchy fat 
over ribs 

Obvious 
pronounced 
crease down 
the back 

Bulging fat 
around tail 
head 

 

Step 3: Once each region is scored just add them all up and divide by 6 to get your overall score.  


