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Senior Dogs and the Role of Nutrition
In some instances, the nutritional aspect of treat-

ing disease does not differ between young and
senior dogs, but certain conditions are more com-
mon in aging pets, says Dottie P. Laflamme, DVM,
PhD, DACVN, veterinary nutrition-communications
specialist at Nestlé Purina PetCare Research.

What does she recommend for a senior dog in
generally good health? “There is no absolute con-
sensus on what senior dogs should be fed,” she says,
“other than maintaining a lean body condi-
tion.”

But, she continues, consensus on keeping
a lean condition doesn’t tell practitioners
what diet needs to be fed. Take protein, for
instance. “There is one group who believes
that senior dogs should receive less protein,
but the majority of [international nutrition-
ists] believe that these dogs actually need
more protein.”

Likewise, the average energy requirement
decreases about 20% with age, so most se-
nior dogs have a reduced energy require-
ment. But how should practitioners deliver
that message to senior dog owners?

“It may be by feeding a low-fat diet with
or without additional fiber. A moderate-
fiber diet might be beneficial for the GI tract
because there is a bulking effect that may
stimulate GI motility and enhance GI func-
tion,” which means a moderate-fiber, lower-
fat, higher-protein diet fed at a lower-caloric intake.

But, Laflamme says, research conducted by Steve
Zicker, DVM, PhD, DACVN, DACVIM, at Hill’s Pet Nu-
trition as well as by others suggests that antioxi-
dants are beneficial for brain function. In addition,
omega-3 fatty acids are possibly beneficial for in-
flammation, such as osteoarthritis, as well as brain
function.

“So we now have a diet that is lower in calories
and has more protein, moderate fiber, some an-
tioxidants to deal with the accumulated oxidative
stress of life and omega-3 fatty acids. Increased
water-soluble vitamins and minerals also may be
of value, especially in pets that have subclinical

kidney disease,” Laflamme says, adding that she
hopes research can eventually deliver more defini-
tive answers.

One promising area of research that is popular in
human medicine and continues to be looked at on
the veterinary side, says Laflamme, is probiotics.

“Some studies suggest that GI microflora are dif-
ferent in senior dogs than in the younger popula-
tion, and diet can influence this,” Laflamme

explains. “We are gaining greater knowledge about
the role of GI microflora in the health of dogs, cats
and humans and are learning that modification of
that population can have various health-related
benefits.”

She says she was skeptical at first when she heard
that modifying the GI microflora could affect sys-
temic immune function, “but it turns out that 70%
of the immune cells of the body are in the GI tract,
and there is cell-to-cell communication between mi-
croflora and our immune system.”

When you think about it, she adds, the GI tract is
producing messengers to the brain, kidneys, liver,
heart, joints, sensory system — to the whole body.

You are what you eat, but there is no consensus among
nutritionists on what older dogs should be fed.
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