How to Choose a Pet Food

Evaluating a pet food is simple if you stick to a few basic rules.  Those rules, however, tell you only whether that food has the potential for causing nutritional deficiencies for the nutrients we know about.  The rules don't address the quality of the company, whether the food is right for you, or whether it provides the kind of nutrition you prefer for your dog.
 

Are you ready?  To know whether a food fulfills the basic expectation that it will provide the basic nutrients to sustain life, it should have an AAFCO feeding statement on the label. (AAFCO is the American Association of Feed Control Officials).  That statement should say that the food is formulated to meet nutritional levels established by the AAFCO Nutrition profiles for a specific life stage – growth, reproduction, lactation or maintenance.  There is controversy over the methodology by which the food can make an AAFCO statement (by feeding trial or simple computer analysis) because the feeding trials only involve 8 animals, fed for just 6 months.  If there is no AAFCO feeding statement, the company has failed to do even basic due diligence to prevent nutritional deficiencies.

So if the AAFCO feeding statement gives us such limited information about whether a food is ‘good’ or not, how else can we judge it?  The question is complicated because we need to decide what a ‘good’ food is.  Here are the answers I would need to address that question:

1. Does the company employ a veterinary nutritionist?  If they simply use consultants as needed, I question their dedication to keeping up with new knowledge in animal nutrition.

2. Has the company a decent track record or are they only a few years old?

3. Do the ads or company representatives make absurd claims about extending lives or preventing cancer and kidney disease, unsubstantiated by clinical trials?

4. Does the company provide clear contact information on the bag or can so that you can easily call them if there is a potential problem?

5. Does the company add to our knowledge of nutrition by conducting ethical research in veterinary nutrition?

6. Is this food appropriate to my pet’s flavor preferences, life stage, lifestyle and environment?

7. Can I provide this food consistently (i.e. am I grossed out by the odor, or is the product consistently available, or is it too much trouble to open cans, etc)?

If the company adheres to all of the rules above and it’s a food that is appropriate for your pet and you, it’s probably a good food!

