Figure 2: Bespoke patterning plate
at Commonwood Fishery near
BASC Head Office

Patterning for optimum
cartridge performance
Are you using the right cartridge and choke
combination for your shotgun to ensure you fire a
lethal shot pattern for your chosen quarry?
PETER MARSHALL explains the importance
of correct patterning.

I

t is rare in any discussion about
shotgun shooting, that the topic of
patterning does not come up; but how
many of us have actually done it? And how
many of us have done it properly? For
most of us, the honest answer is that we
haven’t!
Having trained hundreds, if not
thousands, of people over the years, I am
constantly surprised at how many shotgun
shooters have never patterned their gun.
However, if you asked a rifle shot if he has
zeroed his rifle, I’m sure the answer will
be yes.

What is a pattern?
The word ‘pattern’ refers to the
distribution of pellet holes on a flat
surface; in essence it is a 2D
representation of the 3D shot cloud, at a
measured point down-range.

technique, which are all fundamentals of
shooting, it can be argued that the most
important aspect of patterning is to test
cartridge performance. Can your
cartridge/gun/choke/distance
combination deliver a consistently lethal
shot to your intended quarry?

How do I pattern test
my gun?
1. Firstly, you need a pattern plate. A
couple of fence posts knocked into the
ground with a couple of pallets placed
over them will suffice (see Figure 1).

Why is it important?
Firstly, it is important to make sure that
the gun is firing where you are pointing it.
With modern manufacturing techniques,
you would expect both barrels to be
pointing in the direction of the rib, but it’s
worth checking this ‘regulation’, just in
case they are not.
Technical issues with eye dominance,
gun mounting, gun fit and head position
can affect where the gun is pointing in
relation to where you think it is pointing.
To check gun fit and eye dominance
properly, it would be better to seek
professional help from a qualified coach.
But firing a few shots at the pattern plate
will certainly show if you have a problem.
We also find that some people tend to
snatch at the trigger or flinch because they
are expecting the recoil; these factors can
affect the point of aim as well.
Beyond gun fit, regulation and

Figure 1: A homemade pattern plate made of
two fence posts and two pallets

2. Ideally paper, card or plastic should be
used. Otherwise wallpaper or food sacks
will suffice. The paper should be at least
1m square, although the larger the area
the better.

3. Choose the range, cartridge and choke
you wish to test.
4. We recommend that you pattern your
gun and cartridge combination at the
maximum range at which you are able to
consistently hit your quarry.
5. Fire a single shot at the centre of
the paper.
6. Label the paper with the gun used,
choke, cartridge weight, cartridge type and
distance. This is very important!
7. Place the paper on the ground and
visualize the centre of the pattern. Place
a 30 inch circle around the densest part
of the pattern and draw a circle around
the pattern.

How can we use the pattern averages?
Minimum
pellet
count in
30 inch
circle

Quarry
Small duck (teal)

145

Medium duck (wigeon,
shoveler, gadwall, goldeneye)

120

Large duck (mallard, pintail,
pochard)

90

Small geese (egyptian)

80

Medium geese (pink/grey)

65

Large geese (canada)

55

Small gamebirds (woodcock)

160

Medium gamebirds (redlegged and grey partridges)
Large gamebirds (pheasant,
red grouse)
Medium pest birds (jackdaw,
jay, magpie)
Large pest birds
(woodpigeon, crow, rook)

140
100
180
140

Table 1: The minimum number of pellets required
in a 30-inch circle to consistently kill the quarry
(these are based on 30 years of American
shooting research).

Figure 3: Counting the pellet strikes
in the 30in circle

Geese – BB/1/3

Grouse – 6/7

Mallard – 4/5/6

Partridge – 6/7

In summary…
The simplicity of this approach to
patterning is one of its attractions. It works
for any bore of gun, as long as it produces
the appropriate minimum pellet count in
the 30-inch circle. What is required is the
rigorous approach of five to ten cartridges
being patterned correctly for each type
(= size) of quarry, and, if necessary, at
different ranges.
Patterning the gun once and assuming
that that will suffice for all types of
shooting is inadequate, especially with
non-lead cartridges, each of which may
behave differently with a given gun/choke
combination.

In conclusion
It should be clear that a pattern plate has
considerable value, but only if used in the
correct way for the purpose in mind. At
this point a few minutes with a qualified
coach or an experienced shot, perhaps at a
pattern plate, can be invaluable.
Patterning workshops are part of
BASC’s ‘Improve Your Shooting’ days
and the ‘Shooting for the Future’ events.
To book onto one of these events follow
the link http://basc.org.uk/sportingservices/basc-training-courses/

Snipe – 8

Hare – 4/5

8. Count all the pellet holes which are
either touching or inside the circle.
9. This gives you your 30-inch pellet count.

Woodcock – 7

Rabbit – 5/6

10. It is highly advisable to repeat this
process at least five times, using the same
gun, cartridges, choke and distance. This
can then be averaged to give you your 30inch pellet count.

The three main
requirements for ensuring a
lethal shot are:
1. The pellets need to be right size so that,
whatever the size and distance of the
target, each pellet has enough energy to
penetrate its feathers/fur, skin, muscle and
other tissues and reach the vital organs.

Teal – 6/7

Pheasant – 5/6/7

Pigeon – 6/7

Figure 4: The traditional recommended lead shot sizes are displayed in the figure above. However,
research and current thinking suggests that larger sizes should be used, particularly if using nonlead shot.

2. We also require enough of these
appropriately-sized pellets in the pattern
to statistically ensure that vital organs
are hit.
3. Accurate shooting.

Squirrel – 7

Figure 5: Two patterns fired from the same gun, same range,
and the same choke with cartridges taken from the same box.

To illustrate some of the
points made in this paper,
the following pellet counts
were made in the 30-inch
circle with ten cartridges out
of the same box (the range,
choke and cartridge details
all remained the same) –
109, 108, 83, 104, 95, 101,
123, 102, 97 and 102.

