
Diet Dilemmas: Interactive Cases with 
Multiple Diseases

Dr. Deborah Linder

Scientific Track 

#NAVDF2025



Making Client Communication Easier: 
Nutrition Mythbusting and Pet Food FAQs

Deborah Linder, DVM, MS, 
DACVIM (Nutrition)

She/her/hers 

All Rights Reserved Deborah Linder, DVM, DACVIM (Nutrition) 



• Board Certified Veterinary Nutritionist, Cummings School of Veterinary 
Medicine at Tufts University

• Dr. Linder has received research funding or speaker/consulting fees from the 
following entities within the last 5 years: 

• Buffalo Academy of Veterinary Medicine, National Institutes of Health (NIH), 
NAVC/VMX, Virbac, Royal Canin, Mark Morris Institute, Nestle Purina, Clinician's 
Brief, American Veterinary Medical Association, Eli Lilly Foundation, Hill's Pet 
Nutrition, Delaware Valley Veterinary Medical Association, Fetch dvm360, 
Connecticut Veterinary Medical Association, Today's Veterinary Practice, Delaware 
Valley Veterinary Medical Association, Rhode Island Companion Animal Health 
Foundation, Vet Show, American Academy of Veterinary Nutrition (AAVN), Western 
Veterinary Conference, Fresh Pet.

Disclosures:
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Evidence-Based 
Recommendations
• “Follow the evidence” philosophy

• Avoid labels like ‘good’ or ‘bad’

• What information do you/your 
clients need to feel comfortable?

• Recommendations can (& 
should!) change with new 
information

• Goal: families feel empowered to 
make informed choices
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Building an Expanded Nutrition Toolbox

• Nutritional adequacy and guidelines

• Information, misinformation, and evidence-based medicine

• Communication strategies with clients

• Resources to make your life easier

• Ask away! 
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#1 Question: ‘What’s the Best/Safest Food for My Pet?’

• It depends & there is no “100% guaranteed safe food”

• Focus on nutritional adequacy, not marketing or advertising

• What resources are out there to make conversations easier?

• My advice for any question: block and bridge to adequacy and what is known

www.wsava.org                                                                 www.aafco.org    
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AAFCO Refresher

• Determines what is ‘complete and balanced’
• Lifestages: growth, adult, reproduction/lactation, all life stages

• Healthy pet/OTC diets AND veterinary/therapeutic diets!

• Provides nutrient profile guidelines 
• (minimums and maximums)

• Definitions on ingredients

• Does not enforce guidelines/regulate 

• Don’t use term ’AAFCO-approved foods’
• Avoid false sense of security/safety
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Nutritional Adequacy Statements

• Every food* (but not treats) should have an AAFCO statement! 

• Three important things can be determined by these statements:
1. Is this food complete and balanced? 

• If not, should only be fed under instruction by a veterinarian (e.g., therapeutic diets)

2. How did the company determine the food was complete and 
balanced?
• Non-invasive feeding trials vs. formulation

3. What lifestage does this diet provide complete and balanced for?
• Growth, reproduction, adult maintenance, or all life stages (Note: NO senior 

guidelines!)

            *THIS INCLUDES VETERINARY DIETS!!!
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Information Can Get Lost Along the Way…
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Information Can Get Lost Along the Way…

AAFCO does not have ‘senior‘ guidelines!
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‘Senior’ is only a Marketing Term!
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How Do We Navigate All These Nutrition Myths?

Block and bridge back to the basics:

1) Nutritional adequacy and what is known/not known

2) What information do you (and the family) need to feel comfortable 
feeding this food?

3) Providing resources to empower families to make informed choices

4) Trust and honesty (especially about what we don’t know)
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World Small Animal Veterinary Association (WSAVA)
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How Do We Determine Nutritional Adequacy?

• WSAVA Guidelines

• Call companies to ask 
questions

• Nutritionist on staff to 
formulate diets?

• How can I get 
information on your 
diets? 

https://petnutritionalliance.org/
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Empower Clients with Resources: Dare to Ask

https://petnutritionalliance.org/
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‘No Recalls Means It’s Safe Right?’

• No recalls could be lack of harm, lack of testing, lack of reporting

• https://www.fda.gov/

• E-list for notifications

• Searchable archive
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When in Doubt, Report!
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Product Research

• What product research has 
been done?

• If there are claims for product 
benefits, how did the company 
determine that?
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Product Research

• What product research has 
been done?

• If there are claims for product 
benefits, how did the company 
determine that?

• Call and ask!
• Peer reviewed studies? 

• AAFCO definition?
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Example: AAFCO and Dental Claims

• ‘Foods and treats bearing claims to whiten 
or cleanse/freshen teeth by abrasive or 
mechanical actions are not objectionable.’

• Will not pursue possible false claims

www.costo.com
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Example: AAFCO and Dental Claims

• ‘Foods and treats bearing claims to whiten 
or cleanse/freshen teeth by abrasive or 
mechanical actions are not objectionable.’

• Will not pursue possible false claims

• Alternative: VOHC Seal of Acceptance
• Voluntary, but requires clinical trials

www.costo.com
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Lily

• 9 mo old FS mixed breed dog

• Intermittent chronic small bowel 
diarrhea, ear infections, pruritus 

• Fecal negative and empirically 
dewormed with fenbendazole

• CBC normal

• Chemistry normal

• Cortisol normal

• Serum TLI normal

• Next step???
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Lily

• Adverse food reaction?
• If improvement on diet, what is it 

they’re responding to? 
• Protein (source)? Fat? Fiber? 

Digestibility? Combination?

• Trial and error!

• It’s never wrong to start with a 
dietary elimination trial…
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Lily

• Adverse food reaction?
• If improvement on diet, what is it 

they’re responding to? 
• Protein (source)? Fat? Fiber? 

Digestibility? Combination?

• Trial and error!

• It’s never wrong to start with a 
dietary elimination trial…

Owner response: “My friend has her dog on a 
raw diet and says her dog has never been better 

and it ‘fixed’ his GI and he has such a shiny 
healthy coat! Can we trial that?”
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Communication Tips: Informer, not Enforcer!

• Inform about risks for raw diets (to pets and 
people) that may not outweigh benefits

• Don’t assume: ask companies about risk reduction!

• Owners appreciate being heard and more 
likely to listen if the focus is not on what 
they’re doing ‘wrong’ → defensiveness

• “Not all pets or people will get sick, but some may 
and we don’t know who or when, so let’s discuss 
what we do know so you can be informed…”

• *DOCUMENT THESE CONVOS IN RECORD!*
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More Questions from Owners

• Family didn’t want to take the risks after hearing 
about raw, but expressed concern for ‘fresher’ or 
‘healthier’ foods…so what about home-cooking? 

• Need proteins novel *to this pet*

• Complete diet history

• Family also asked about: 
• Allergy tests to identify proteins?

• Why veterinary and not over-the-counter?

• When in doubt, follow the evidence!
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More Questions from Owners: Over-The-Counter?

• Do we need a therapeutic diet? 
• ’Follow the evidence’

• Study of OTC Venison limited ingredient diets:

• 3 out of 4 diets ELISA positive for soy

• Remaining diet ELISA positive for beef
“If the four OTC venison 
products selected in this 

study are representative of 
OTC products in general, 

then the use of OTC 
venison dry dog foods 

should not be used during 
elimination trials in 

suspected food allergy 
patients.”
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More Questions from Owners: Allergy Tests?
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More Questions from Owners: Home-cooking?

• Concern especially in growing animals
• Very narrow nutrient needs
• Significant consequences if unbalanced

• Alternative Option? 
• Veterinary diet short term for dietary elimination trial
• If improved, use that time to identify proteins she does 

or doesn’t react to
• Switch to home-cooking at full skeletal maturity? 

• Compromise? 
• Veterinary diet short term for dietary elimination trial

• If improved, use that time to identify proteins she does or doesn’t react to
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Talking about Home-Cooking with Pet Owners…

• Owners should use board-
certified veterinary nutritionists  
for a complete and balanced 
recipe
• www.balanceit.com
• www.petdiets.com 

• Generic recipes are rarely 
balanced, ensure specific to pet
• Must strictly adhere to recipe!
• Exact brands, no substitutions
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‘But I Used A Recipe I Found Online…?’

• In one study, 106 recipes were found by internet search and 
university library search
• *Every* recipe had at least one essential nutrient deficient

• Of recipes recommending supplements, 88.2% did not specify a 
brand name or amount to add 

• 10.2%  of recipes included potentially toxic ingredients 
• (e.g., onion, garlic, etc.)

Photo credit: www.flintstonesvitamins.com
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Evidence-Based Medicine: What Do Owners Have to Say?
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Client Expectations
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Client Reality
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Diet Drift Concerns…

• Only 13% were following home-cooked diet recipe by a Board Certified 
Veterinary-Nutritionist 6-12 mo after initial visit

• Of those with changes, 62% did not know/disclose change: 
• Only determined by comparing self-report to original recipe

• Client communication is critical before, during and after recipe 
formulation and implementation

• So what next for Lily’s case? 
• Family finally ready to compromise and do a dietary elimination trial 

with a therapeutic diet. But which one? And how do we make sure the 
trial is done correctly? 
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AAFCO Statement Refresher

• ‘Formulated to meet’…
• No feeding trials

• ‘Feeding trials substantiate that’….
• Feeding trial tested

• ‘Intermittent or supplemental feeding only’…
• Not complete and balanced for any lifestage
• Many therapeutic diets fall under this

• Need for modifications outside needs of healthy pet

• Why is this important?
• “Can my other cats eat this diet too?”

• “Is this ok for a puppy?”
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Example Considerations:
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Nutrition Life Hack: Resources!
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Concerned About Ingredients? Additional Resources: 
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Take Home Points:

• Provide information on resources to empower owners

• Reinforce WSAVA guidelines to guide question asking

• Discuss what information is needed to feel comfortable about a diet

• There is no ‘100% safe guarantee’ on any diet 

• Be open and honest that recommendations can (and should) change 
as more information becomes available

• Personal approach: it’s not about making the ‘right’ decision but the 
most informed decision
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Questions?

Reminder: no 
judgement zone! 

All Rights Reserved Deborah Linder, DVM, DACVIM (Nutrition) 


