
CONFORMATION AND SOUNDNESS IN HORSES

by John R Kohnke BVSc RDA

The structural development of the limbs, size and body proportions that make up an
individual horse's conformation can influence its balance and movement during
exercise. The strength of its limbs and conformation in furn, can influence its overall
soundness and ability to perform in competition.

Conformation and soundness are interrelated in determining the movement,
performance and overall quality of a horse during its competitive lifetime.

Soundness can be classified in a number of ways relative to the horse's freedom from
lameness, but it can also relate to the horse's suitability for a particular pu{pose, such as
eventing, jumping, polocroosse, hack and dressage competition, which can include other
measures of soundness for the pulpose, such as boldness, temperament and flow of the
stride.
Soundness can also be influenced by factors such as the type of working surface,
shoeing, dietary balance, body weight and the exercise program, especially as a horse
ages. Accidental injuries such as lower limb lacerations, excessive bone modelling
responses and abnormal growth and balance in the hooves can all influence the relative
soundness for the purpose. A horse with a minor joint or tendon injury, for example, may
not be suitable for upper level equestrian sports, but its soundness as a hack will not be
compromised. As horses age, nafural 'wear and tear' and other degenerative changes,
that are not always related or influenced by conformation, can occur and restrict its
suitability for long term training and competition.It is always important to select a horse
that is sound and strong if you plan to compete over a few years, rather than try to
rehabilitate ahorse from the race track which has broken down due to tendon and joint
problems and carries the legacy of unsoundness into retirement and equestrian
competition.

Splints

Ideally, splints should be appraised on an individual basis, taking into account the
location, size and interference with movement, and the overall conformation of the front
legs. Most splints in the lower or mid cannon areaare 'accidental', resulting from
knocks or bumps of everyday life as a horse.
However, in contras! the majority of splints Iocated on the inside ofthe upper cannon
area which appear to blend into the knee outline, are caused by underlying
conformational faults. These include the degree of offset in the cannon bones, the bulk of
the shoulders and neck, and the amount of hard work the animal was given in its younger
days.

Therefore, Iower splints on the canon can be considered a minor 'blemish', but high
splints in the knee region, or those found close to tendons, should be appraised in relation
to limb conformation and risk of interfering with tendon or knee joint soundness.



FRONT LIMB CONFOR]VIATION

Check the alignment and relationships of the knee and cannon bone of the front limb on
both near and offside, standing 3-4 metres to the side, level with front shoulders, and then
view from the front.
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PASTERN ANGLES

The pastern angles of both the front and rear Iimbs should be assessed from each side, as
short upright pasterns can increase joint concussion and long pasterns pre-dispose to
tendon strain and fetlock sprain, particularly if the heels are low.
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LIMB ALIGNMENT

Observation at the walk to evaluate Iimb low and straightness, absence of 'paddling',
'plaiting', 'winging' and 'dishing' as poor Iimb alignment results in higher risk of
interference and abnormal joint loading during exercise.
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HIIIDLIMB C ONFORIVIATION

Appraise the alignment and strength of the hindlimbs standing 3-4 metres to the side, level
with the hind limbs and rump, evaluating both near and off sideso and then from the rear.
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CONFORMATION AND S()UNDNESS
Predlsbose.c to:

Locatlon Conformatlon I nesultr In:

SHOULDERS
Straight shoulders
(ofren with upright
pasterns)

lncreaied concussion down
llne of front legs

Leg'bows. backward during
work

Joint problems ;
NaMcular disease
Ringbone Splints

Knee Chip fractures - racehorses
Kree Stress - sprain
Suspensory strain

Slab fracture ln knee - racghorses.
Tendon strain - heavy arsna and rider. 

*1

Heel bruising - corns? h
Fetlock sprain
Sesamoiditis in young, heavy horses.
Suspensory strain - extended trot

Allow to mature - probabty not a long term.
problem - correct calcium imbalance (eg grazing
fertilized Kikuyu pastures.

'Hig.h' splints just below knee joint (young horses
worked.hard - heavy boCylreiilrtl. 

-

ArthriUs in knee Joint

Tendon strain
Sesamoiditis/s esamoid fractures
Suspensory strain +

Fetlock sprain - old age arthritis
FUngbone
Navicular dlsease

Navicular disease
Toe bruising/pedal osteiils

Over-reachlng -.taceratlons - heel bulb bruising

Lumbo-sacral arthriUs
Sacroillac strain Jn show jumpers or eventers -'huntsrs bump.
Hock arthritls - bone spavln.
Old horses . sway back?

8og spavin.
Bone spavin in old age.
Locking of patella.

Sprain of 'curb, llgament - curby hocks.

Bone spavin in old horses. Oflen associated with
speedy movement - less interference with hlnd anc
fore llmbs.

Spllnts on inside of forelegs, shorter strldes and
more steps to cover dlstance, cho.ppy gait, and
could affect stamlna In performanCe horses.

'Paddllng' gait.
Corrective shoeing helpful.

Results ln gait lnterference, and rlsk of tdpplng anc
stumbllng, and spllnts. More undeslrable than toe.
1n.
'Wlng to the inside. gait
Corrective shoeing and weighted shoes.

FROI.TT LEGS

Back at the knees (Catf
Knees)

Over at the l(ree
(Bucked lGrees)
(tGeesprung)

More weight carrled down
back of leg

Open Knees
(tmmature l(rrees)

Oepresslon over knee area -
heavy youn! Warmbloods

Offset l(rees
(Offset cannon bones)
Bench lGees

More weight carried by inside
splint - tearing of upper
attachment
Breed influencss:-
- Standardbreds
- Thoroughbreds

Long Pasterns
(Sloping pasterns)

Pastern angle 45n or less
(often hereditary)
Aggravated by low heels.

Uprlght pasterns
(straight tegs)

Most common In horses with
straight shoulders and short,
solld build.
Increases concussion up leg
when worked on hard arenis.

Contracted hoof
(Plnched hooQ

Breed lnfluence . eudrter
horses.

BACK Short back Increased rlslr of Interference
and over+eaching

Long back Extra welght on tumbo-sacral
coupllng

HOCKS

Straight Hocks lncreased stress pathway
through hocks and stifre.

Slckle Hocks Increased welght down back
of hocks.

Cow Hocks More load carrled on inside of
hocks.

Traillng Hocks Shorter strlde, lncreased
welght on front llmbs when
working.

FEET

Toe In
(Plgeon Toed)

Oflen congenital - can be
corrected by trimmlng -
qraduallv.
Turned ln . trlm lnslde

Toe Out
(Splay Footed)

Ofren congenttal - can be
corrected by hoof trlmming .
oraduallv.
Turned out - trim outside


