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C onfused about how to select a 
food for your dog or cat? As a pet 
owner, you’re bombarded with 

ads and advice—and not all of the infor-
mation is reliable or even true. Here are 
five common myths about pet food.

Myth #1: The label tells 
you about quality
Have you ever pored over a pet food bag 
and its ingredient list, comparing and 
contrasting the information? Unfortu-

nately, despite what it may say about 
quality or grade, the packaging can’t 
tell you about the quality of the food 
inside. This is by regulatory design. The 
Association of American Feed Control 
Officials (AAFCO) develops and imple-
ments standards for the manufacture, 
distribution, and sale of animal food. 
AAFCO doesn’t allow references to the 
quality or grade of an ingredient, so if a 
food says it’s of a high quality or grade, 
this should not be taken as fact. 

Myth #2: High-carb 
foods are bad
Corn, in particular, is a carbohydrate 
that gets a lot of attention. You may 
have heard that corn is a bad source of 
protein. Well, this is true. But no pet 
food manufacturer is using it as the ma-
jor source of protein. They’re using it as a 
non-fat energy source. Properly cooked 
corn is more than 85 percent digestible 
by both dogs and cats. Yes, carnivores 
can and do digest the starch in grain. 

5 Myths About 
Pet Food 
Learn what’s true and what’s not  

when it comes to the food in the bowl
By Rebecca L. Remillard, DVM, DACVN
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MAGAZINE CONTENT

WHY DOES MY CAT BITE ME WHEN I PET HER?
WHY DOES MY DOG FOLLOW ME? WHY DOES MY DOG FOLLOW ME?

WHY DOES MY CAT CRY AT NIGHT? WHY DOES MY CAT SCRATCH HER EARS?
WHY DOES MY DOG EAT POOP? 

WHY DOES MY CAT BITE ME WHEN I PET HER?WHY DOES MY CAT BITE ME WHEN I PET HER?
WHY DOES MY CAT CRY AT NIGHT? WHY DOES MY CAT SCRATCH HER EARS?

WHY DOES MY CAT BITE ME WHEN I PET HER?
WHY DOES MY CAT CRY AT NIGHT? WHY DOES MY CAT SCRATCH HER EARS?

WHY DOES MY CAT BITE ME WHEN I PET HER?

 NUTRITION

In fact, corn or other carbohydrates 
should be in the fi rst three ingredients. 
� at’s because kibble should be com-
posed of approximately 40 to 60 percent 
starch with a protein content of 18 to 
25 percent for dogs and 26 to 32 per-
cent for cats—those are minimums 
per AAFCO guidelines. 

For healthy dogs and cats, too 
much protein doesn’t usually cause 
a problem, but feeding high levels of 
protein over a long period of time, 
or to pets with underlying kidney 
problems, can be dangerous. � at’s 
because the liver and kidney must 
work harder to eliminate the excess 
protein consumed. 

Cats do have a higher protein 
requirement than dogs, and for cats, 
carbohydrates are not essential when 
suffi  cient high-quality protein and fats 
are available. However, despite concern 
about the eff ects of carbohydrates in cat 
foods, it does not cause any disease such 
as diabetes or appear to be a signifi cant 
factor in the health of cats. It does lower 
the calorie intake compared with feed-
ing fat, which is probably a good thing 
in this time when 30 percent or more of 
pets are overweight.

MYTH #3: WHAT YOU 
SEE IS WHAT YOU GET
If you know your pet is intolerant or 
allergic to a particular item, then the 
ingredient list is a good place to check. 
But be aware that not everything in the 
food is on the label. For example, prod-
ucts stating that they contained “no 
soy” have tested positive for soybean 
in laboratory analysis. � is is because, 
per AAFCO regulations, manufacturers 
must list ingredients they have used to 
make the food, but the product could 
be exposed to other ingredients during 

transportation or when equipment isn’t 
thoroughly cleaned. To be certain a par-
ticular ingredient hasn’t contaminated 
a product, you must look to a company 
that will stand by such a claim.  

In some cases, you might see a fa-
miliar ingredient, such as “apple,” but 
it might not be what you have in mind. 
You can’t tell from the ingredient list 
what part of the product was used. 
Was it the whole piece of fruit or just 
the seeds, stem, or skin left over from 
something else? 

MYTH #4: BY-PRODUCTS 
AND FILLER ARE UNSAFE
� e web is rife with misinformation 
about what by-products are and what 
they can contain. Hair, horns, teeth, 

and hooves are expressly prohibited, as 
is sawdust. What can by-products con-
tain? It could be the organ meats peo-
ple refuse to consume but a dog or cat 
would gladly eat because they’re highly 
nutritious (and tasty). Or, it could be the 
residue left after milling corn or barley 
for fl our, which provides an excellent 
source of fi ber and some B vitamins. By-
products are secondary products that are 
produced as the result of some process, 
and the bottom line is: � ey aren’t in-
herently bad or of poor quality. 

As with any ingredient, you can’t 
assess the quality of by-products sim-
ply by reading the label. But think of it 
this way: Manufacturers have certain 
specifi cations for their fi nal products 
and hold their ingredient suppliers up to 
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READING THE LABEL

MOST IMPORTANT on the label 
is the AAFCO statement. Look 
for these key words and phrases, 
says Dr. Remillard: “feeding tests” 
and “complete and balanced 
nutrition” in the same species and 
life stage as your pet, in this case 
“adult dogs.” 

SECOND MOST IMPORTANT on the 
label is the “fat” and “fi ber” content 
of the Guaranteed Analysis or calorie 
content, if available. Most pets in the 
U.S. are overfed, under-exercised, and 
overweight, so Dr. Remillard suggests 
looking for the lowest fat, highest 
fi ber content and fewest calories. 

LEAST IMPORTANT on the label is the ingredient list. Veterinary 
nutritionist Dr. Rebecca L. Remillard says any time spent trying 
to decipher this would be better spent exercising your pet.
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those standards. It’s far better to reject a 
truckload of an ingredient than to recall 
tons of product later. 

Filler is also often referred to as a  
bad thing. But what’s commonly called 
“filler” is actually fiber, something that 
most dogs and some cats should have in 
their diet for overall improved intestinal 
health and weight management. 

Myth #5: Homemade  
diets are best
Producing a high-quality, nutritionally 
complete and balanced diet for dogs and 
cats at home is possible, but it’s more dif-
ficult, time-consuming, and at times in-
convenient. Most commercial pet foods 
provide consistently balanced nutrition 
and are generally quite palatable. Plus, 
the overall cost of producing equivalent 
foods in your kitchen can be far greater. 

Finding tHe rigHt Food
Now that we’ve debunked some of 
the common myths of pet food, what 
should you look for to find the right 
food for your pet?  
»  Look for the AAFCO claim  

reading: “Animal feeding tests using 
AAFCO procedures substantiate that 
(name of product) provides complete 
and balanced nutrition for (specific life 
stage).” This statement indicates that the 
diet has been formulated to meet mini-
mum and maximum nutrient  guide-
lines, and has also been fed to dogs or 
cats to ensure product digestibility and 
safety. Also, it indicates that the food is 
appropriate for the specific life stage of 
the pet and that the pets maintained 
their health and body weight while fed 
the food for at least six months. 
» Consult your veterinarian for 

specific diet recommendations or in-
gredient and nutrient content that is 
best-suited to your pet’s age and health  

status. There is no one best dog or cat 
food. It’s truly a match between the in-
dividual characteristics of your pet, your 
lifestyle (including location and budget), 
and the products available to you. At the 
end of the day, your pet is the best judge 
of which food is right for it.

If you have questions or your pet 
isn’t responding as expected to its cur-
rent food, contact your veterinarian. 
Your pet may require a different type 
of food for its life stage or health status. 
Some pets develop specific food intoler-
ances, which need to be identified and 
addressed. A referral to a veterinary nu-
tritionist may be needed to ensure bal-
anced nutrition.
» Reassess regularly.� After choos-

ing a food that’s AAFCO-approved and 
fits your pet’s life stage, reassess the 
food after three to six months. Is your 
pet doing as well as you expected? If 
there’s an issue, your veterinarian, not 
the pet store clerk, is your best resource. 
» Don’t get overwhelmed.� A col-

league once described pet food to me 
this way: Think of pet food like cars. 
There are all kinds of cars, but basically 
each one has four tires, an engine, a 
wheel, and gets you where you want to 
go. Sure, there are bells and whistles de-
pending on how you want to get there. 
Nutritionally complete and balanced pet 
foods all have the same basic nutrient 
profile—within the minimum and max-
imum guidelines—and on average will 
sustain the majority of pets well into old 
age. Remember, if you have any ques-
tions, your vet is your best source.  HP

Dr. Rebecca L. Remillard is the owner of 

Veterinary Nutritional Consultations Inc., 

in Hollister, N.C., which provides pet food 

advice. She is a Diplomate of the American 

College of Veterinary Nutrition and holds a 

Ph.D. in animal nutrition. 
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