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Introduction

All-natural, organic, corn-free, grain-free, gluten-free, raw, biologically appropriate raw 
food (BARF), kibble, canned, semi-moist, freeze-dried, frozen; there are so many types 
of pet foods available today. How do you know which to recommend to your clients or to 
feed your own pets? This can be quite a controversial topic! Advocates of many diet 
types often adamantly believe their choice of diet is the absolute best, and some will 
passionately defend their beliefs, whether based on facts, anecdotal information, or 
misinformation. Let’s take a look at some diet option types, the pros, and cons of each, 
facts and misconceptions. Veterinary technicians are ideally suited to educate clients 
and make nutritional recommendations, but with so many options, how do you select 
the right diet for your patient? An understanding of the agencies and organizations that 
regulate pet food, pet food label requirements, and terminology are essential to assist 
owners with making good nutritional choices for their pets.

Home-cooked Diets

Some owners enjoy cooking for their pets. Some believe that they are providing 
superior nutrition for their pets and some believe their pet will not eat or will not enjoy 
commercial foods. Others prepare limited ingredient recipes. Preparing home cooked 
diets for pets is often more time consuming and expensive than feeding commercially 
available options. There are countless books, websites, articles, and blogs with recipes 
for home cooking dog and cat foods. Unfortunately, very few of these recipes are 
actually complete and balanced. Clients that wish to prepare their pets food at home 
should be strongly encouraged to consult with a veterinary nutritionist to ensure that the 
diet is nutritionally complete. Clients should also be counseled to follow the recipe 
exactly as formulated and not to substitute or eliminate ingredients.

Limited ingredient home cooked recipes designed for elimination trials can be very 
useful to determine if a patient is sensitive to a particular ingredient. These diets are 
intended to only be used on a short-term basis under the supervision of a veterinarian 
as the diets are often not nutritional balanced. Once the ingredient the pet is sensitive to 
is identified the veterinarian will often recommend a complete and balanced 



commercially available diet or consult with a veterinary nutritionist to develop a 
complete and balanced home-cooked recipe. Owners preparing these elimination diets 
must not make any changes to ingredients unless directed to do so by a veterinarian. 
These patients should also not receive any treats or foods other than those in the 
elimination diet. It is extremely important to stress to clients they must follow the recipe 
exactly as formulated and not to substitute or eliminate ingredients.

Organic and All-Natural Diets

The term “organic” refers to the handling and processing of ingredients and products. It 
does not describe the quality of a product. In order to use this term on the label, pet 
foods and treats must comply with the USDA’s National Organic Program (NOP) 
regulations. These regulations include ingredient sourcing, ingredient handling, 
manufacturing, and the labeling and certification of products using the term “organic” on 
the product label. When natural is listed on a food label the food should not contain any 
chemically synthesized ingredients. If “natural with added vitamins and minerals” 
appears on the label the vitamins and minerals may be chemically synthesized. 
“Holistic”, “organic”, “human grade”, “premium”, and “gourmet” are purely marketing 
terms and have no legal definition.

Corn-free Diets

Corn has also been labeled by some owners/breeders as a cheap filler that causes 
allergies and is not well digested by dogs and cats. Actually, corn provides a highly 
available source of complex carbohydrates and is an excellent source of linoleic acid 
(an essential fatty acid which is important for healthy skin), and essential amino acids 
and fiber. Despite what some owners believe, documented allergies to corn are quite 
rare. The ingredients that are most commonly associated with adverse reactions in dogs 
are beef, dairy products, and wheat and, to a lesser extent, lamb, chicken egg, chicken, 
and soy. In cats, beef, dairy products, and fish are the most common ingredients 
reported to cause adverse food reactions. Actual food allergies are estimated to be 
responsible for only 1% of skin disease. Food sensitivities often improve from a diet 
change, but this is not due to a food allergy, but rather due to factors such as increase 
digestibility of the new diet, fat, or fiber content.

Grain-free Diets



There have been no studies indicating grain-free diets are superior or healthier for dogs 
and cats. While some grain-free pet foods provide excellent nutrition others may not. 
Potatoes and tapioca, which have a lower nutritive value than grains, are often used in 
place of grain in these diets. In fact, potatoes and tapioca have less protein and more 
sugar than corn or oats. Some owners mistakenly believe grains are common causes of 
food allergies, however, as discussed above this is incorrect. Another common 
misconception is that dogs and cats eating foods containing grains are at increased risk 
of developing diabetes. There is no evidence to support this belief.

In July 2018, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s (FDA) announced that it was 
investigating a potential link between certain types of dog food containing peas, lentils, 
other legume seeds, or potatoes as main ingredients and recent cases of canine dilated 
cardiomyopathy (DCM). However, to date, there have been no studies proving grain-
free diets are responsible for causing DCM. It is recommended that dogs diagnosed 
with DCM, who are currently fed a grain-free diet be transitioned to a diet formulated 
with more typical ingredients.

Gluten-free Diets

Corn gluten, which is found in some pet foods, is often blamed for GI issues by some 
owners and breeders as associated with what they perceive as celiac disease. Celiac 
disease is rare in dogs and has been reported primarily in Irish Setters. In reality, pets 
with celiac disease react to the protein in wheat, rye, and barley and not corn gluten. 
Gluten is the concentrated protein from grain after all the starch is removed. Corn gluten 
is actually an excellent source of protein containing greater than 60% protein and is 
highly digestible.

Raw, BARF, Freeze-dried, and Frozen Diets

Commercial raw diets are available in many forms with frozen and freeze-dried being 
the most common. These are often marketed as complete while others are intended to 
be fed with additional supplements. The Internet is also full of recipes for Bones and 
Raw Food or Biologically Appropriate Raw Food (BARF) homemade diets. Many of 
these advocate a formula of 60% raw meaty bones with the remainder of the diet 
consisting of green vegetables, eggs, milk, brewer’s yeast, muscle meat and organ 
meats, yogurt, and sometimes with some grain and legumes. Meals are not expected to 
be balanced, but rather, in theory, are to be balanced overall by varying the ingredients 



from one meal to the other. Articles explaining “how to feed raw” quite often advocate 
feeding muscle meats, organ meats, bones, and fish, with or without vegetables, fruits, 
grains, herbs, vitamins, and supplements. While some dedicated pet owners will follow 
these instructions in order to provide this “over time balanced approach” many others, 
however well intended, will not. Many owners will begin to make substitutions or not 
continue to dedicate the time and effort this method of feeding may require.

Advocates of raw feeding often compare domesticated dogs to wolves claiming it to be 
a more natural and healthy diet. A 2013 study (Axelsson et al.) identified mutations in 
key genes and provide functional support for an increased starch digestion in dogs 
relative to wolves. These results indicate that novel adaptations allowing the early 
ancestors of modern dogs to thrive on a diet rich in starch, relative to the carnivorous 
diet of wolves, constituted a crucial step in the early domestication of dogs.

A few of the common reasons expressed by individuals and companies promoting raw 
diets include:

• Healthier skin and shinier coat
• Fewer allergy related issues
• Cleaner teeth and healthy gums, claiming raw meat and bones do not allow for 

plaque to build up.
• Raw bones provide a source of calcium and roughage for cleaning the teeth and 

gums naturally.
• Raw diet ensures dogs stay lean and strong. Lean dogs live longer, have a 

stronger immune system, and have lower blood pressure.
• Improved muscle strength and stability
• Lower risk of cancer
• Better digestion and improved stool quality
• Better eye health

These claims are anecdotal and unsubstantiated by evidenced-based studies or 
research.

Health Concerns Associated with Feeding Raw Diets

Pathogenic Salmonella spp., Listeria 
monocytogenes, Campylobacter spp., Clostridium spp., and Escherichia coli have been 
associated with feeding raw diets with salmonella infections being the most frequently 



documented (Carter and Quinn, 2000; Cobb and Stavisky, 2013; Finley et al., 2007; 
Joffe and Schlesinger, 2002; Leonard et al., 2011; Morley et al., 2006; Shimi and Barin, 
1977). Clinical signs of salmonellosis may include abortion, anorexia, conjunctivitis, 
gastroenteritis, hematochezia, and death. (Carter and Quinn, 2000; Cobb and Stavisky, 
2013). Healthy pets may not show clinical signs of illness when ingesting these bacteria, 
however immunocompromised, the very young, and the very old are at significate risk.

In addition to zoonotic bacteria, pets fed raw meat may also contract zoonotic parasitic 
diseases, including toxoplasmosis and echinococcosis. (Araujo et al., 1975; Elmore et 
al., 2010; Jokelainen et al., 2012; Moro and Schantz, 2009; Schwabe et al., 1972; 
Strohmeyer et al., 2006).

Bacterial pathogens may also be spread during diet handling and through 
environmental contamination from animals fed a raw diet. (FDA, 2016; Finley et al., 
2007; Freeman et al., 2013; Freeman, Janecko and Weese, 2013; Joffe and 
Schlesinger, 2002; Lenz et al., 2009; Leonard et al., 2011; Morley et al., 2006; 
Nemser et al., 2014; Strohmeyer et al., 2006). The pathogens found in raw meat also 
pose a significant health risk to young children, the elderly, and immunocompromised 
people. It is therefore extremely important for anyone preparing these diets to practice 
proper hand washing and to ensure that all utensils, bowls, and surfaces used for the 
preparation of raw pet food diets are properly cleaned and disinfected.

Client Communication and Education

An important role of veterinary health care team members is to educate clients; this is 
especially important when it comes to nutrition! Prior studies have reported that pet 
owners and dog breeders consider veterinarians their primary source for information 
regarding their pet’s nutrition and health care (Connolly, Heinze and Freeman, 2014; 
Freeman, Janecko and Weese, 2013; Kienzle, Bergler and Mandernach, 1998; 
Laflamme et al., 2008; Michel et al., 2008). However, less than half of dog breeders 
actually ask their veterinarian for nutritional advice. Furthermore, pet owners that feed 
noncommercial diets are less likely to trust their veterinarian to provide sound nutritional 
advice (Connolly, Heinze and Freeman, 2014).

What if the diet a client is feeding is not complete and balanced? Or, what if you do not 
agree with the type of diet a client has chosen to feed? How can you explain your 
concerns and educate a client that their perceptions are incorrect?



Here are some strategies that you can use:

• Listen to the client’s reasons for feeding the diet in question and their concerns 
with other diet options.

• Ask open-ended questions to ensure you understand their viewpoint. Be careful 
not to sound or appear judgmental.

• Avoid making disapproving comments, using a negative tone of voice, facial 
expressions, and body language. If you are perceived as judgmental, 
condescending, being closed minded, or unwilling to listen and consider their 
point of view or beliefs, clients are likely to become defensive or simply unwilling 
to listen to your advice.

• Gently point out any misconceptions or false information offering references to 
the correct information.

• Some owners turn to alternative diets out of concern that their pet will not eat 
more conventional diet options. These owners may express concerns about their 
pet not eating as well as the cause for not wanting to change diets.

• Some owners will not be interested in hearing your advice. Others may listen, 
and perhaps discuss or debate the issue with you, but may not be willing to make 
any change to their feeding practices. Be respectful and do not take it personally. 
Making a nutritional recommendation does not ensure that the owner will follow 
your recommendation.

• As with any medical advice, document the patient’s nutritional history and your 
nutritional recommendation in the patient record.

Nutritional Recommendation

Remember to make a nutritional recommendation for every patient every time they 
present to your hospital. Consider the patient’s age, weight, body condition and muscle 
condition scores, life stage, lifestyle, and any health issues. Recommend the diet you 
believe is the best for that particular patient, but remember you may also need to 
consider the owner’s perception of what is the best diet for their pet. When you have 
done your best to educate your client, but they insist on feeding a diet you do not think 
is best, consider if there is a way to improve the patient’s diet. Perhaps the client would 
agree to have a veterinary nutritionist evaluate the diet and if not nutritionally balanced 
suggest improvements. If they are feeding a grain-free diet that does not contain highly 
digestible ingredients perhaps you can help them find one that does. If corn-free is all 
the client will consider, research the available options and recommend the one you 



believe is best suited for your patient. Suggest or provide a referral to a veterinary 
nutritionist for the client that wants to prepare a home-cooked diet or a raw diet.

Remember the goal of a nutritional recommendation is to provide the patient with the 
best possible diet. If the client is not willing to follow your recommendation, what 
recommendations can you make to improve the patient’s diet? Be a nutritional advocate 
for your patients!
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