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I
N OUR NEVER-ENDING QUEST to improve our diets and 

stay healthy, we haven’t forgotten our pets. With $20.6 

billion spent on pet food in the U.S. in 2012, according to 

the American Pet Products Association, we’re serious about 

spending time and money on animal nutrition. 

“People today treat their pets like any other member 

of their family,” says Thomas M. Edling, vice president of 

veterinary medicine for Petco. “Just as people seek out new 

diets or health food trends for themselves, pet parents seek 

the very best diets and health trends for their pets.” 

From homemade to organic, each pet food trend has its 

followers. And today, some of the best-sellers include cat and 

dog foods that carry a grain-free label. 

Getting the Grain Out

Health & Safety

Popular brands stir in alternative ingredients as
they offer up foods that break with tradition.
BY KATE PARHAM

WHAT IS GRAIN-FREE?

Grain-free foods use non-

grain vegetable matter like 

potatoes, peas and carrots 

as the main carbohydrate 

source instead of corn, 

soy or wheat, says Simon 

Starkey, education veterinar-

ian at PetSmart. 

Grain-free diets adhere 

to the same guidelines and 

standards as traditional 

diets. They were developed 

for animals with grain 

allergies and used to be 

available only as prescription 

diets, Edling says. But today, 

pet food manufacturers 

have developed grain-free 

formulas for retail sale to 

meet demand. 

“At Petco, we are seeing 

a significant increase in 

the number of pet parents 

interested in choosing grain-

free formulas” Edling says. 

“These have become some 

of our best-selling formulas.”

Though not necessarily 

of higher quality, grain-free 

products are popular with 

owners looking for natural 

foods because they can tend 

to have simpler ingredient 

labels. And animal protein 

sources may appear higher 

up on the ingredient list. 

Many traditional 

formulas are made with 

grain and more readily 

available ingredients such 

as corn, beef and chicken. 

“[However], domestic cats’ 

and dogs’ wild relatives’ 

dietary history consisted 

mainly of prey items (birds, 

rodents, rabbits, deer), fruits 

and vegetables, not grains,” 

explains Starkey. So grain-

free formulas, which can    

rely more on non-traditional 

meat products such as 

venison, lamb or duck, more 

closely mirror a wild diet. 

Pets are less likely to have 

been previously exposed to 

these meats and therefore 

have fewer allergic reactions 

to them, Starkey explains.  

“Eat your peas” 

takes on a whole 

new meaning when 

you’re talking to 

your dog. If you’re 

serving up grain-free 

food, some form 

of peas, as well as 

potatoes, sweet po-

tatoes and garbanzo 

beans, may very 

well be on the list 

of ingredients along 

with protein sources.
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WHY GO GRAIN-FREE?

“The only pets that truly need 

grain-free foods are those that have 

food sensitivities or intolerances to a 

particular grain,” Starkey says.

Some pets, such as those with 

dermatological and/or gastrointestinal 

issues like inflammatory bowel disease, 

internal parasites and pancreatitis, 

may have difficulty digesting specific 

grains—even if they don’t have a grain-

specific allergy, says Edling. 

As you reduce your pet’s exposure 

to the allergen, his or her skin, coat 

and gastrointestinal disorders should 

improve, though outcomes will vary 

based on the pet, says Starkey. 

As long as the grain-free diet meets 

the nutrient profiles set forth by the 

Association of American Feed Control 

Officials, your pet should not experi-

ence any health-related drawbacks, he 

adds. 

Christi Davidson of Dallas switched 

her two dogs, Georgia, a rescued 

husky-Australian shepherd mix, and 

Wookie, a Pomeranian, to a grain-free 

diet in 2010. 

“When we first got Georgia, she 

had really bad allergies and digestive 

issues,” says Davidson. “We started 

playing around with food, and after 

many trips to the vet and different 

diets, the only thing that worked was 

grain-free. We noticed an immediate 

improvement: Georgia wasn’t itching 

anymore, and her digestive issues 

were dramatically improved. No more 

throwing up or having trouble going to 

the bathroom.”

Davidson also switched Wookie to a 

grain-free diet. “With both dogs, I now 

see a difference in the level of satisfac-

tion they have after eating, too, because 

there’s less fillers in grain-free, so what 

they’re eating is more substantial and 

there’s less of a stretch between meals,” 

she says. 

>> If you suspect your 

pet has an allergy, talk 

with your vet. Determine 

if your pet is allergic and 

what the specific allergen 

might be, Thomas M. 

Edling of Petco advises.

Food sensitivities may 

take up to 12 weeks to 

respond to a dietary 

change, although six 

to eight weeks is more 

likely, says Simon Starkey 

of PetSmart. “Avoid AA

treats and table food 

during the trial period 

as these may contain 

ingredients the pet is 

sensitive to,” he says.

>> Consider the cost. 

Grain-free pet foods are 

typically more costly than 

traditional pet foods, but 

more affordable options 

are hitting the market, 

says Starkey. 

“When I factor in 

the money spent in vet 

trips and medication, 

it’s definitely cheaper in 

the long run,” pet owner 

Christi Davidson says. 

>> Follow label direc-

tions and don’t worry 

about overfeeding. It’s 

no more likely than on a 

traditional pet food diet, 

Starkey says.

BEFORE YOU 

MAKE A SWITCH
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