
GRAY MUZZLE, BRIGHT MIND:
NUTRITIONAL SCIENCE TO SUPPORT THE BRAIN 
HEALTH OF ADULT AND SENIOR PETS

Veterinarians and pet owners alike are familiar with 
that sinking feeling that comes when a beloved pet 
(or patient) transitions to “senior” status. A graying 
muzzle is often the fi rst sign that pet owners notice 
as a sign of aging, but they may not be aware of 
(or may not want to acknowledge) the less visible 
changes going on in their aging pet. A number of 
adverse changes, some irreversible, accompany 
normal aging in the brain. These changes may aff ect 
cognition – a pet’s ability to learn, solve problems, 
remember, and communicate. 

Aging pets may develop cognitive decline – or the 
more extreme cognitive dysfunction – that can impact 
their quality of life as well as that of their owners. 
When the pet’s cognitive decline interferes with 
their daily life or aff ects their social interactions, the 
bond between owner and pet can become strained 
as the relationship changes from “best friend and 
companion” to that of a patient and caregiver. As a 
veterinarian, your focus is on keeping that pet healthy 
and preserving that bond. But how can you slow 
down an apparently inevitable process? 

It’s no secret that aging aff ects the brain as well as the body, but the 
impact of nutrition on brain health is often unrecognized or overlooked. 
In fact, only 2% of veterinarians surveyed¹ were aware of the link between 
brain health and nutrition. We don’t have the power to stop brain aging, 
but through nutrition we can target the risk factors that impact cognition. 

Optimizing an aging pet’s nutrition provides veterinarians 
and pet owners with a brain health-promoting tool with 
every meal. Purina scientists have devoted more than a 
decade to studying the e� ects of nutrition on brain health 
in pets, and what we’ve learned can help you better help 
your aging patients. 

The aging brain undergoes a number of anatomic, metabolic and vascular 
changes. Oxidative stress, due to an increase in free radical production 
coupled with reduced antioxidant production, contributes to age-related 
cellular damage. By targeting some of these known causes of age-related 
neurodegeneration, nutrition can support cognitive health. 

A complete and balanced diet 
supplemented with a blend of 
fi sh oil (to provide omega-3 fatty 
acids, which play neuroprotective 
and anti-infl ammatory roles), 
antioxidants (to fi ght free 
radicals), B vitamins (to provide 
necessary coenzymes and 
metabolites) and arginine (to 
support blood fl ow) improved 
performance of aged dogs 
and adult cats on a number of 
validated cognitive tests2,3.



Mild cognitive impairment has been detected in apparently normal dogs and cats as early as 6 and
7.7 years, respectively7,8. That means the time to start the conversation is in adulthood, before the overt
signs of aging occur. 

	 Include a nutritional assessment in every wellness exam, and use the information to help your clients 		
	 find the optimal diet for their pets. 

	 Recommend regular physical activity – within the pet’s abilities – to support brain function and  
	 overall health. 

	 Provide recommendations for mental stimulation, such as food puzzles, new activities, and novel 			 
	 environments. 

Aging pets don’t have to act old: Purina’s research has shown that early intervention through targeted nutrition can 
help support brain function in dogs and cats as they age.

Aging reduces the brain’s ability to utilize glucose as an energy source, even when it’s readily available; given that 
the brain is particularly vulnerable to changes in its energy supply, the reduced glucose metabolism leads to energy 
depletion and reduced brain cell function. By providing ketones from medium-chain triglycerides (MCTs) as an 
alternative energy source for the brain, we can target the metabolic changes that contribute to cognitive decline.  

In a double-blinded clinical trial, dogs with 
confirmed cognitive dysfunction syndrome 
(CDS) who were fed a diet containing MCTs and 
brain-protecting nutrients showed significant 
improvement in as little as 30 days5.

A study showed senior dogs fed a complete and balanced 
diet containing MCTs made fewer errors on cognitive tests, 
with improvement in memory beginning within 2 weeks, 
and performed better than control diet-fed dogs as the 
cognitive tasks became more complex4. 
 

MCTs AND CANINE IDIOPATHIC EPILEPSY
In addition to their cognitive-boosting abilities in aging pets, MCTs can help reduce seizures 
in epileptic dogs. In a double-blinded, crossover, clinical trial in dogs with refractory epilepsy 
(continuation of seizure activity despite anti-epilepsy medications), 71% of dogs showed an 
overall reduction in seizure frequency – including some dogs that became seizure-free on the 
MCT diet6. In conjunction with anti-epilepsy drug treatment, nutritional intervention 
can help veterinarians better manage dogs with idiopathic epilepsy. MCT

Q  WHEN SHOULD YOU START TALKING TO 
CLIENTS ABOUT THEIR PET’S BRAIN HEALTH?
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