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Once you have found, and plan to buy, the horse or pony of your dreams, 
before you sign the contract you should protect yourself by having a pre-
purchase examination performed.  The exam does not give us a crystal ball 
look into the future and it is certainly no guarantee that this horse will be 
able to achieve all of your expectations, but it can give insights to help ensure 
you are making an informed decision before money changes hands. 
 
The purpose of a pre-purchase exam is to help provide the buyer with 
enough information to enable him/her to make an informed decision as to 
whether the horse will meet his/her needs.  General health, conformation, 
and soundness for intended use are all assessed.  There is no “perfect” horse.  
All of them have issues or imperfections.  The pre-purchase tries to identify 
these.  Then the buyer can decided if they can deal with those issues. 
 
The pre-purchase should not be looked at as a pass/fail test or a guarantee of 
long-term health and soundness.  It is only a snapshot in time.  We as veteri-
narians do the best we can to evaluate that horse on a given day.  Things do 
change however. 
 
The pre-purchase exam in general will include three phases: 
 
Basic health evaluation:  health history, temperature, pulse, respiration, gen-

eral condition and conformation. 
Lameness assessment:  flexion of the joints, soft tissue palpation, and move-
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ment evaluation. 
Other diagnostics:   X-rays, ultrasound, MRI, or blood work.  These may or 

may not come into play depending on intended use and budget. 
 
The prepurchase exam I perform starts at the head.  The teeth and eyes are 
all evaluated.  I then move toward the rear of the horse and evaluate the 
heart, lungs, neck/back soreness, intestinal motility and finally temperature.  
The legs are palpated and hoof testers applied to all four hooves.  Flexion 
tests are next followed by a movement evaluation on a lunge line.  Some vet-
erinarians may ask to see the horse ridden.  In my experience I have seen 
good riders make horses look better than they are, and bad riders make 
them look worse than they are.  So I very rarely ask to see the horse ridden. 
 
Most of my pre-purchase exams include x-rays.  These would be carried out 
at the end of the pre-purchase along with any other diagnostics the buyer 
requests.    I feel x-rays are very valuable even if the horse has had no issues 
in the pre-purchase exam.  If nothing else they give you a baseline of the 
horse’s radiographic changes that can allow better assessment in the future. 
 
Finally, when a pre-purchase is done, whether it is very basic or in-depth, it 
is the buyer’s responsibility to listen with an open mind to the findings of 
the veterinarian.  Don’t use a pre-purchase exam as the “tie-breaker” be-
tween the purchase of two horses – this could just make it more confusing.  
Prepare in advance so you know what to expect and what you can deal with 
as a horse owner – and have an open and honest line of communication with 
your veterinarian.  These two factors put you, the buyer, and the veterinar-
ian on the same page, facilitate an educated buying decision, and ensure that 
this is the horse for you. 
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