
1



2

Table of Contents

Introduction	 3

The Basics of Biologically 
Appropriate Diets

8

Why Nutrition Matters
More Than You Think

4

Why Conventional Advice 
Isn’t Enough

12

The Problem with 
Kibble-Centered 
Guidance

13

How to Choose the Right 
Food for Your Pet

14

How to Match the 
Right Food to Your 
Pet’s Needs

18

Quick Action Steps to 
Upgrade Your Pet’s Diet

19

Your Healthy Diet 
Checklist

21

A Step Toward Better Health, 
One Bowl at a Time

22



3

If you’re like most concerned pet parents, it’s likely that you’ve paused and 
taken a closer look at the bowl in front of your dog or cat. Sometimes it’s 
prompted by a noticeable change in your furry friend’s appearance or 
behavior. Other times, nothing is wrong at all — you’re simply curious about 
whether there’s a better way to support your companion’s well-being.

Food is one of the few factors that influences your pet’s body every single 
day. Yet most feeding decisions are made based on habit, marketing, or 
convenience rather than how a dog or cat is actually built to use nutrients. 
The encouraging part is that you have more control than you may realize. 

Improving your pet’s nutrition doesn’t require complicated formulas or 
expensive specialty diets. It starts with understanding what their body is 
designed to process and choosing foods that work with that design instead 
of against it.

Whether you’re addressing a current concern or looking to build a strong 
foundation for the years ahead, this ultimate pet nutrition guide will walk 
you through the principles behind truly supportive pet nutrition, with 
practical steps you can adapt to any lifestyle or budget.

Together, we’ll explore what it means to nourish your pet in a way that 
supports lasting comfort, resilience, and vitality over time.

Let’s begin.

Introduction
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Why Nutrition Matters 
More Than You Think 
Nutrition is often seen as a basic checklist — calories, protein, a brand you 
recognize — yet a dog’s or cat’s diet influences multiple areas of their health 
well beyond those basics. Good nutrition supports:

Healthy digestion 

The digestive system of 
carnivores is designed 

to handle fresh, animal-
based food rather 

than large amounts of 
carbohydrates or other 

fillers. When their diet lines 
up with this structure, 
they experience more 
predictable stools, less 
discomfort after meals, 

and fewer bouts of 
digestive upset.
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Better hydration

Fresh, moisture-rich food 
naturally supports kidney, 

bladder, and urinary 
function.

Stronger 
metabolism

A well-supported 
metabolic system keeps 

the body running smoothly, 
allowing pets to maintain 

consistent comfort, 
balanced weight, and 

stable internal rhythms.

Muscle 
maintenance 

Sufficient, bioavailable 
amino acids help preserve 

lean muscle, which is 
essential for mobility, 

strength, and long-term 
independence.
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Healthier skin 
and coat 

With the right nutrients, 
many pets experience 

calmer skin, less itching, 
reduced irritation, and a 

softer, shinier coat.

Improved oral 
health 

Appropriate nutrition 
contributes to fresher 

breath, healthier gums, 
and cleaner teeth, 

reducing the buildup 
that often leads to dental 

issues.

More stable 
energy 

Carb-heavy diets cause 
blood sugar spikes 

and crashes. Balanced 
meals help avoid these 
sharp highs and lows in 

energy, leading to better 
focus, calmer behavior, 

and steadier vitality 
throughout the day.
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Long-term 
resilience 

Over time, good nutrition 
supports stronger immune 
responses, healthier aging, 
and better overall comfort 

as pets move through 
different life stages. 

These benefits don’t appear overnight. They show up gradually in how your 
pet moves, rests, recovers, and ages. The goal is simple — give their body 
what it can use effectively and remove what makes that harder.

7
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The Basics of Biologically 
Appropriate Diets 
A biologically appropriate diet mimics your pet’s ancestral diet as closely as 
possible. Dogs and cats are carnivores, though not identical ones. Cats are 
obligate carnivores, meaning they depend almost entirely on nutrients found 
in animal tissue. Dogs are facultative carnivores, so they can handle a bit 
more variety but still rely on meat as the foundation of their diet. 

This distinction is important, as cats have no biological requirement for 
carbohydrates and rely heavily on moisture from food to protect kidney and 
urinary health. With that biology in mind, a nutritionally balanced, species-
appropriate diet prioritizes:

8
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Animal Protein

This is the main fuel source 
for both dogs and cats. 
They need protein from 

real, identifiable meats like 
chicken, beef, turkey, lamb, 

duck, rabbit, or sardines. 
These provide the full 

amino acid profile their 
bodies depend on. Vague 
terms used in processed 

pet foods, like “meat meal” 
or “animal by-product,” 
don’t tell you where the 

protein came from or how 
it was processed,  

and often indicate  
lower-quality sourcing.

Natural fats 

Carnivores rely on fat 
for steady energy, brain 

function, hormone 
production, and coat 

quality. Natural fats from 
whole meats, or additions 

like sardines and eggs, 
are far more supportive 

than heavily refined 
fats common in highly 

processed foods.
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Moisture

Organ Meats

Fresh food naturally 
contains the water pets 

are designed to get from 
their meals. Cats especially 

struggle to drink enough 
on their own, so moisture in 
food plays an essential role 
in maintaining kidney and 

urinary health.

Liver, heart, kidney, and 
other organs supply 

nutrients that muscle meat 
alone cannot provide. They 

offer essential vitamins 
like A, D, and B complex, 
as well as minerals such 
as copper, zinc, and iron 
— nutrients that support 

immune function, red 
blood cell formation, and 

overall vitality.
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Low-starch plant 
ingredients 

Minimal processing 

While carnivores don’t 
require carbohydrates, 
small amounts of low-
starch vegetables or 

fiber sources can support 
digestion and provide 

beneficial phytonutrients. 
These ingredients should 
complement the diet, not 

dominate it.

The more a food is 
heated and altered, the 
more nutrients are lost. 
Biologically appropriate 

diets focus on whole, 
recognizable ingredients 

that preserve natural 
enzymes, fats, and 

micronutrients.

Even with Excellent Ingredients, 
Balance Still Matters

Pets need the right proportions of protein, fat, and 
micronutrients, so it’s best to follow a complete recipe or 
a professionally formulated plan. Guessing often leaves 

important nutrients out.
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Why Conventional Advice 
Isn’t Enough
Have you ever had a conversation with your veterinarian about your pet’s 
diet? In conventional practices, the answer is most likely no. 

Most veterinarians graduate with limited nutrition training. In many programs, 
nutrition isn’t treated as a core pillar of disease prevention and treatment 
unless the illness directly involves the digestive tract. As a result, many 
veterinarians enter practice without a strong understanding of how nutrition 
influences long-term health or how to build proactive dietary strategies.

What’s worse is that when veterinarians do learn something new, the 
information often comes from the ultraprocessed pet food industry itself. 
These companies help shape veterinary curricula and continuing education, 
promoting their own formulas as safe, complete, and sufficient. 

The benchmark used is typically the Association of American Feed Control 
Officials’ (AAFCO) minimum nutrient standards, which are designed to help 
pets survive, not to help them thrive over a lifetime. This framing often leads 
fresh or whole-food diets to be labeled as “unnecessary” or “risky,” while 
highly processed foods that meet minimum requirements are treated as 
“ideal.” Yet, dry food is recalled more frequently for contamination. With 
proper sourcing and basic hygiene, fresh food poses no greater risk than 
kibble.

12
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The Problem with Kibble-Centered Guidance

Kibble is widely available, but it remains an ultraprocessed food 
designed for storage rather than nourishment. It is low in moisture, high 
in carbohydrates, and biologically altered by high-heat extrusion, which 
destroys natural antioxidants, enzymes, and heat-sensitive vitamins. This is 
why kibble must be fortified with synthetic nutrients after processing. While 
this prevents deficiency, it does not replicate whole-food nutrition. 

AAFCO-compliant kibble is designed to sustain life over short feeding 
trials, but it places chronic stress on digestion, destabilizes blood sugar, 
and promotes low-grade inflammation over time, quietly driving many of 
the degenerative conditions now seen as “normal” in aging pets. Survival 
is not the same as thriving, and minimum standards do not reflect what 
carnivorous animals are biologically designed to eat.

As a pet parent, it’s reasonable to want clearer, more current nutrition 
guidance. If your veterinarian’s recommendations leave you uncertain, 
consider seeking out an integrative or holistic veterinarian in your area. If 
one isn’t available locally, an online consultation is another option. These 
practitioners are typically better versed in species-appropriate nutrition 
and can help you build a meal plan tailored to your pet’s individual needs.

Byproducts of High-Heat Processing

Extrusion creates harmful compounds, such as heterocyclic 
amines from proteins and acrylamides from starches, which 

are both linked to long-term disease risk. 
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How  to Choose the Right 
Food for Your Pet
Choosing the right diet starts with a simple goal — feed as close to your pet’s 
ancestral diet as your budget and routine allow. You don’t need to replicate 
a wild diet entirely, but offering more fresh, minimally processed food moves 
your pet in the right direction.

Don’t know where to start? Here’s an overview of types of foods to give to your 
pet, ranked from best to worst, so you can see how they stack up:

1.	 Nutritionally balanced, raw 		
homemade diet 

This option offers the greatest control over ingredient 
quality and sourcing. You can choose high-quality 
meats, avoid allergens, and prepare vegetables in 
ways that reduce pesticide exposure. Raw food also 
preserves natural enzymes and phytonutrients lost in 
commercial processing and makes it easy to rotate 
ingredients, adding variety to your pet’s meals and 
nutrient intake.

To get it right, though, it’s important to follow a 
complete, balanced recipe. Many DIY and prey-
model plans fall short in essential minerals and 
micronutrients, creating deficiencies that can lead to 
serious health problems. The issue isn’t fresh food itself, 
but improperly balanced formulations.
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2.	 Nutritionally balanced, cooked 
homemade diet 

3.	Commercially available raw food diets 

This option provides similar benefits to a raw diet, with 
slightly fewer heat-sensitive nutrients. Interestingly, 
some nutrients, such as lycopene, become more 
bioavailable after cooking.

Cooked meals are a good fit for pets that resist raw 
food and prefer warm meals, and for owners who 
are more comfortable cooking. They’re also useful 
in medical cases like pancreatitis or post-surgical 
recovery, when gentler digestion is needed.

You’ll typically find these in the freezer section of 
specialty pet stores, at some large retailers, and 
online. This category is rapidly expanding, 
offering more choices for different budgets 
and ethical standards. Make sure 
to choose a product that is 
nutritionally complete. 

The main drawbacks are cost 
and the need to thoroughly 
research each company to 
ensure the product aligns 
with your pet’s dietary and 
medical needs. Many products 
on the market are not balanced 
and will be clearly labeled for 
“supplemental or intermittent 
feeding,” so always read  
the fine print.
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4.	Dehydrated or freeze-dried raw diets 

5.	Commercially cooked or 
refrigerated diets 

6.	Human-grade canned food 

7.	 Super-premium canned food 

Shelf-stable, easy to rehydrate, and retain most 
nutrients since they aren’t exposed to high heat, these 
diets are a convenient option if fresh, raw-feeding isn’t 
practical for you. They don’t fully match fresh raw food 
in terms of fatty acid balance, but they work well for 
travel, boarding, or busy households. 

This growing category includes gently cooked, high-
moisture foods found in refrigerated sections of 
pet stores and even human grocery markets. Light 
processing preserves more nutrition than kibble, 
though ingredient quality varies widely between 
brands.

These canned foods are more expensive than feed-
grade options and are often sold at high-end pet 
boutiques or specialty retailers. Unless the label clearly 
states the ingredients are human-grade, assume they 
are not. 

These canned diets, commonly sold at pet retailers 
and veterinary clinics, use feed-grade ingredients but 
deliver far better moisture than dry food. Many still 
maintain reasonable balances of protein, fat, fiber, and 
carbohydrates.
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8.	Human-grade dry food 

9.	Super-premium dry food 

10.	Grocery-store canned food 

11.	 Grocery-store dry food 

The human-grade certification ensures higher-
quality ingredients than regular kibble. However, dry 
food, even when made with high-quality ingredients, 
remains biologically inappropriate and relies on added 
starches that promote inflammation. 

Sold in big-box stores and vet clinics, these use 
feed-grade ingredients not approved for human 
consumption but are usually naturally preserved. 
Most contain grains or starches that aren’t species-
appropriate and may harbor mycotoxins.

Although these canned diets contain moisture levels 
closer to a natural diet, they often include excessive 
fillers, grains, and synthetic preservatives.

These low-quality products share 
all the drawbacks of 
grocery-store canned 
options while also 
lacking moisture. 
They offer little 
nutritional value 
compared to 
higher-tier foods.
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12.	 Semi-moist pouched foods 

13.	 Unbalanced homemade diets 
(raw or cooked) 

These products rank near the bottom because 
achieving the “semi-moist” texture requires propylene 
glycol, which is antifreeze. Although approved for use in 
pet food, it’s unhealthy for dogs or cats to consume.

Many pet parents assume that offering meat with 
some vegetables is enough, but without proper 
formulation, these diets can cause serious, irreversible 
health issues, including endocrine disorders, bone 
deformities, and organ damage. Homemade feeding 
can be wonderful, but only when done correctly; 
otherwise, it’s safer not to attempt it at all.

How to Match the Right Food to 
Your Pet’s Needs

Knowing what’s biologically appropriate is one thing. 
Applying it to your specific pet is another. You need to 

consider your animal companion’s:

Age and life stage
Activity level
Weight goals

Digestive sensitivities
Allergies
Medical conditions
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Quick Action Steps to 
Upgrade Your Pet’s Diet
Improving your pet’s diet doesn’t require a drastic overhaul. Meaningful 
improvements can start with these simple steps:

Add a fresh food 
topper daily

Increase moisture 
in meals 

A small daily addition of 
fresh food strengthens 

even an otherwise 
processed diet. Good 
options include egg 

yolk, sardines in water, 
muscle meat, plain kefir, 
or low-starch veggies.

Adding warm water or 
unsalted (onion-free) bone 
broth to your pet’s food, or 
switching to  wet or gently 
cooked diets, can make a 
big difference in keeping 

pets well-hydrated, 
especially cats, who rely 

far more on moisture from 
food than thirst alone. 

1 2
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Switch up their 
proteins regularly 

Choose foods 
with recognizable 

ingredients 

Gradually level 
up your pet’s 

nutrition 

Rotating between protein 
sources like chicken, turkey, 

beef, lamb, fish, and even 
rabbit or venison broadens 

your pet’s amino acid 
intake, lowers their risk of 

food sensitivities, and better 
reflects how carnivores 

evolved to eat.

Avoid foods with vague 
terms like “meat meal” or 

“by-products.” Remember: 
Real, whole-food 

ingredients outperform 
synthetic additives  

and fillers.

Balanced Raw 
Homemade Food

Balanced Cooked 
Homemade Food

Commercial Raw 
Food

Freeze-Dried or 
Dehydrated Raw

Gently Cooked Food

Human-Grade 
Canned Food

Super-Premium 
Canned Food

Human-Grade Kibble

Super-Premium 
Kibble

Grocery-Store 
Canned Food

Grocery-Store Kibble

Think of pet food on a 
spectrum, from heavily 
processed to fresh and 

biologically appropriate. 
Move one step upward at 
a time, making changes 

slowly to let your pet’s 
digestive system adapt 

and ensuring meals remain 
nutritionally balanced as 

quality improves.

3 4
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To make choosing food for your pet even easier, use this checklist:

Your Healthy Diet Checklist

A good diet for your pet should:

Start with a high-quality 
animal protein

Include organ meats 
(liver, kidney, heart)

Be moisture-rich

Keep carbohydrates low

Have no artificial 
preservatives or dyes

List real-food ingredients

Fit your pet’s life stage 
and health needs

Not fully reliant on ultra-
processed foods

Be nutritionally complete 
and properly balanced

21
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A Step Toward Better 
Health, One Bowl at a Time
You now know what your pet is built to eat, why most commercial feeding 
advice falls short, and how to make meaningful changes without overhauling 
everything at once. These are tools some pet parents never get access to, 
and having them puts you in a position to influence your pet’s health in ways 
that build momentum over time.

Every bowl you fill with biologically appropriate food is more than just a meal 
— it’s a step toward resilience, comfort, and vitality. Bark & Whiskers exists to 
make this process simple, grounded, and stress-free. Because feeding your 
pet right isn’t just about adding years to their life — it’s about making those 
years worth living, for both of you.
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