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 Most people have not had much education about nutrition, and what 
they have had tends to center around human nutrition. Pets have many of the 

same nutritional requirements as people but also many differences.  The 
basics of nutrition as they apply to dogs and cats are outlined here.  
Nutrition is a complicated subject, and research and development in the 
field are coming along at a fast pace.  We can’t possibly give you an 
entire nutrition course here, but hopefully we can give you enough 

information to help you to choose the best food and snacks for your pets.
 First, a few nutritional terms your need to know.  Palatability is a 
measure of how well an animal likes a food.  This involves not only taste 

and smell but also the shape, texture, consistency or "mouth feel" of a 
food, the temperature at which it is served, and habit.  Pets, especially cats, 

become used to the way a food feels in their mouth, and may be reluctant to change to a different shape 
or texture of food, even if the smell and taste are the same.  Cat food manufacturers each have their own 
particular size and shape of nugget, so a cat will get used to that shape and not want to eat a new one.  
The cat has become accustomed to the mouth feel of the nugget and prefers it out of habit.  Cats also 
may vomit canned food that is to cold (just out of the refrigerator), and then associate that food with not 
feeling well.  Any food a pet has eaten when it was sick may be refused later on.
  Increasing the protein or fat content of a food make it more palatable.  Conversely, reducing fat, 
as with a low calorie diet food, makes a diet less palatable to the pet – just as it does in people!  Other 
things that make a food taste better to a pet are salt, which is commonly added to pet foods as a flavoring 
and a preservative; and an acid pH, so pet food companies spray "acid digest" on the food nuggets.
 Digest is made by controlled enzymatic degradation of animal tissues.  In other words, poultry organs, fish, 
liver or beef lungs are allowed to rot until they reach a certain level of decay.  Then phosphoric acid is 
mixed in to kill the bacteria and stop the decay process.  The resulting liquid is sprayed onto the exterior of 
a dry food to make it taste better.  Different digests are used to impart a "chicken" or "fish" flavor to the diet.  
A "chicken flavor" food may be a corn based diet with chicken digest sprayed on it, and the same brand 
of "fish" flavor may have fish digest instead.  This allows a company to sell a "variety" of foods and occupy 
more shelf space at the store.  
   The availability of a food to the body is called digestibility.  This is a 
very important concept in nutrition.  It doesn’t matter how high the level of 
protein or fat is in the diet if it cannot be digested by the body.   For instance, a 
diet consisting of shoe leather, motor oil, vitamins and minerals will analyze to 
meet National Research Council recommendations, but since shoe leather 
and motor oil are not digestible, the amount of protein or fat contained in 
those ingredients is meaningless.  The presence of a nutrient in the food does 
not mean that it can be absorbed or utilized. When you read a pet food label 
you will see a chart listing the maximum and minimum amounts of certain 
nutrients contained in the food.  Without knowing how well each of those is 
digested, however, it is impossible to evaluate the quality of the food.  This is 
one of the major concerns regarding generic foods.  
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 Young growing pets and animals that get lots of exercise burn more calories for energy and thus 
need to consume more calories in their food.  Active pets do not need additional protein and in fact it is 
more efficient to feed more fat and carbohydrates to active pets, not more protein.  In a study comparing 
Purina Hi Pro, which is high in protein, to Science Diet Performance, which is high in energy density but has 
normal protein levels, the high energy diet produced 25% greater stamina in working dogs.  Dogs fed Purina 
Hi Pro  reached exhaustion after 15 miles and dogs fed Science Diet Performance not until 20 miles. 
            Energy needs also increase when the ambient temperature is high or low.  Guard dogs in tropical 
climates actually need more than twice as many calories to keep cool and maintain normal body weight.  
An outdoor dog in Wisconsin winters will need 3 times as much food as an indoor dog.  Racing sled dogs 
are fed pure whale blubber when competing, to get enough calories for extreme exercise and weather.

 Racing, hunting, showing, agility training and 
disease can also increase calorie needs.   Pets that have 
been very ill may need extra nutrition for as long as 45 days 
after they seem to have recovered.  If your pet has special 
nutritional needs requiring increased energy in the diet a 
high fat and high carbohydrate diet is recommended.  On 
the other hand, 60% of pets in the U.S. are overweight, 
many extremely so.  People are so used to seeing 
overweight pets that they believe normal weight pets are 
too thin.  A pet at his or her ideal weight should have a 
waist.  You should see the belly tuck up behind the ribs or 
narrow like an hourglass when looked at from above.  The 
ribs and backbone should be easy to feel under the skin 
but not stick out.  Obesity shortens the life expectancy of 
pets just as it does people, and increases the risks for 
arthritis, back problems, heart disease and diabetes.  
Overweight pets die about two years earlier and develop 
arthritis two years earlier as well.
             The easiest way to get a pet to lose weight is to 
feed a diet specially formulated for weight loss.  Just 
cutting back on a pet’s regular food enough to cause 

weight loss usually causes the pet to feel hungry and cranky.  Cutting back too far, especially when a poor 
quality food is being fed, can lead to protein, vitamin, or mineral deficiencies.  
 Diets with high quality nutrients and high levels of digestibility and energy will be eaten by a pet in 
smaller portions.  These smaller portions satisfy the needs of the pet more effectively than larger portions of 
poor quality diets.  Because poor quality diets may be eaten by the pet in much larger amounts to supply 
the same energy need, the perception by the pet owner is that the poor quality diet is better liked by the 
pet.  This is not true!  The pet simply consumes more because it cannot obtain the calories it needs from a 
smaller portion.  
 The next essential nutritional need after energy is protein.  Proteins are 
chains of amino acids linked together like cars on a long train.  There are 
13 different essential amino acids, which link together to form chains.  
By linking together different combinations of these 13 amino acids 
thousands of different proteins are made, each having a specific 
structure and function.  These different proteins make up the hair, eyes, 
skin, muscle, hormones, blood cells and all the other components of the 
body.  All 13 essential amino acids must be present in the diet for the body 
to be able to make all its thousands of proteins.  If one amino acid is lacking, 
whatever proteins are made using that amino acid cannot be produced 
and health problems will result.  
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