How Cushing's Disease Means for Feeding Horses

Cushing's disease, also called PPID, is an hormone imbalance that alters how a horse’s body controls hormones,
energy use, and metabolic health. For dietary management, the biggest concern is often insulin resistance, which
can affect how the horse manages blood glucose after meals. That means the best horse feed choices are usually
not about providing more calories as fast as possible; they are about supporting stable blood sugar, healthy

weight maintenance, and a forage-first equine diet.

Because equine metabolism can become more sensitive in horses with PPID, feed recommendations usually focus
on avoiding ingredients that trigger a strong glycemic response. Horses with this condition are often more
vulnerable to laminitis risk, especially if they also have excess body weight or a history of hoof health problems.
The goal is to build a balanced ration that provides enough nutrients without overloading the horse with starch

or sugar.

In practical terms, this means the daily ration should prioritize forage, fiber, and carefully chosen concentrates
when needed. A horse with Cushing's disease may still need extra calories, but those calories should come from
low-starch feed and low-sugar feed choices rather than high-grain meals. The right plan depends on body

condition score, age, workload, and whether the horse is maintaining weight or losing it.

Best feeding Choices for Horses with Cushing'’s Disease

The best horse feed for a horse with Cushing's disease is generally a forage-led program built around good-
quality hay and, if needed, a starch-controlled feed or sugar-controlled feed designed for metabolic support. For
most horses, the foundation is forage. That means hay and other forage sources make up most of the diet, with
pasture intake managed carefully because grass can be high in sugar at certain times of day or under certain

conditions.

When extra nutrients are needed, look for horse feed options that are packed in digestible fiber and moderate in
fat content rather than high in starch. A ration balancer is often useful when the horse needs vitamins, minerals,
and amino acids but not many extra calories. Beet pulp and stabilized rice bran are common additions because

they can supply energy without the same blood sugar spike associated with horse feed grain.

Commercial feeds vary widely, so the best choice is not the most familiar brand name; it is the product whose
feed label fits the horse’s metabolic needs. A pelleted feed or textured feed can both work if the ingredient list
and guaranteed analysis suit the horse. The key is to compare fiber content, crude protein, fat content, and the

estimated NSC level if available.

Why Low-Starch, Reduced-Sugar Horse Feed Matters

Starch and sugar are the two components most likely to affect blood glucose quickly. In horses with PPID, large
amounts of non-structural carbohydrates can worsen insulin resistance and raise the risk of laminitis. That is why

low-starch feed and low-sugar feed products are generally preferred.

When a horse eats a meal with too much starch, the glycemic response can be more pronounced and more
variable. Feed choices that lower that response help support metabolic health and steady energy. This is one
reason the forage-first approach matters so much: forage typically provides more digestible fiber and less starch
than concentrates.



Non-structural carbohydrates, often abbreviated as NSC, include starch and sugar. In a Cushing's feeding plan,
NSC is one of the most important numbers to understand because it helps estimate how likely a feed is to drive a
surge in blood glucose. Lower NSC is generally better, especially for horses with insulin resistance or a history of

hoof sensitivity.

How to Read a Feed Panel for Safe Ingredients

The feed label is where smart decision-making comes into play. Review the guaranteed analysis first, then
examine the ingredient list. The guaranteed analysis can reveal the crude protein, fat content, and fiber content,
which allows you to compare products quickly. A feed that is lower in starch and sugar often depends more on

digestible fiber and fat instead of large amounts of grain.

Next, inspect the ingredient list for sources of starch, molasses, and added sugars. If the product includes a lot of
horse feed grain ingredients, it may not be ideal for a horse with PPID. Some labels also mention NSC directly,
but not all do. If NSC is not listed, you may need to ask the manufacturer or consult an equine nutritionist to

estimate suitability.

A safe feed label often features beet pulp, soy hulls, or other digestible fiber sources. Those ingredients can help
maintain a balanced ration without pushing starch too high. The main goal is to pick a horse feed that supports

body condition score and weight maintenance while avoiding sudden shifts in blood glucose.

Types of Horse Feed to Select and Bypass

There are various types of horse feed, but not every type fit a horse with Cushing's disease. The best-protected
approaches usually start with forage, then include a ration balancer or another specific product if the horse needs
to have more nutrients. In some cases, a complete feed may be appropriate, especially if the horse cannot
consume enough forage. However, even complete feed products need careful review because not all are low in

starch.

Traditional horse feed grain products are generally less suitable for horses with insulin resistance. Sweet feed for
horses is especially common in feed rooms, but it often contains molasses and grain combinations that raise
sugar and starch intake. The point is not because every product is automatically unsafe; the point is that a

metabolic horse needs more selective feed recommendations than an easy-maintenance horse.

Feeds Usually Better for Cushing's Horses

Some of the best options include stabilized rice bran, beet pulp, ration balancer products, and other fiber-rich
feed choices. These feeds can support daily ration planning without overwhelming the horse with starch.
Stabilized rice bran adds calories with fat, while beet pulp adds fermentable fiber that supports digestion and can

be useful for weight maintenance.

A ration balancer is especially useful when forage quality is good but nutrients are missing. It delivers vitamins,
minerals, and amino acids in a concentrated form without requiring a large feeding volume. That makes it a
practical option for horses that do not need much extra energy. For horses that need calories but must avoid

high starch, a high-fiber feed can be a better option than grain-heavy concentrates.

These feeds fit well into a balanced ration because they can complement forage rather than replace it. They also

help support hoof health and broader metabolic health when used correctly.

Feeds Usually Not Ideal for Cushing's Horses



Sweet feed for horses is usually not ideal because it often contains molasses and highly processed grains.
Molasses increases sugar content, which can be a problem for a horse with PPID and insulin resistance. High-
starch grain products can also create a stronger glycemic response and may increase laminitis risk in susceptible

horses.

Oat grain are frequently viewed as a traditional horse feed grain, but they still contribute energy, and the amount
matters. Many horses tolerate them better than others, but a horse with Cushing's disease usually does better on
a more controlled plan. The same caution applies to textured feed products that look appealing but may hide

high sugar or starch levels in the ingredient list.

If a horse is already battling metabolic issues, the safest approach is to avoid feeds that rely on quick energy. For
many horses, that means skipping the kinds of concentrates commonly associated with the worst horse feed

brands for metabolic management, even if those feeds are popular for other types of horses.

How Much to Feed: Portion Size, Frequency, and Body Condition

How much to feed depends on the horse’s overall size, body condition score, age, work level, and whether the
horse is maintaining weight or trimming down. A horse feeding chart can serve as a baseline, but it should not
substitute for individual assessment. The most important question is not simply how much grain is needed daily;

it is whether grain is needed at all, and if so, what kind and how much.

For horses with PPID, forage intake is usually the first number to review. Many horses do best with forage making
up the bulk of the daily ration. If a horse needs additional calories, increase them gradually and monitor body
condition score rather than guessing. A horse that is overweight may need fewer calories, while an older horse

with poor dentition may need more digestible fiber and soaked feeds.

Smaller meals given more often are generally easier on the digestive system than one or two large concentrate
meals. That said, even frequency does not offset a poor ingredient profile. If the feed is too high in starch or

sugar, feeding it more often does not make it appropriate.

A practical horse feeding chart should include forage-first intake, any balancer or supplement use, and the
horse’s individual metabolic status. If the horse is gaining or losing too much weight, the plan may need

adjustments to fiber, fat, or total calories rather than more grain.

Branding Examples and How to Choose in Commercial Feeds

While evaluating commercial options, brand names can help narrow the search, but they should not make the
decision. tribute horse feed each feature different formulas with varying nutritional profiles. Some products are

more appropriate with a metabolic horse than others, depending on starch, sugar, fiber, and fat content.

Use the feed label and ingredient list to compare products from any brand. A good formula for a horse with
Cushing's disease usually emphasizes digestible fiber, moderate fat content, and controlled NSC. Some products
marketed for maintenance, performance, or senior support may work if they stay low in starch and sugar. Others

may be too calorie-dense in the wrong way.

Common Product Lines That May Fit a Cushing'’s Feeding Plan

Some horse owners look at purina impact performance when comparing commercial options. These products
may have different nutritional goals, so the real question is whether they fit the horse's equine diet and blood
glucose needs. The same principle applies across leading horse feed brands: the label matters more than the

logo.



If a feed is designed for performance, it may contain more energy than a horse with PPID needs. Still, some lines
can be adapted if they are not high in starch and if the horse truly requires more calories. Always compare crude

protein, fiber content, and the presence of grains or sugar sources before making a switch.

Store Feed Choices and Label Checks

Retail shelves often include tractor supply horse feed options. These can be convenient, but convenience should
not replace careful review. A product sold in a general feed aisle is not automatically appropriate for a metabolic

horse.

Start with the feed label and ingredient list. Avoid assuming that a product is safe just because it is labeled for
horses. Tractor supply sweet feed, for example, may be a poor match if it contains molasses or a high level of
horse feed grain. The same is true for any store brand or online listing: check whether the feed is actually low-

starch and low-sugar before buying.

What Not to Feed: Ingredients and Common Mistakes

A number of common errors can make providing feed for a horse with PPID more difficult. One of the main ones
is over-relying on horse feed grain because it seems like the easiest way to add calories. Another is choosing
sweet feed for horses or any feed with significant molasses because the taste is appealing but the
https://gillettenewsrecord.com/online_features/press_releases/article_845a2b4e-909f-50fc-8416-
4ad018a4de71.html sugar load may be too high.

Offering carrots to horses is another topic that often comes up. Carrots are not automatically off-limits, but they
should be treated as treats, not a major part of the diet. The same applies to other sugary snacks or large

amounts of fruit. For a horse with insulin resistance, even "healthy” extras should be used thoughtfully.

It also helps to remember that the worst horse feed brands are not necessarily one specific company name. The
key concern is the nutritional profile. A feed can be a bad choice if it is high in starch, high in sugar, or built
around ingredients that do not support metabolic health. The safest strategy is to compare products by numbers

and ingredients, not by advertising claims.

Cost, Ease, and How to Compare Feed Options

horse feed cost matters, especially when a horse needs to have specialized nutrition for a long stretch of time. A
feeding budget should include forage, grain if needed, supplements, and any soaking or storage supplies. The
least expensive bag is not always the most cost-effective if it causes other problems or fails to support the horse’s

daily ration properly.

A horse feed cost calculator can be helpful when comparing products. It can show the cost per day rather than
the cost per bag, which is often a more accurate way to compare horse feed options. That matters because a
ration balancer may look expensive at first but actually last longer and provide greater value than a larger

amount of grain-heavy feed.

Accessibility also matters. If a feed is easy to buy from a local retailer or online, that can help with regularity. Still,
the best plan combines cost, availability, and nutrition. A smart feeding budget usually leans toward forage, a

targeted supplement or balancer, and carefully measured additions over a large volume of excess concentrate.

When to Speak With Your Veterinarian or Equine Nutritionist
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Always consult a veterinarian when a horse with Cushing's disease is dropping weight, becoming cresty, showing
signs of laminitis, or not reacting to diet changes. Medication may also affect appetite, body condition score, and
how the horse handles feed. Because PPID is a progressive condition, regular check-ins help keep the feeding

plan matched with the horse’s current needs.

An equine nutritionist can be particularly useful if you are trying to decide between commercial feeds, create a
balanced ration, or interpret NSC and feed label details. This is important when the horse has multiple concerns,
such as insulin resistance plus poor dentition or weight loss. A professional can help match feed

recommendations to the horse’s body condition score, forage intake, and exercise level.

If laminitis is already present, feeding choices become even more important. At that point, the goal is to reduce
laminitis risk by tightening control over starch, sugar, and meal size while maintaining enough digestible fiber for
health. With the right plan, many horses with PPID can do well on a hay-first diet supported by the right

commercial feed or balancer.

Frequently Asked Questions

What horse feed is safest for a horse with Cushing's disease?

The safest horse feed is usually a roughage-first plan with a reduced-starch feed or reduced-sugar feed if extra
nutrients are needed. Many horses do well on hay plus a ration balancer, beet pulp, or another fiber-rich feed

that keeps NSC low and supports metabolic health.

Should horses with Cushing's disease avoid sweet feed?

Yes, sweet feed for horses is usually best avoided because it often contains molasses and grain ingredients that
raise sugar and starch levels. Those ingredients can worsen insulin resistance and increase laminitis risk in

sensitive horses.

How much grain should a horse with Cushing’s disease eat per day?

Many horses with Cushing's disease need minimal to no grain, depending on their body condition score and
forage intake. If grain is used, it should be measured carefully and chosen for low starch and low sugar rather

than fed by habit. Your horse feeding chart and veterinary guidance should drive the amount.

Can horses with Cushing's disease eat carrots or treats?

Offering horses carrots is usually acceptable in small amounts, but carrots should be treated as occasional-use
treats, not a diet staple. When dealing with insulin resistance or laminitis concerns, keep treats minimal and avoid

sugary snacks.

What ingredients should | look for on a horse feed label?

Look for a feed label with a clear guaranteed analysis, moderate crude protein, controlled fat content, and higher
fiber content from digestible fiber sources. Check the ingredient list for NSC-related concerns such as molasses,

large amounts of grain, or other high-sugar ingredients.



