
Mismatched Front Hooves:
Causes, Trimming, and Shoeing.

   This paper deals with mismatched fore hooves, sometimes referred to as unilateral, noncongenital 
club foot.  I prefer the term "mismatched", since the problem actually affects both front hooves, 
although the effects on each hoof are opposite in nature.  This problem does not appear to be directly 
related to congenital club feet, which tend to be bilateral, but I have noticed several cases where 
mismatched hooves were seen in the adult offspring of a parent with mismatched hooves, which 
suggests that some sort of predisposition may be inherited.
   A mismatched fore hoof horse will have one front hoof that tends to be narrower, with a more 
upright toe angle, a smaller solar circumference, and fast-growing heels.  The other front hoof will 
tend to have a flat sole, flaring walls, and sometimes underrun heels.

   I have noted in my practice that mismatched feet are more prevalent among taller horses, 
particularly tall Quarter Horses.  It is commonplace to see a half keg shoe size difference between the 
front hooves of a 15-3 hand or taller Quarter Horse, despite attempts by the farrier to match the feet 
at each shoeing.

   The most probable origin of mismatched hooves is long-term lameness which causes the muscles at 
the top of the deep flexor to be constantly contracted. (The tendon itself cannot really contract.)  This 
lameness may be low grade, perhaps even unnoticeable to the owners.  More significant than the 
degree of lameness is that it lasts a long time.  Long enough for the foot to atrophy a bit from 
reduced loading.  Meanwhile, the sound forelimb has to accept more load to compensate for the lame 
one.  The excessive and uneven stress causes the sound hoof to flare and spread, while the sole loses 
its concavity. 
   The extended low-grade lameness in young horses might be caused by fractures of the palmar 
process of the coffin bone.  Studies presented in 1994 by Dr. Andy Kaneps and Dr. Ric Redden 
suggest that such fractures may be surprisingly common.  Apparently such fractures usually result in 
only a brief period of severe lameness or no severe lameness at all, and so are rarely diagnosed.  It is 
likely that the fracture will be followed by a long period of mild soreness.
   Another cause of mild long-term lameness may be “clumsy colt syndrome”.  Young horses, 
especially those who will eventually be large, seem to gain height, weight, and length so quickly that 
their brains can’t keep up.  Add to that the way they develop unevenly, often appearing to be “all 
legs”, and you have horses that are prone to twist and jam joints, sprain ligaments, and generally 
bang themselves up.  Such injuries are a normal part of growing up.  But if a horse reinjures the same 
limb a few times before it can ever heal from the first injury, it may stay sore long enough for 
mismatched hooves to develop.
   Fast-growing horses may also suffer from one abscess after another due to the animals’ weight 
gain outstripping the development of the hooves and causing the laminae to separate at the ground 
level, creating an opening for bacterium which grow into abscesses.  Laminar abscess can cause mild 
lameness, and the path of the infection can further separate the laminae which opens the door for the 
next infection.  This cycle can continue for quite some time.  Easily long enough for the mismatched 
hoof pattern to be established.
   Whatever causes the development of the mismatched hooves, the problem tends to self-perpetuate 
even after the original lameness has abated.  New hoof growth follows the old.  The flaring of the 
spread-out hoof pulls the wall away from the laminar bed as it grows down.  The deep flexor tension 
on the contracted hoof takes the load off the heels.  Since the hoof grows faster where it bears less 
weight, the heels tend to grow very high and upright.  This shifts more weight onto the toe, which 
unloads the heel even further, causing it to grow even more upright, etc...

   Functionally, mismatched feet create several problems for the horse.  The different hoof angles and 
toe lengths, as well as the different weights of the big foot compared to the smaller one can cause a 
noticeable unevenness in gait, as well as a strong preference for one lead over the other.  The 



difference in the “foundation” under each front limb requires one limb’s bony column to be 
effectively longer than its mate’s.  This is sometimes seen in mismatched shoulders, and may even 
force spinal compensation.
   Even when they don’t seem to bother the horse much, mismatched hooves can be a noticeable 
cosmetic flaw.  This can be very troublesome for owners trying to win shows with the horse, and 
even more troublesome if they are trying to campaign a stallion as a stud.

   The first thing a farrier must do when presented with a horse with mismatched front hooves is to 
look for the cause of the original lameness.  In most cases it will be long gone before the farrier gets 
the chance to look for it, as the problem may have developed years before the horse comes into his 
care.  If there is still pain, it must be dealt with as its cause dictates before rematching the feet can 
become a priority.
   If there is no actual pain, the severity and importance of the mismatched hoof condition can be 
evaluated.  Cases in which the hooves can be brought to within 5° of toe angle and one keg shoe size 
at each trimming may be classified as “mild”, especially if the horse is able to compensate effectively 
enough to perform well.  Cases in which the hooves cannot be matched through trimming, or which 
revert to an obvious mismatch in a few weeks after trimming may be classified as “severe”, 
especially if there is noticeable flaw of movement or recurrent unsoundness associated with the 
mismatch.
   
   Mild cases can often be dealt with by conservative measures featuring trimming and sometimes 
conventional shoes.
   The “clubby”, atrophied hoof is trimmed to lower the heels and to achieve normal mediolateral 
balance.  As always, judgment must be used in determining how much heel to take.  The “depth” of 
the frog can be a useful guide.  Taking the heel down until the frog is only about 1/2” deep at the 
heel is usually effective, but taking too much heel at one trimming can make the deep flexor sore, 
causing renewed contraction.  The toe flare, which is common in contracted feet, should be dressed 
back.  This reduces flexor stress at breakover and helps bring the foot back into shape.
   The toe of the other front hoof should be trimmed as much as can safely be done without 
compromising the flat sole.  The heels should be trimmed only enough to eliminate any underrun or 
crushed wall.  The flared wall should be dressed back into line with the first inch of wall below the 
coronet.  This will reduce the apparent size of the splayed-out hoof to more closely match its mate.  It 
will also reduce the leverage the flared wall exerts on the laminae, which tends to peel the wall away 
from the foot.
   If shoes are to be applied, the same size of shoe (or length of bar stock) should be used on both 
feet.  Most often, the shoe that is an acceptable fit for the big foot will be a bit too large for the 
atrophied foot.  Use the “extra” shoe to fit the heels very full and long to provide extra support for 
the deep flexor.  This will help compensate for any added strain the deep flexor may take due to the 
lowered heels on this foot.  Both shoes should feature rolled toes to reduce the flexor strain even 
more.

   Severe cases usually require more advanced shoeing to achieve meaningful results.
   Trimming will be similar to what is done for mild cases, except that more heel may need to be 
taken from the atrophied foot.  If this is the case, 48 hours of stall rest is advisable after the trimming.  
(This isn’t a bad precaution any time there is a substantial change in hoof angle.)  It may also be 
advisable to leave the horse barefoot and trim him once each week or ten days until the excess heel 
has been removed in increments that will not make the deep flexor sore.
   The goal of shoeing the atrophied hoof is to gently push the heels and heel quarters apart, which 
will widen the posterior of the hoof capsule and give the foot a wider, larger appearance.  Only the 
rear part of the hoof can be affected, as it is attached to cartilage that can “expand” with it.  In cases 
where the lateral cartilages have hardened into sidebones, no shoeing approach will be effective at 
safely spreading the foot.
   The most practical means for accomplishing this shoeing goal which I have encountered so far in 
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my practice involves a partial aluminum shoe & Thera-Flex insert package.  The heels of the 
aluminum shoe are cut off just behind the fourth nail holes.  The fourth nail holes will be used to rivet 
the Thera-Flex insert to the shoe.  The remaining holes are used to attach the shoe to the hoof.  The 
“frog wedge” part of the insert has to be scooped-out so that it does not rest on the frog.  The edges 
of the frog wedge are then trimmed at an angle so that the wedge begins to fit between the heels and 
bars, but cannot be pushed all the way down.  The insert should be left full-length for extra support.  
With the heels of the hoof “floated”, the load of the rear half of the foot will be borne largely on the 
insides of the bars and heels, driving them apart.  If properly carved, the rubbery plastic of the frog 
wedge will not shear the heels apart suddenly, but will instead work them gradually apart over the 
course of weeks.
   A similar configuration of partial aluminum shoe & Thera-Flex insert is used on the other front foot.  
But this time the frog wedge is carved heartbar style to apply support to the frog rather than the 
bars.  The general guidelines are similar to those for using heartbars on founder cases, with no 
contact at the tip of the frog.  The “soft”, dynamic support of the insert is somewhat more forgiving 
than a rigid heartbar, so there is less chance of pressure necrosis.  With the heels of the hoof floated, 
the load of the rear half of the foot will be born largely by the frog.  The effect of this can be 
visualized as the frog “pushing” the coffin bone up inside the hoof capsule, creating some concavity 
to the sole.  With part of the load transferred from the wall to the frog, the distorting stress is 
reduced, and it becomes easier to eliminate the flares.

   Horses shod with these Thera-Flex packages can be worked regularly after the 48 hour post-
adjustment rest and a period of light-to-medium warm up workouts to acclimate them to the new 
shoes.  Care should be taken to work the horse evenly in both directions and on both leads.
   
   It is usually best to use these Thera-Flex packages for short shoeing cycles of perhaps four or five 
weeks.  In most cases it is possible to get the feet to match pretty closely in three shoeing cycles or 
less.  Hooves reform most easily in the wet season, and care must be taken not to spread the 
contracted foot too quickly when the wall is overhydrated, as the internal structures of the foot can 
not adapt quickly enough and may be damaged.
   Once the feet have been matched, maintenance can be with regular shoeing.  Extra care should be 
made to support the deep flexor and prevent it from being subjected to excessive stress, as this can 
result in a relapse as well as the complication of navicular problems.  As much support as possible 
should be provided through full and long shoe fitting at the heels.  (With the exposed shoe well 
rounded off, of course.)  Breakover stress should be eased with set-back, strongly rolled, or rockered 
toes.
   In some cases the horse will have developed a hard to break habit of using one limb more than the 
other, or the muscles will be slow to lengthen.  In such horses, the feet may seem to gravitate back to 
their mismatched state over several months.  The hooves should be rematched through trimming at 
each shoeing, and it may be necessary to reapply the Thera-Flex packages for a shoeing cycle here 
and there to keep from loosing ground.  If needed, this can usually be done during the “off season” 
when the horse isn’t being shown.  If the shoeing is consistent, the tendency for the hooves to 
regress will eventually fade.  
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Nature of mild mismatched feet:

Upright foot.
Flattened foot.

Toe laminae distorted.

Laminae distorted around
much of wall.

Sole flat.

Frog narrow.
Frog “mashed”.

Wall appears thicker due to
lower angle at ground contact.

Heels sloped forward.

Hoof/pastern axis
broken forward.

Hoof/pastern axis
broken back.

Hoof angles differ by
well over 10°.

Mismatched Feet:
Relatively Mild Case.
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Cut lines for trimming:

High heels lowered
as much as possible.

Flares removed.

Thin wafer of heel
taken to bring back

underrun or crushed heels.

Toe-to-heel length will be
reduced by toe flare removal.

Hoof size & width will be
reduced by dressing of wall.

Mashed sides and tip of frog
will be trimmed.

Heel loading will be moved
back towards widest part of frog.

Slight toe flare
removed.

Major toe flare
removed.

Toe trimmed as
much as possible

from bottom.

Mismatched Feet:
Trimming Relatively Mild case.
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Shoe fit as wide and full
as safely possible.

All exposed upper edges
well rounded off.

Rolled toes.

Shoe sizes & widths
Now similar.

Heel nails may need to be
punched coarser than normal.

Both hoof/pastern axises
now nearly straight.

Hoof angles now are
nearly the same.

Heels & heel quarters
upper shoe surfaces are well-rounded.

Mismatched Feet:
Shoeing Relatively Mild Case.
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Upright foot.
Flattened foot.

Insert carved to gently drive the
 heels & bars apart with each step.

Insert carved to push the middle
of the foot upward via frog

loading with each step.

The frog wedge will usually bow
the pad section of the insert

away from the flat sole,
preventing sole pressure.

Heel nails are used as rivets
to hold inserts in place.

The wall of the rear half of
each hoof is free to flex.

Care must be used to smoothly
finish the cut shoes.

The inserts should be
left long in the back to provide

eggbar-like support.
Because the inserts can be bent away

from the hoof and can snap back up unharmed,
they are less likely to be trod off than an

equally long horseshoe.

Mismatched Feet:
Rleatively Advanced Case.

Correcting through use of frog insert pads (Thera-Flex inserts) after 
trimming similar to mild case as shown in other diagrams.
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