
Dietary antioxidants support pet health 
and help preserve the nutritional 
quality of pet food. Learn more about 
the important ways that antioxidants 
contribute to better, longer lives for pets.

The Purina Institute provides the 
scientific facts to support your  
nutritional conversations.
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An antioxidant is any compound – vitamin, mineral, or 
enzyme – that helps protect against damage from reactive 
oxygen species (ROS).1

ROS (sometimes called free radicals) are reactive molecules 
that can cause oxidative damage to cell membranes, proteins, 
or DNA, with potential cell or tissue injury.2

Where do ROS come from?

Antioxidants in pet food
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	� Antioxidants (such as 
vitamins C & E) may donate an 
electron to an unstable ROS, 
transforming it into a non-
reactive molecule – a process 
called  “scavenging”

	� Some inhibit ROS from forming
	� Other nutrients, such as zinc, 
manganese, iron, selenium, 
and copper, are important 
components of antioxidant enzyme  
systems that help scavenge ROS

Over time, exposure to oxygen breaks down the fats, oils, and 
other nutrients in foods, leading to rancidity, odors, and poor  
taste quality. 
Antioxidants can slow the rate of, or prevent, oxidation damage  
to protect food from deterioration (extend shelf life) and maintain 
the palatability, nutritional quality and safety of food.12 
For decades, both natural and synthetic (man-made) antioxidants 
have been safely used to help preserve both pet and human foods. 

	� Vitamin C (ascorbic acid) and vitamin E (alpha-tocopherol 
or mixed-tocopherols) may be the best recognized natural 
antioxidants, but there are many others including antioxidants 
extracted from herbs, such as rosemary and sage.13 

	� Common synthetic antioxidants, such as butylated 
hydroxyanisole (BHA) and butylated hydroxytoluene (BHT), 
have long been approved for use in foods, including human 
and pet foods, and are safe when used in approved amounts.14

	� Older dogs or cats fed diets supplemented with antioxidants 
were more successful at specific complex learning tasks than 
those fed diets without antioxidants, and older dogs showed 
fewer age-related behavioral changes, suggesting that 
antioxidants may help slow aging changes in the brain.5-8 

	� Immune cell (lymphocyte) response improved in adult cats 
after vitamin E supplementation.9 

	� When supplemented with antioxidants (vitamins C & E, 
beta-carotene and selenium) puppies undergoing a standard 
vaccination protocol with a combination canine parvovirus 
and distemper vaccine showed significantly increased titers 
and immune memory cells compared to the control groups.10

	� Eye health in healthy dogs improved after 6-months 
of supplementation with an antioxidant blend (lutein, 
zeaxanthin, β-carotene, astaxanthin, vitamin C, and 
vitamin E), as measured by retinal response to light and 
improved refractive error – the blurring of vision caused by 
changing eye shape or aging lenses.11

In health, the body produces 
many of its own antioxidants, 
and there is a balance between 
the body’s antioxidants, ROS 
production, and cell protection.
But aging, exercise, stress, and 
disease can lead to increased 
ROS production, decreased 
antioxidants, and a potentially 
harmful imbalance (oxidative stress).

Studies show that antioxidant supplementation can support pet 
health in many ways. For example: 

Oxidative stress contributes to the 
development of many health conditions 
such as decreased immunity, cognitive 
decline, arthritis, or vision loss. 2-4 
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Antioxidants can work in several ways3,4 

How do dietary antioxidants benefit cat 
and dog health?

How do antioxidants protect pet food?
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