
Adequate nutrition throughout all life-stages helps prevent disease and 
improve quality of life
Goal: Provide adequate energy and nutrients to sustain life  

- prevent nutritional pathology (diet related)



› All pets need a feeding plan
› How to choose?

› Assess nutritional status 
› Identify risks
› If needed, provide recommendations 

- Not one best feeding plan for all
- Multiple options can be adequate

Diet

Amounts

Feeding method
Diet must be:
- Nutritious (complete & balanced + 

adequate for individual)
- Safe 
- Consumed by pet 



• Pet caretakers want what’s best
• Want information to navigate available 

choices 
• Information is readily available 

quality? 

Natural
Organic
Vegetarian
Grain free
Raw
…

+ market 
diversification

• Multiple commercial 
options

• Lifestage
• Lifestyle
• Breed
• Sensitivities
• Physical form/textures 



(2008)
≈54% pet owners in 
USA/Australia search for 
advice from veterinary team 

Veterinary team must be a 
trusted source of reliable 

information on pet nutrition 

Up to date on feeding 
options



› Clients won’t always follow diet 
recommendations from the VHCT 
(Veterinary Health Care Team)

› Important to build trust  good 
communication skills › Not communicating benefit to the pet 

› Focus on what and how vs why 
› Perception of financial motivations 
› Making recommendations without all the 

information
› Incomplete understanding of client’s 

perception and knowledge 
› Reco might not align with their goals 
› Not addressing their specific concerns 

Sources of resistance



› The wording implies that these are 
ingredients added only to reduce the 
cost of the food without providing any 
nutritional value

› Perception from misleading advertising 
› Usually applied to starch sources, more 

specifically cereals 

I am worried this diet includes cheap fillers 

› Cereals provide starch (source of 
energy)

› Not essential 
› Protein sparing effect 
› Moderate calorie effect 
› Technological benefits

› They also provide:
› Essential nutrients (AA, EFA, vitamins, 

minerals) 
› Fibre 

Cereals are valuable 
ingredients providing multiple 

benefits 



I don’t want to feed a diet that includes by-products 

› By products: secondary products 
obtained in addition to the 
principal product 

› Animal by products exclude “noble 
cuts” 

› CULTURAL 
› Highly regulated 
› Can be very nutritious 
› Upcycling 
› Quality of both products and by 

products is variable



MEAL QUALITY

Raw 
material

Rendering 

› Products and by-products can be 
provided as meals 

› Many positives:
› High protein concentration 
› Microbiological safety 
› Cost 

› Quality can be affected 
› Nutrients, digestibility
› Supplier 
› Take into account during 

manufacture 
By-products and meals can be very 

nutritious & contribute to 
sustainability – their quality should 

be assessed before use (same as 
“products”)



This is a low quality diet because the first ingredient is not 
meat 

› Feed material declaration includes raw material in descending order of 
(fresh) weight, % not mandatory 

› Individual vs categories 
› Name or location of ingredient  no info on quality or nutritional profile  
› Location on list can be gamed 

› Moisture 
› Portioning 



Turkey can have 10-20% protein 
(15% average) [if breast: 30%]

80 g turkey per 100 g 
food

80 g turkey ≈ 12 g protein

Meat ≠ Protein

If we used a meal (60-65% protein):

ଵଶ ௚ ௣௥௢௧௘௜௡

ଵ଴଴ ௚ ௙௢௢ௗ
 𝑥 

ଵ଴଴ ௚ ௠௘௔௟

଺଴ ௚ ௣௥௢௧௘௜௡
= ଶ଴ ௚ ௠௘௔௟

ଵ଴଴ ௚ ௙௢௢ௗൗ

Nutrients Ingredients 

Diets can have good nutritional 
profile and quality with or without 

meat as the first ingredient 



Ingredient 
quality 

Digestibility 

Nutritional 
profile 

Bioavailability

No oxidation 
products 

Microbiological 
safety

Contaminant 
control



› Conventional: extruded, 
retorting 

› Homemade style 
› Raw (frozen, freeze dried)
› Others 

› No consensus on what highly/ultra 
processed foods are marketing 
term 

› Some studies analysing advance 
glycation products 

› Role in health? 
› inconsistent results 

› Raw diets: specific risks 



• Bones

• Nutritional adequacy (home prepared)

• Microbiological safety



Freezing can help control 
parasites but not bacteria.
Irradiation? High pressure 
pasteurization? 

https://www.fda.gov/animal-veterinary/animal-
health-literacy/tips-safe-handling-pet-food-and-
treats

(Scott Weese, Worms and Germs blog)

https://www.wormsandgermsblog.com/files/20
08/04/M2-Raw-Meat-Owner1.pdf





› Conventional: extruded, 
retorting 

› Homemade style 
› Raw (frozen, freeze dried)
› Others 

› No consensus on what highly/ultra 
processed foods are marketing 
term 

› Some studies analysing advance 
glycation products 

› Role in health? 
› inconsistent results 

› Raw diets: specific risks 
› Nutritional profile  not 

homogeneous 
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p f cKremen et al , 2013

Undigestible material, 
ingredients, freshness, 

storage…



Ingredient 
quality

Final 
product 
aspects 

Ingredient interactions

Does the diet 
does its job

Processing (cooking, 
packaging, storage…)

Nutritious, safe, 
consumed

Diets with different ingredients & 
processing types can do the job!



› Be proactive : perform nutritional assessment from 1st visit, including 
detailed diet history  

Obtain nutritional 
information

Show proficiency of 
vet team on nutrition 

(also saves time)

Opening topic for 
discussion 

Include in medical 
record



› Be proactive : perform nutritional assessment from 1st visit 

• Empowers VHCT for best diet 
recommendation 
• Complete and balanced 
• Adequate for individual 

sensitivities 
• Palatable 

Internet: feed pets, unvetted
Vet team: experts in MY pet

Use diet history taking to 
identify clients concerns and 

goals 



› Key moments to repeat the NA & bring up feeding management 
› Anticipate problems  

Puppy/kitten 
visits

Yearly check up
Spay/neuter

New diseases

Diet change 



› Obtain all relevant diet info (main diet(s), treats, scraps, 
supplements…) 

› Non-judgemental environment, active listening – all same goals
› Paraphrase
› Validate concerns – pet food choice is complex & frustrating 

› Identify non-negotiables (on each side!)
› Adapt to pet & clients preferences if possible 
› Practices can often be accommodated



› Specific concerns  specific solutions 

- Someone in the dog park/SM told me I was poisoning my pet with 
this food

- Dry kibble is not natural, its like feeding fast food to my cat 
- Additives are dangerous 
- I would not eat this, why would I feed it to my pet 
- Wolves/tigers do not eat packaged bits 



This approach is:
- Less antagonistic (less pressure on not 

changing their mind) 
- Focuses on the positive goals that we all 

want for our patients (health and well-
being, for as long as possible)  

Focus on the aspect you wish to communicate (stressing the misguided 
belief can help cement/spread it)



Focus on the aspect you wish to communicate (stressing the misguided 
belief can help cement/spread it)

Properly formulated pet 
food X is nutrient rich, 

adequate for the species, it 
is like astronaut food 

Pet food X is not like 
“fast food”, which is high 

in fat +/- salt +/-
sugar and poor in 

nutrients like vitamins 
and minerals

vs



Explain how cats and dogs have evolved eating informs dietary 
choices today 

Knowing what dogs and 
cats have evolved eating 

is so imporant! It has 
given us a lot of 

information on how to 
properly feed them 

These feeding strategies allowed them 
to survive on what was available 

The current environment is different, 
and the diet we feed them has to 

accommodate these new risks

We want Fluffy to live a 
long & safe life in close 

contact with their family. 
Ensuring the diet is safe 
for everyone is a priority 

for us 



Get personal! I feed X diet to my pet 
because 
› it is the best for them in their situation 

right now
› I have a baby/elderly relative, and I 

want them to enjoy their time with 
Fluffy without concerns about their 
safety  

› My cat is unable to defecate without 
medications and enemas unless I use 
this carefully designed diet

› I worry about the planet, feeding an 
unnecessarily high protein diet is not 
sustainable 



Focus on the specific pet 
“while X feeding can be well tolerated in some cases, 
Fluffy has specific disorders that make this strategy 
riskier than average”
Examples:
› Fat sensitivity
› Immunosuppression (disease vs medications) 
› CKD
If commercial diets are a non-negotiable consider 
homecooked diets 

› Consult with a veterinary nutritionist: DACVIM 
(nutrition), DECVCN



› Different clients, different approaches
› Written & simple instructions 
› Schedule follow ups to reinforce therapy 
› Vet health care team – consistent message 
› Communicate that you are willing to change your mind! 

› “With the current knowledge available to us“
› “Hopefully we will get more good research in the near future“
› Let’s see how Fluffy does, we can always change the plan in the next 

checkup



› Cannot win all battles 
› You are not the food police or the decision maker
› Make sure you write your assessment and recommendation in 

medical record 
› There is nothing wrong with having red lines (your non-
negotiables)  

› For example, I do not recommend or use raw diets, and I always:
› Recommend clinics have a hospitalization policy

• Focus on safety of other patients and staff  
› Talk to clients about hygiene (https://www.fda.gov/animal-veterinary/animal-

health-literacy/tips-safe-handling-pet-food-and-treats)  
› Write my recommendation on the medical record 
› Refer (if possible) to someone who will assist 



› WSAVA nutrition toolkit:
› https://wsava.org/global-guidelines/global-nutrition-guidelines/

› For raw feeders: https://www.wormsandgermsblog.com/
› https://www.wormsandgermsblog.com/files/2008/04/M2-Raw-

Meat-Owner1.pdf



› Blogs:
› Petfoodology

https://vetnutrition.tufts.edu
/petfoodology/

› Purina Institute: 
https://www.purinainstitute.
com/

› FEDIAF 

You can make your own
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› Chapters: 
› 3-4 pages
› Visuals 
› Key takeaways
› 1 communication tip 

› Practical tools 
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1. Nutrients and their functions
2. Life stage and specialized nutrition 

› Growth, adults, senior, repro, working dogs, palliative care, shelter pets
3. Proactive nutrition

› Oral health, weight management, behaviour, cognition…
4. Communication skills
5. Applying nutrition in practice 

› Nutritional assessment, take a diet history, supplements, calculations… 
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1st – Explore client stance on 
nutritional intervention
2nd – Explain options 
3rd – Recommend product 
category
4th – discuss options within 
that category
5th – make specific 
recommendation 
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Thank you!


