
Life stage and other factors including 
nutrition, environmental stressors, 
disease, and genetics can affect the 

immune system in dogs and cats. 
Research has shown that feeding a 
diet supplemented with colostrum 
may provide support during times of 
challenge by promoting a strong local 
and systemic immune response.1–3

The Purina Institute provides the 
scientific facts to support your 
nutritional conversations.
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At birth, the immune systems of puppies and kittens 
are not fully developed. Puppies and kittens receive 
their initial immune support through their mother’s 
first milk—colostrum—which is rich in protective 
antibodies, which impart passive immunity; 
antimicrobial agents, such as lactoferrin; and 
bioactive compounds, including those stimulating 
tissue growth and repair.4 However, this passive 
immunity gradually fades over time, potentially 
leaving a window of vulnerability, in which a puppy 
or kitten may be more susceptible to infection or 
digestive upset, while their own immune defenses 
are still developing. This period is referred to as the 
“immunity gap.”

Why are the immune systems 
of puppies and kittens less 
robust than in adulthood?
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Research by Purina and others has shown 
that feeding the antibodies and bioactives in 
colostrum can provide benefits at any life stage.

Nutritional supplementation with bovine colostrum 
may help bridge the immunity gap. Approximately 70% 
of the body’s immune system resides in the intestinal 
tract.5 This specialized tissue, known as gut-associated 
lymphoid tissue (GALT), plays a vital role in defending 
the body against harmful pathogens and foreign 
substances and contributes to overall well-being. 
Maintaining a healthy gut is especially important when 
puppies’ and kittens’ immune systems are still in the 
process of maturing.

The antibodies in dietary colostrum can interact 
directly with GALT cells to stimulate a beneficial 
immune response.

In a Purina study, kittens fed a diet supplemented with 
bovine colostrum had a significantly greater antibody 
response to rabies vaccination compared to kittens fed 
a control diet.1 Kittens in the colostrum-supplemented 
group also had a more stable intestinal microbiota 
in response to a mild stressor, which suggests higher 
resilience to invading pathogens. In addition,  
fecal immunoglobulin A (IgA) levels were higher in 
the colostrum-supplemented group, indicative of an 
enhanced local intestinal immune response.

Puppies fed a bovine colostrum-supplemented diet for  
10 days after weaning had significantly better fecal 
quality compared to puppies fed a control diet.2

In another Purina study, antibody immune response 
to a canine distemper virus vaccine booster peaked at 
8 weeks post-vaccination in adult dogs.3 In dogs fed 
a bovine colostrum-supplemented diet, the immune 
response was maintained, with a 50% increase in 
antibody levels evident after 6 months. However,  
in dogs fed a control diet, antibody levels returned  
to concentrations measured at the time of vaccination  
at 16 weeks. The intestinal microbiota was also more 
stable and diverse and fecal IgA levels were higher  
in the dogs fed the colostrum-supplemented diet.

How can colostrum support 
health in adult pets?

The antibodies in colostrum stimulate both 
a local and systemic immune response

How can colostrum  
supplementation support  
health in puppies and kittens?


