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Preface 

 
Post anywhere asking “What is the best food to feed my dog (or cat)?” and you likely will 

receive just about every dog food brand in the book followed by shouting and clamoring. Many 
recommend a food on the basis of the fact that their relative or friend has been feeding their 
pets Kirkland Chicken and Peas (or whatever brand of choice) for many years and they always 
have a clean bill of health. The reality is that similar to humans, the nutritional needs of both 
dogs and cats are idiosyncratic. One food may be right for pet and completely inappropriate for 
another. 
 

Therefore, a better approach is learning how to navigate dog food labels to make the 
best decision for each of our own pets.  

 
This is About What Can and Cannot be Known 
 

It is true that there is enormous corruption in the pet food industry. Food Pets Die For is 
one book you are free to pick up if you wish to learn more about potential food contamination 
and the scandals within the industry. 
 

This paper is not about that. This paper aims to help the reader understand what can 
and cannot be known from pet food labels. This paper serves not as an exposé but rather a 
realistic tool for those seeking to be able to understand and decipher food labels for their pets- 
in a nutshell. 
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Part 1: Introduction to Ingredients 
 

Ann Martin says it well when she states, “Pet food labels can be deceiving. They only 
provide half the story. The other half of the story is hidden behind obscure ingredients.”  While 1

there is contamination, the ingredient list does give us information about what is in the food. It 
does not give us information about the quality, sourcing, and amount of each ingredient. This is 
the reason why two pet foods can have nearly identical ingredients but can be so different in 
price. Ingredient names are limited to those assigned by AAFCO through AAFCO’s Ingredients 
Definition Process. Therefore, pet foods should only contain ingredients defined and accepted in 
the above process. 
 
Variable vs. Fixed Formulas 

 
Many popular and generic brands of pet foods are formulated as “variable-formula 

diets.” In other words, the ingredients vary from batch to batch depending on ingredient 
availability. Premium brands tend not to use variable formulas. Checking ingredient labels on 
dog foods over a long period of time will help you determine if the food is a variable or fixed 
formula.  

 
Ingredients Do Not Determine Quality 
 

As mentioned earlier, ingredient lists do not tell the purchaser about the quality of the 
ingredients. Ingredients used in pet foods vary significantly in digestibility, amino acids, and 
mineral availability. There is no way of determining the quality of the food from the ingredient 
label alone. Ingredient labels can also be deceptive. Although ingredients are listed from 
greatest to least amounts by weight, the weights are determined before the food is cooked. 
When they list chicken as the first ingredient, this is uncooked chicken where water makes up a 
large amount of the weight. After the extrusion process, the weight of the ingredient is certainly 
less. Manufacturers do not list ingredient weights on a dry matter basis (DMB). Texturized 
vegetable protein (TVP) is found often in canned foods. The meat based ingredients end up high 
on the ingredient list by weight. However, TVP, which is low in moisture,  could end up lower on 
the list and may be contributing more to the protein source than the meat ingredient listed as 
number one. Dog Food Advisor, a website,  generally does a good job at pointing out foods that 
may be deceptive in ways similar to TVP- though it is not generally supported as a reputable 
source. Please think critically. Peas are another example of an ingredient that can skew the 
protein amounts from animal based to plant based. The label will not tell the consumer this 
directly. 
 

Split ingredients are also something to be aware of. Food makers may separately list 
forms of similar ingredients.  This causes some ingredients to appear further down the list. 
When you separate an ingredient like ground wheat and wheat flour, the ingredients by 
themselves appear further down the list. This is a legal way of intentionally confusing the 
consumer because as a whole, the wheat ingredients contribute much more to the food than as 
they appear. 

1 Food Pets Die For | Ann N. Martin 
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“To determine if an ingredient on the label is a protein source for the food, compare the level 
of protein in the ingredient with the level of the ingredient in the food. If the ingredient’s 
protein content is greater than its percentage in the food, it is considered to be a source of 
protein for that ration.”  2

 
 
What Do Ingredient Names Mean? 
 
Ingredient names are not the same as they would be on human nutrition labels. Ingredients 
used in pet food leave the human processing areas and are not subject to the same regulations 
Here is a link to where you can actually learn what ingredients mean: 
 
https://www.aafco.org/consumers/what-is-in-pet-food 
 
Please note that those are only definitions coming from AAFCO and does not disclose the 
digestibility of various parts. The complete ingredient list from AAFCO is not free.  
 
We cannot tell the quality of the ingredients from the bag alone. 
 
A Word On Preservatives 
 
Natural Preservatives 
The downside of natural preservatives is that the shelf life is shorter. Processed foods already 
are on the shelf and in the owner’s home a long time. Owners often to do things to make the 
issue worse (poor storage practices).  
 
Arguments Against Synthetics 
While synthetics last longer, the side effects can be disastrous. It was later released by the FDA 
that the amounts of ethoxyquin were contributing to anemia and also severe liver issues, BHA 
and HT are proven cancer promoters in comparison to Vitamin E, which is safe.   3 4

 
Take Away:  
 
More expensive premium dog foods generally mean higher quality ingredients.  
 
Ingredients should never be used alone to determine the quality of the dog food.   5

 
Avoid feeding  ingredients that do not clearly name the animal source of the ingredient. For 
example: “Meat Meal.”  
 
Avoid synthetic preservatives. 

 

2 Canine and Feline Nutrition 
3 http://europepmc.org/abstract/med/8493816 
4 https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/immunology-and-microbiology/ethoxyquin 
5 Canine and Feline Nutrition 
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Ingredient Label Provides 

 

Provides  Does Not Provide 

Ingredients in the Food  Specific Amounts of each ingredient before 
or after cooking 

Ingredients are listed from greatest amount in 
food by weight to least amount by weight 
BEFORE cooking 

Quality of each ingredient 

  Digestibility of each ingredient 

  Source of each ingredient 
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Part 2: The Guaranteed Analysis Panel 
 

The Guaranteed Analysis (GA) panel provides information regarding the amount of 
protein and fat in the pet food and is generally found on the back or sides of the bag or cans. It 
is often found online as well. The owner should note that the information given here is on an as 
fed basis and not a dry matter basis. (As fed would be if you were to feed the chicken and 
salmon before the cooking process). The minimums and maximums for crude protein and 
crude fat are included as required. The maximum moisture and fiber is also provided. There may 
be other information listed on the panel as well, but it is not required. It is important to know that 
these numbers represent only the minimums and maximums and do not reflect the actual exact 
amount of nutrients in the pet food. For example, if the minimum crude fat is 12%, it cannot 
have less than 12% fat on a dry matter basis. However, it certainly could have more. 
 
Crude Protein, Crude Fat, and Crude Fiber 
 

These terms refer to the procedures used to estimate nutrients in foods through 
analytical procedures. The details pertaining to how these nutrients are measured is beyond the 
scope of this paper. The owner should be aware that these tests are not perfect. For example, it 
has been determined that the method for detecting crude fiber detects cellulose well, but may 
underestimate other dietary fiber components.  Therefore, the GA panel can provide owners 6

with only a rough estimate of what is in the food. 
 
Where are the Carbs? 
 

Pet food GA panels do not include the carbohydrate levels. However, the owner can find 
this out through subtraction. 
 

● We need to subtract moisture, fiber, fat, protein, and ash from 100% to determine the 
carbohydrate content. Often times, ash is missing from the label. You can estimate 
between 5%-8% ash.  
 
How to figure out the carbohydrate amount in a food on an as fed basis: 

6 Canine and Feline Nutrition 
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Fromm Chicken A La Veg 

 
100% - moisture - protein - fat - ash- fiber = Carbohydrates 

 
Note: Fiber is a carb, but we are interested in the amount of carbohydrates that noticeably 
contribute to calories.   
 
For this food above we get 43.15% carbohydrates (100-25.62-15.57-3.32-5.65=49.84) 
 
It is also worth noting that dog food advisor does this in their analysis. Check there before 
breaking out the calculator. Reminder: This is only a rough estimate. 
 
Using GA to Compare Foods 
 
You cannot compare foods by comparing the GA labels side by side (unless the moisture 
content is the same). For example, some wet foods may appear to have far less protein than dry 
foods according the GA. When you remove the moisture and measure them on a DMB, most wet 
foods have higher protein and fat. Here is an example: 
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Fromm Beef and Gravy Canned vs Chicken A La Veg Kibble 

 
1. Use the method above to calculate carbohydrates by subtracting the fiber, protein, fat, 

ash, and moisture from 100%. Here are our new values 
a.  

Canned  Kibble 

5.69% Carbs  43.15% Carbs 

2. Convert to dry matter basis by dividing the macronutrients (protein, fat, and 
carbohydrates) by the dry matter. If the bag does not directly list the dry matter, 
subtract the moisture from 100% (100-81.88=18.12 dry matter) 

a. Divide the macronutrient (protein, fat, or carb)  by the dry matter. 

Canned  Kibble 

Dry matter =18.12% 
Protein= 7.55% protein  / 18.12% dry 
matter = 0.416 (or 41%) Protein on a 
DMB 

Dry matter = 93.31 
Protein= 25.62/93.31= 0.2745 (or 
27.4%) Protein on a DMB 

b. Continue doing the above for the fat and the carbs. Compare foods via the GA 
panel ONLY first by using the ingredients on a DMB. 

c. Notice that initially, it appears that the kibble has more protein. In reality, the 
canned food has 14% more protein on a dry matter basis. 

 
Take Away: 
 
Do compare foods on a DMB by converting the GA. 
 
The GA only gives us a rough estimate of what is in the food. 
 
Do use dog food advisor’s website to compare foods on a DMB and skip the math. 
 
Do not compare foods by the face value of the GA alone. 
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Bonus Level: Comparing Food’s Macronutrients on a Caloric Level 
 
Human nutrition labels use calories to determine what actually makes up the food. You will 
notice that on some nutrition labels for humans, below the calories, it will say “calories from 
fat.” This is how nutritionists determine what is considered a “fatty food.” It serves us well to 
figure out what our dogs are eating on a caloric basis and truly paints the most accurate picture 
of the macronutrients in the food.  
 
For fresh foods and for humans, we assume that generally speaking, 1 gram of fat has 9 kcals, 1 
gram of protein has 4 kcals, and one gram of carbohydrates has 4 kcals. Commercial pet foods 
use modified atwater numbers due to digestibility differences: 
 
 

Protein  Fat  Carbohydrate 

3.5 kcal/gram  8.5 kcal/gram  3.5 kcal/gram 

 
We will be using a dry premium food. 
 
Use the following multiplications using the as fed percentages on the guaranteed analysis. Use 
the previous equation to get the carbohydrate amount. 

1. Multiply the percentages by the modified atwater factors for each macronutrient. 
 

a. 29% Protein: .29 x 3.5 = 1.015 (kcal from protein in each gram of this dog food) 
30% Digestible Carbs: .3 X 3.5 = 1.05 (kcal from carbs in each gram of this dog 
food) 
17% Fat:  .17 X 8.5 = 1.445 (kcal  from fat in each gram of this dog food) 
 

2. Take those numbers and add them:  
 

a. 3.51 kcal (Total kcal in 1 gram of dog food) 
 

3. Now take the individual numbers from step 1 and divide by step 2: 
 

a. Protein: 1.015/3.51 =29% | kcal from protein /total amount of kcal in 1 gram 
Carbs: 1.05/3.51=30% | kcal from carbs /total amount of kcal in 1 gram 
Fat: 1.44/3.51= 41% | kcal from fat /total amount of kcal in 1 gram 
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Final Rough Analysis on a Caloric Basis Using the GA 
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Part 3: Classifications of Nutritional Adequacy 

Just a reminder, this paper is not to discuss AAFCO issues. AAFCO uses various terms 
to tell you if the food is balanced according to their standards. We understand that there are 
issues with terms like “complete and balanced,” but these terms are still good information for 
the consumer. 

Even the worst of foods can be formulated to meet AAFCO’s nutritional profiles. 
Therefore, we should not rely on AAFCO classifications alone when determining the quality of a 
food. 

General AAFCO Classifications: 
 

Complete & Balanced 
for All Life Stages 

Limited Claim  Intermittent or 
Supplemental 
Feeding Only 

Used only as directed 
by your veterinarian  

Food has been 
formulated to provide 
“complete and 
balanced” nutrition for 
all life stages: growth, 
lactation, gestation, 
maintenance. 
 
Food verified via 
spreadsheet or feeding 
trials. 

Food provides 
complete and balanced 
nutrition for  a 
particular stage of life 
 
The food can be 
verified via spreadsheet 
or using feeding trials. 

Treats fall under this 
category. So do many 
PMR pre-made mixes 
that are only 80/10/10.  
 
The food cannot make 
up the pet’s sole 
nutritional intake. 

Therapeutic formulas 
such as formulas 
needed for dogs with 
severe IBD or kidney 
disease etc. 

 
Note: These are very general guidelines. Puppies and kittens can eat complete and balanced for 
all life stages, but often times growth diets are more appropriate to prevent bulk limiting issues 
when feeding. Bulk limiting happens if the food is not as calorically dense as needed. For 
example, a puppy may run out of digestional space trying to consume the needed amount of 
food for proper growth. This can result in impaired nutrient absorption.  While balanced for all 7

life stages can be fed to a lactating bitch, she may benefit more from a calorically dense growth 
diet.  An adult pet only food is not appropriate for a puppy or kitten. Remember that the biggest 8

contribution to growth deformatives is too many calories.  Feed the correct amount of calories 9

and consistently check your pet by feeling and weighing your pet. 

Take Away: 
 
Do select foods formulated to meet the lifestage of your pet.  
 

7 Canine and Feline Nutrition 
8 Canine and Feline Nutrition 
9 Canine and Feline Nutrition 
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AAFCO classifications alone are not enough to determine if the food is quality 
 
Be weary of foods formulated that are supposedly breed specific or for seniors. Seniors 
generally benefit from the same high quality foods, including protein amounts, of adults so long 
as calories are monitored.   10

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10 Canine and Feline Nutrition | Geriatrics 
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Part 4: Calories 
 
Very briefly, Calories are listed on the dog food as well. Growth diets are more nutrient dense in 
comparison to other feeds. Calories is listed as Metabolizable Energy (ME). It must be listed  as 
kcal/kg but can also be listed as kcal per pound or cup. 
 
Determining the calories your pet needs can be done by looking at the label or speaking to a 
nutritionist or your veterinarian. 
 
If possible, it is best to weigh the food rather than use volume based servings. This provides 
more accurate control over caloric intake. 
 
Always check the energy content when switching foods. Controlled feeding is the best way to 
monitor caloric intake. 
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Part 5: Label Claims 
 
Label claims are regulated by AAFCO and the FDA. There are many claims that may or may not 
hold weight.  
 
Drug Claims 
 
Not allowed: Pharmaceutical claims such as “hypoallergenic” or “prevents itchy skin” or 
“contains vitamin C to prevent infection” 
Allowed: “Promotes healthy skin” and “promotes glossy coat” 
 
Bottom Line: No drug claims are allowed 
 
Descriptive Claims 
 
Descriptive claims are regulated by AAFCO.  
 
 

Light or lite 
Less or reduced calories 
 

Descriptive terms used for reduced calorie 
products. 
 
Calorie comparisons must include the 
percentage of reduction from the product 
comparison and a caloric statement. 
 

Lean 
Low-fat 
Less or reduced fat 

Reduced fat or lean or less fat are regulated 
by designation of maximum percentages of 
fat. Example: Dry dog food labeled lean 
cannot contain greater than 9% lean fat. Also 
must show a product comparison. 

 
 
 
Veterinary Medical Foods 
 
These foods are meant to be fed as the sole source of nutrition to pets that have specific 
medical conditions. Example: “Use only as directed by your veterinarian.” 
 
It is worth noting that indeed many ingredients in prescription food are pretty terrible. Let’s not 
forget the science of formulation. A dog with renal failure needs a prescription food. The owner 
SHOULD NOT attempt to feed a PMR style raw diet. If the owner wishes to switch from the 
prescription food, they should seek out a reputable nutritionist or veterinarian nutritionist to 
formulate a recipe appropriate for the condition. 
 
DOGS HAVE DIED SWITCHING FROM PRESCRIPTION DIETS TO RAW OR HOMEMADE 
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DIETS OR ANY OTHER FOOD WHEN DOING SO WITHOUT PROFESSIONAL HELP. IF YOUR 
DOG CAN ONLY EAT PRESCRIPTION, SEEK OUT A PROFESSIONAL. NEVER SUGGEST TO 
ANOTHER OWNER TO SWITCH TO ANY OTHER FOOD IF A DOG HAS A CONDITION 
REQUIRING A VETERINARY FOOD 
 
Other Label Claims 
 
This section requires the most critical thinking. These claims will appeal to you as a person. 
They need no proof! 
 
“In fact, other than the FDA’s strict prohibition against pet food label claims that might be 
construed to be “drug claims,” there are currently no laws that specifically cover the many nutrient 
and health claims that we are finding on pet food labels.“  11

 
For example, a claim stating that it promotes joint health likely would not help a dog’s joints 
depending on the underlying issue. This may be better addressed with a vet, adding kibble 
toppers, and selecting a better kibble or overall better quality food. 
 
 

Type of Claim  Definition  Examples  Required Proof 

Romance/Marketing  Phrases or claims 
that convince the 
consumer to identify 
with the product. 

BLUE Wilderness: 
“Love Them Like 
Family. Feed Them 
Like Family” 
 
Appeals to the 
ancestral diet of 
wolves. 

No 

Nutrient Content  Specifies an 
ingredient or nutrient 
and makes a claim 
about the inclusion or 
exclusion of 
ingredient or nutrient. 

Contains high quality 
fish 
 
Grain Free 

No 

Structure/Function  Describes the role or 
function of a nutrient 
or ingredient. 

Contains EPA for 
healthy skin support 
 

No 

Health  Claims about the link 
between a nutrient or 
ingredient and a 
disease. 

Antioxidants for 
healthy immune 
function 

No 

Adapted from Pet Food Logic | Linda Case 

11 Dog Food Logic | Linda Case 
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Part 6: Premium vs. Cheap Foods and Digestibility 
 
As discussed earlier, generally more expensive foods provide better quality nutrients. However, 
formulation is always important and some expensive foods can still result in poor stool quality. 
Checking your pet’s stools is a great tool for determining digestibility. If you find that switching 
foods and keeping the calorie levels the same results in weight loss, the food may not be 
digestible for your dog.  
 
Money is a factor when feeding your pet. When selecting foods, you should buy the best that 
you can afford. You should not try to dress up a cheap food with fresh food. It is better to 
purchase a higher quality food. A high quality food with fresh toppers is ideal. 
 
Feeding trials are considered the gold standard for assessing a pet food because the nutrients 
are directly measured as they go in and as they come out. However, there are definitely 
downsides to feeding trials that are outside the scope of the paper. In general, it is considered 
beneficial for a company to do feeding trials rather than relying on a spreadsheet of nutritional 
values. 
 
It is also a good idea to be aware of “price anchoring” when selecting a pet food: 
 
“Price anchoring occurs when we reflexively use a price point that we are initially presented with, 
or that we are accustomed to, to make all subsequent decisions about products within the same 
category. The initial information sets an anchor to which we compare all other numbers, in this 
case, prices...Our current-day perspective of what is a reasonable price to pay for dog food has 
been strongly and arbitrarily anchored to what is actually a very low number—a number that was 
set many years ago when our relationships with dogs were quite different than they are today and 
at a time when we did not demand high quality foods for our canine best friends.”  12

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
12 Dog Food Logic | Linda Case 
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Part 7: General Considerations When Choosing a Food 
 
We have gone through a general analysis of commercial pet foods. How you use this 
information will also depend on various factors. Some are listed below, but surely not all. 
 

1. Complete and balanced nutrition 
a. Simply put, we need to make sure that the food is formulated for the appropriate 

lifestage of the pet 
2. Palatability 

a. No food is nutritious if it is not eaten. Generally, more expensive foods tastes 
better. There are other factors for both dogs and cats that can affect preference. 
There are numerous aspects that affect a food’s palatability. Fat, protein, storage, 
the way things are cooked, etc. 

3. Digestibility 
a. Again, generally premium foods are more digestible. Foods can have the same 

ingredients but have different digestibility grades. Stool volume, color, frequency, 
coat, flatulence are all some factors that can clue the owner in to the digestibility 
of food. 

4. Metabolizable Energy (ME) / Calories 
a. Pets eat to fulfill their caloric requirements. Low energy dogs need lower energy 

dense foods and working dogs need high energy dense foods to avoid bulk 
limiting issues.  

5. Cost 
a. Unfortunately, money is a factor. Using the resources we have, we should 

evaluate all the aspects of the food and pick the best food we can afford. It is 
much better to buy a high quality feed than to buy low quality and hope that fresh 
food toppers take care of the nutritional needs. 

6. Manufacturer’s Reputation 
a. Does the manufacturer make it easy to contact them? Are they helpful in 

addressing questions? Many companies fail to call back. What about their recall 
history? What information is provided outside of the packaging? Good 
companies are transparent. 

7. Macronutrient distribution 
a. In addition to all these points, analyzing the macronutrient distribution on a 

caloric basis is useful when trying to approach other factors. It is also useful 
when adding fresh food to commercial food. If you know your food is on the low 
side of protein, then you know to add protein rich, highly digestible, fresh toppers. 
With kibble, you generally should do not add carbs for healthy dogs and never for 
cats. Understanding what makes up the feed will help you pick out ingredients to 
compliment the food. 
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Part 8: Types of Pet Food 
 
 

Dry Food  Semi-Moist Food  Wet Food 

6%-10% Moisture 
 
Generally consists of expanded 
products due to development in 
the extrusion process.  
 

1. Ingredients from dough 
2. Cooked under high 

pressure and 
temperatures (80 C to 
200 C) rapidly 

3. Dough is cooked and 
leaves through the die in 
to a desired shape 

4. Cooled and then goes 
through process called 
enrobing. 

5. Hot air drying reduces 
moisture. 

 
Pro 
Relatively long and stable shelf 
life (arguable) 
Cheap 
Overall convenient- sold in large 
quantities 
Allows Free feeding (is that a 
pro though?) 
May aid in prevention of plaque 
(arguable) 
 
Con 
Arguably requires too high of 
carbs for the cooking process 
(see carb discussion we had on 
assignment) 
Often less palatable but 
premium foods show minimal 
difference 
Ingredients that can  be used for 
extrusion process can result in 
reduction of nutrient availability 
and loss. 

Not a good choice 
 
15% -30% Water 
 
Coated in simple sugars. 
Typically lower in protein and fat 
than that of wet food. 
 
Pro 
Less odorous than wet food 
 
Con 
Crappy ingredients 
Lower energy density can be a 
pro or con depending on the 
animal.  
 
 

Mostly water- around 75% 
moisture 
 
Come as supplemental (meat 
products) or complete and 
balanced 
 
Loaf, chunk or chunks in gravy, 
and chunk-in-loaf combo. 
 

1. Dry ingredients 
measured and mixed 
with water 

2. Entire mixture is heated 
3. Added to cans 
4. Can sealed and washed 
5. Pressure sterilization 

takes place at high 
temperatures for longer 
periods of time 
compared to dry foods. 
Adjusted for pouches 
and trays. 

 
Pro 
Increased palatability (can be 
con as well) 
Generally fewer carbs and better 
macro profile 
Long Shelf Life 
 
Con 
Expensive 
Potential for nutrient Loss 
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Part 9: Classifications of Pet Food (Though not regulated) 
 
 

Premium & Super Premium  Basic Nutrition & Economy 
Brands 

Economy 

Often fixed formulas 
Highly digestible 
More per bag- but often more 
nutrient dense 
Targeted nutrition for life stages 
Nutrients that provide specific 
health benefits. 
 
Generally only found in pet 
supply stores, feed, stores, or 
veterinarians. 
 
Backed by nutritional research 

Sold through mass merchant 
stores 
Cheaper 
Often are variable formula 
Lower digestibility than premium 
But often better ingredient 
quality than economy 
 

Least cost basis 
Lower quality in all areas.  
Sometimes not complete and 
balanced 
Not a good choice for most pets 
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Part 10: Marketing Tactics 
 
Below is a chart that demonstrates marketing tactics used by pet food industries that has 
nothing to do with the quality of the food- or whether that food is an appropriate choice for your 
pet. 
 
 

Tactic  Use  Example 

Appeal to Authority  Statements that seek to 
encourage trust in the 
consumer. Typically causes 
interested consumers to 
accept the claim not on true 
merits of the food but upon 
their perception of the 
authority figure’s claims. 
These claims have no 
standardized meaning and 
are not regulated. 

“Breeder Recommend” 
“Veterinarian Recommended” 

Appeal to Celebrity  Statements involving 
celebrities that have no 
relation to the quality of the 
food. Most often, the 
celebrity is not an expert on 
dog or cat nutrition. Their 
recommendation is 
influenced by economic bias. 

Ellen DeGeneres- Halo, Purely 
for Pets: “If you’re going to 
have pets you should treat 
them like you’d treat yourself” 
 
Rachel Ray- Nutrish: “Like 
you, Rachel Ray wants the 
best for furry family 
members, like her Isaboo.” 

Appeal to Emotion  Advertising that appeals to 
emotions and has no relation 
to the quality of the product. 

Commercials of happy dogs 
or cats with active owners, 
including shelter animals, 
claims about happy dogs or 
cats. 

Appeal to Nature  The official definition and 
regulations regarding the use 
of natural terminology is 
broad and encompasses 
many ingredients 
 
AAFCO Definition of 
“Natural” 
“a feed or ingredient derived 
solely from plant, animal or 

“Natural Balance” or “By 
Nature” or “Science Diet 
Nature’s Best” 
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mined sources, either in its 
unprocessed state or having 
been subjected to physical 
processing, heat processing, 
rendering, purification 
extraction, hydrolysis, 
enzymolysis or fermentation, 
but not having been produced 
by or subject to a chemically 
synthetic process and not 
containing any additives or 
processing aids that are 
chemically synthetic except 
in amounts as might occur 
unavoidably in good 
manufacturing practices.” 

Breed Specific Foods  Pet food that targets owners 
of certain breeds who may 
believe that there are 
significant and scientifically 
backed nutritional needs 
between different breeds. 
Generally speaking, there are 
not.   13 14

eukanuba for boxers appeals 
to boxer owners. 
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Part 11: The 95-25-3 Rule / Qualifying Terms 
 
 

Term  Amount  Example 

Food  If branded using an ingredient 
followed by food, it is 
required that no less than 
95% of that particular 
ingredient make up the pet 
food. 

“Woof Mix Salmon Dog Food” 
 
Not common. Likely for 
supplemental feeding only. 

Dinner, entree, recipe, or 
formula (really anything other 
than the word “food”) 

The brand named ingredient 
must make up at least 25% of 
the product (before the water 
is cooked off). In the end, 
there really might not be a lot 
of salmon because salmon is 
high in water prior to the 
cooking process. For 
example, if the food had 25% 
salmon, after cooking the 
salmon may only make up 
10%. 

“Woof Mix Ancestral Trout 
Formula” 

With  Using the word with means 
that the food only needs to 
use 3% of the named 
ingredient before cooking. 

“Natural Canine with 
Chicken” 

 
 
Take away: 
 
If you want a food primarily based in a particular ingredient, look for words like “entree” or 
“formula” or “dinner.” 
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Part 12: Conclusion and Brief Checklist 
 

There is no shortage of opinions on pet food. Understanding what labels mean will help 
you determine what is best for your pet. Because of the heavy use of marketing, it is up to the 
owner to think critically when assessing pet food. 
 

❏ Is the food formulated for the lifestage of your pet? 
❏ Is the caloric density appropriate for your pet? Seniors, puppies. Kittens, lactation, 

pregnancy, exercise, environmental temperature, whether the pet is overweight or 
underweight are some factors to consider 

❏ Are you okay with the amount of money spent on the food? 
❏ Have you monitored your pet’s health on the food? Skin, joint, gastrointestinal, cognitive 

function 
❏ Have you overviewed the ingredients? Are there any split ingredients? Are you trying to 

avoid/include a particular ingredient? 
❏ What type of preservatives are used? 
❏ Is the company reputable? Is the company responsive? Are there any major and 

consistent recalls? Remember that most pet food companies are owned by only a small 
handful of larger companies. Be aware of the illusion of choice. 

❏ Do you care about the sourcing and manufacturing practices? You may consider 
learning where the food comes from and is processed. 

❏ Does the manufacturer have a good safety record? 
❏ Are you happy with the distribution of macronutrients? For example, is the food too high 

in carbs for your liking? 
❏ What have you done to investigate the quality of the food? 
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Part 13: Grain Free Dog Foods 
 
Taurine is considered non-essential for dogs and essential for cats.  Dogs make taurine from 15

other sulfur containing amino acids.  Because taurine is considered non-essential for dogs, 16

AAFCO does not require the addition of taurine to dog foods- even with the complete and 
balanced claim.   17

 
Grain free dog foods have been growing in popularity. Grain free dog foods often contain high 
amounts of plant based proteins- such as legumes. Many of these grain free dog foods have a 
lower digestibility.  The overall intake of poor protein ingredients goes beyond just lacking 1819

taurine. If the food is a poor choice of protein, there will be lower levels of amino acids in 
general. Amino acids are involved in numerous biological functions. Grain free dog foods are 
under serious scrutiny because of plant based protein ingredients. On the label the consumer is 
led to believe that the food is high in protein. However, this is not to say all grain free is bad.  
 
Some grain free lines of dry dog food  have been adding a taurine supplement. Even in theory if 
this solved the taurine issue- it does not solve the overall poor protein content of the food. 
 
Grain free dog foods seem to affect some breeds over others that are prone to cardiovascular 
health issues. Dilated cardiomyopathy is well documented in dogs with taurine deficiency.  20

 
If your dog requires a grain free commercial diet, you should be aware of the potential protein 
issues and consult with a professional.  
 
Worst offenders include Acana and Fromm (Grain free line). 
 
This area of study is rapidly developing and this page updated in August 2018 may not be the 
most up to date.  
 
The most in-depth and up-to-date article regarding this issue can be found here: 
 
https://therawfeedingcommunity.com/2018/02/08/kibble-may-be-putting-some-dogs-at-risk-for
-fatal-heart-condition/ 
 
Another major issue is that many owners are not feeding within product guidelines. Read more 
about that here:  https://feedthydog.com/using-feeding-guidelines-properly/  

15 National Research Council Nutrient Requirements of Cats and Dogs 
16 Small Animal Clinical Nutrition 
17https://www.merckvetmanual.com/management-and-nutrition/nutrition-small-animals/nutritional-requirements-and
-related-diseases-of-small-animals 
18 Ko KS, Fascetti AJ. Dietary beet pulp decreases taurine status in dogs fed low protein diet. J Anim Sci Technol. 
2016;58:29. 
19 Kim SW, Morris JG, Rogers QR. Dietary soybean protein decreases plasma taurine in cats. J Nutr. 
1995;125(11):2831-7. 
20  National Research Council Nutrient Requirements of Cats and Dogs 
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