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NUTRITION GUIDELINES FOR PUPPIES AND DOGS 

     Dogs are as individual as people.  Large, small, young or old, they all need a 
well-balanced diet for good health.  Good nutrition is no accident; dogs of 
different ages and sizes have different nutritional needs.  It therefore takes 
time and patience to learn what your dog needs to stay happy and healthy, as 
well as diligence and perseverance to make sure your dog eats what he/she 
should, rather than what he/she wants.  Use the following information to help 
ensure that your dog gets the proper nutrition. 

 

How do I choose which food to feed? 

     There are three factors to consider when deciding which food is right for 
your pet:  life stage, lifestyle, and overall condition.  Life stage refers to 
whether your dog is a puppy (birth-1 yr), adult (1yr-6yrs), or senior (7 yrs and 
older).  Lifestyle refers to how active or inactive your dog is normally.  Overall 
condition refers to your dog’s overall health and body weight.  In addition to 
these factors, the food must also meet established nutritional requirements 
for dogs. 

     The Association of American Feed Control Officials (AAFCO) is an 
organization that publishes regulations for nutritional adequacy of “complete 
and balanced” dog and cat foods.  Most dog foods on the market have a label 
claim of meeting the minimum AAFCO requirements for dog nutrition.  The higher 
quality dog food companies meet the requirements and perform clinical trials 
to ensure that dogs eating their brand of dog food remain happy and healthy. 

Is a premium dog food really worth the cost? 

     Low cost dog food may be less expensive but it is not always a bargain.  Lower 
quality foods may not provide optimum nutrition for your dog.  High quality dog 
foods provide 100% complete and balanced nutrition with consistent high 
quality ingredients; i.e. from bag to bag or can to can, your dog will get 
consistent optimal nutrition.  In addition, these dog foods have a higher nutrient 
and energy density than the lower quality foods which translates into smaller 
feeding portions.  Therefore, the premium dog food gives you the best value 
while providing your dog with high quality nutrition.  



 

 

How often should I feed my dog? 

     Puppies from weaning (generally 6 weeks of age) to 4 months of age should be 
fed three times daily; i.e. you feed 1/3 of their total daily requirement at each 
feeding.  After 4 months of age, they should be fed twice daily.  Most dogs 
should continue to be fed twice daily throughout their lifetime (although some 
dogs will do well on only once daily feeding).  Dogs like routine, so establish a 
feeding schedule and stick to it.  A good time to feed your dog is during family 
meals – this will occupy him/her while the rest of the family is eating. 

How much should I feed my dog? 

     The amount your dog needs to eat depends on many factors including life 
stage, lifestyle, and overall condition (as discussed previously).  Most dog 
foods will have feeding guidelines based on weight provided on the package.  
However, just as in people, every dog is unique and you have to adjust the amount 
he/she is eating accordingly.  Body condition score (BCS) is a scale that is used 
to assess your dog’s overall body condition.  This information can be used to 
make the appropriate adjustments in the amount you are feeding your dog so 
that he/she maintains an ideal body condition.  

Puppies: 

Just weaned – 3 ½-4 months old: 

• Feed 1 8oz cup/5-10 lbs of body 
weight/day. 

• BCS 3  

• Feed high quality puppy food based on breed  

size.  

4-6 months old: 

• Feed 1 8oz cup/10 lbs of body 
weight/day. 

• BCS 2 (long, lean, thin) 

• Continue puppy food as above. 

6 months – adulthood: 

• Continue feeding to a BCS 2 until your puppy  

is fully grown. 

• Small and medium breeds generally 
mature at 

8-12 months of age. 

• Large breed dogs generally mature at  

12-24 months of age. 

5 – obese 
ribs have heavy fat 
covering; waist not 
visible 
 
 
 
4 – overweight 
ribs have moderate fat 
covering; waist visible 
from above but not 
prominent 
 
3 – ideal 
easily feel ribs but not 
visible; waist visible 
from above; 
abdominal tuck visible 
from the side 
 
 
2 - underweight 
minimal fat covering 
ribs; waist prominent 
from above and tuck 
prominent from the 
side 
 
1- thin 



 

When to switch to adult food: 

• Once your puppy is fully grown, evaluate your puppy’s nutritional needs, 
and choose the appropriate adult formula. 

• Make the switch gradually over 3-4 days; i.e. on day 1 feed ¼ new food, ¾ 
old food, day 2 feed ½ new food, ½ old food, and so on, until your puppy is 
completely on the new food. 

• Large breed dogs have special needs due to the association between 
overfeeding and developmental joint problems: 

Feed ‘large breed’ formula foods – they contain reduced amounts of 
calcium, phosphorus, and fat.  This helps control their rate of growth and 
thus, promote normal development. 

Depending on the breed, start switching to adult formula dog food at 4-6 
months of age. 

Adult dogs (2-6 yrs of age): 

• Based on your dog’s nutritional needs, feed the appropriate high quality 
adult formula dog food. 

• Feed to maintain BCS of 3. 

• Generally, most normal healthy dogs need approximately 1 8oz cup/25-30 
lbs of body weight/day. 

• Remember that each dog is unique and you may have to adjust the amount of 
food you are feeding your dog based on his/her specific nutritional needs. 

Senior dogs (7 yrs and older): 

• Based on your dog’s nutritional needs, feed the appropriate high quality 
senior formula. 

• Senior diets are formulated to address the specific needs of your older 
dog; they are lower in fat, salt, and phosphorus, and higher in fiber to 
increase digestibility. 

• Adjust the amount of feeding to maintain as close to a BCS 3 as possible. 

IS IT OK TO GIVE MY DOG BONES TO CHEW ON? 

     Many dogs, especially young dogs, have a natural instinct to chew.  However, you 
should only give bones and chew toys that are specifically designed for dogs to 
safely chew such as nylabones and kong toys.  Bones, especially chicken and 
turkey bones, can splinter and cause serious problems such as getting lodged in 
your dog’s mouth, constipation, or even bloody diarrhea.  Round bones can get 
stuck around the lower jaw or lodged in the esophagus as well as fracture teeth. 

What about rawhide bones? 

     Rawhide is the inner layer of the hide of usually a cow.  Rawhide can give dogs 
and puppies the ability to chew an acceptable toy while benefiting from the 
mechanical action of chewing.  However, there are some precautions you should 
keep in mind if you choose to give your dog rawhides.  First of all, if your dog has a 



history of vomiting, diarrhea, special dietary needs, or allergies, he/she may have a 
bad reaction to rawhide.  In addition, it is also important that the rawhide be large 
enough that your dog cannot swallow it whole.  Large pieces can potentially get 
stuck in the esophagus or gastrointestinal tract and require surgical removal.  
Therefore, when the rawhide gets small enough that it can be swallowed, you 
should take it away from your dog.   
Also, the “knots” on the ends of some rawhide bones can be swallowed whole and 
lead to  
a gastrointestinal obstruction.  It is therefore recommended to avoid giving this 
type of rawhide bone to your dog.  And last but not least, it is important to 
remember that there are calories in rawhide.  These calories can add up; thus, 
moderation is the key.   

WHAT KIND OF TREATS CAN I GIVE MY DOG? 

     Obesity is the number one nutritional health problem in dogs and people.  Just as 
in people, obesity can lead to serious health problems such as diabetes, 
pancreatitis, heart disease, and arthritis.  Dog biscuits and treats are generally 
very high in fat; therefore, moderation is important.  If you are using treats for 
training, break up the treat into smaller morsels instead of giving your dog the 
entire treat as a reward.  Alternatively, vegetables (no onions, garlic, or avocado), 
cooked egg whites, or air popped popcorn are some low fat options for treats.  
Just remember to keep in mind how much your dog is eating in addition to his/her 
balanced diet. A small 10 lb dog that gains 1 lb due to an overabundance of treats 
is like a person putting on 15 lbs. 

What about table scraps? 

     Feeding your dog table scraps is not recommended for several reasons.  First, 
table food is generally too fatty for the digestive system of most animals and can 
cause stomach upset as well as occasionally trigger pancreatitis (which can be a 
life-threatening inflammation of the pancreas).  Some foods can even be toxic to 
your dog!  Second, feeding your dog table scraps in addition to his/her regular 
balanced diet adds calories and may lead to obesity.  In addition, if your dog fills up 
on table scraps, he/she may potentially eat less of her/his regular dog food and 
thus, your dog will not be getting proper nutrition.  This can also lead to a very 
finicky eater which not only can be extremely frustrating for you, but unhealthy 
for your dog because it will become very difficult to ensure that your dog gets a 
complete and balanced diet.  If you wish to cook for your dog, there are certain 
recipes formulated to meet the specific nutritional needs of your dog.  Ask us for 
the recipe that is right for your dog if you choose to do the cooking. 

Will my pet be bored eating the same food all of the time? 

     Boredom with food is a human trait.  Dogs tend to be creatures of habit and are 
usually happy with one food.  If you abruptly or constantly change your dog’s diet, 
this can lead to vomiting and diarrhea problems and may turn your dog into a finicky 
eater. 

Do I need to give my dog vitamins or supplements? 

     If your dog is eating a high quality dog food that is 100% complete and balanced, 
there is no need to give your dog vitamins or supplements.   


