
What are supplements?

Pet owners are increasingly interested 
in supplements for their pets. Since all 
supplements are not the same, their 
use and selection for an individual 
pet should be considered carefully. 
Veterinarians should ask about the use 
of supplements as part of a pet’s diet 
history.

The Purina Institute provides the 
scientific facts to support your 
nutritional conversations.
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Supplements are broadly defined as “non-main meal 
products” and are intended to be fed as an addition to 
the pet’s main meal. While relevant in North America, 
the term “supplement” is not defined within the EU 
or UK pet food (feed) regulations. Such products are 
regulated and covered under the term “complementary 
pet food,” i.e., pet food that is not complete and 
balanced.1 (Within this Hot Topic, “supplement” will 
be used.)

Healthy dogs and cats that eat a complete and 
balanced commercial pet food appropriate for their 
life stage do not need a supplement to meet their 
nutritional requirements. However, owners of pets fed 
homemade diets should consult with a board-certified 
veterinary nutritionist for supplement guidance. 
Supplements can provide pets with more personalized 
nutrition by targeting a specific body system or can 
support overall health and wellness. Supplements 
include functional ingredients such as glucosamine; 
pre-, pro-, and postbiotics; fish oil, providing omega-3 
fatty acids EPA and DHA; vegetable oils, providing 
omega-6 fatty acids; vitamins; minerals; and beta-
glucans, among many others. 



What should be considered when recommending a 
supplement?

How are pet supplements regulated?

Quality may differ among manufacturers, thus recommending a supplement from 
a trusted company with experience in companion animal nutrition and a known 
reputation of quality and safety is essential. Ingredient purity, which can vary among 
suppliers, and the supplement manufacturing process may influence ingredient 
digestion and absorption and thus a supplement’s overall effects. 

Since toxicity or side effects are possible with excessive levels of some nutrients, 
including some vitamins and minerals, over-supplementation should be avoided. 
All sources of a nutrient, including the complete and balanced diet, should be 
considered.2 

As supplements intended for humans may contain artificial sweeteners, e.g., xylitol, 
or other unsuitable ingredients, pet supplements are generally the best option. 
Formulated to appeal to pets, e.g., available as palatable powders or chewable tablets, 
their administration can be easier—important as many supplements are administered 
long term and/or to animals that have disease conditions that may affect appetite.

When using a supplement to support a specific body system, it is prudent to seek out a 
supplement, if available, with scientific support3-12 in that area in the target species.

Only approved or listed pet food ingredients are permitted in 
Europe and must follow pet food regulations. Medicinal claims 
cannot be made. Supplements are generally regulated under 

the pet food category in Asia if no medicinal claims are made 
and nutritional composition is provided on the label. In Latin 
America, pet supplements are also regulated. In Australia, 
supplements are defined as “excluded nutritional or digestive” 
(END) products. They are normally not required to be registered 
with Australian Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines Authority 
(APVMA) unless they make claims about preventing, curing, 
or treating a disease. In the U.S., the National Animal 
Supplements Council (NASC) provides labeling guidance, 
developed in discussion with the FDA and AAFCO, on 
supplement products for companion animals. To use the 
NASC “quality seal” on packaging, NASC member supplement 
manufacturers must comply with strict guidelines for quality 
assurance, adverse event reporting, and labeling standards. 
Canada is currently the only country with a specific regulation 
for pet supplements—the Veterinary Health Products (VHP) 
Regulation. All ingredients must be found within the VHP 
permitted substance list; all supplements must be registered. 
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When obtaining a diet history at 
each visit, veterinarians should 
ask whether supplement(s) are 
administered. Pet owners should 
be advised proactively about 
proper use of supplements, i.e.:

 ■ The supplement is indicated 
(and not specifically 
contraindicated, e.g., 
a flavored chewable 
supplement for a pet 
beginning a diet elimination 
trial). 

 ■ The owner is administering a 
safe, efficacious, and quality 
supplement from a reputable 
supplement manufacturer.

 ■ The owner is administering 
the supplement in the correct 
amount and frequency.

Supplement regulations vary worldwide. Veterinarians 
should understand their local regulatory environment. 
In general, disease claims are not permitted.1,2,13
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