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4 SIMPLE STEPS 
for Switching Your Dog’s 
Diet from Kibble to Raw
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Dogs are so much more than man’s best friend. They can be bomb and drug detectors, trackers and hunters, 
search and rescue specialists, herders, therapists, guide dogs, and yes, even military service members. 
Devoted dog owners want to feed them like the champions they are, and that’s why so many have made the 
switch to the raw dog food diet.

The raw dog food diet isn’t all that revolutionary, and it would be a stretch to call it a trend. That’s because 
it’s been around since dogs themselves. All modern dogs—from German Shepherd Dogs to Toy Poodles—
are descendants of the gray wolf. The journey from Canis lupus to Canis lupus familiaris was a long and 
mysterious one. Although much is still unknown about their evolutionary history, it’s thought that around two 
to three million years ago, wolf-like canids evolved. About one million years ago, the first gray wolf appeared 
in Eurasia.

DNA evidence suggests that Canis lupus familiaris first emerged about 130,000 years ago. Experts have been 
unable to agree on exactly when dogs were first domesticated, and some think there were actually two major 
domestication events. It’s possible that domestication happened around 20,000 to 40,000 years ago, or 
perhaps as recently as 15,000 years ago. 

Feeding Dogs Like Wolves
Regardless of the exact timeline, it’s a safe bet that early dog 
owners didn’t run out to their local supermarket to pick up some 
factory-made kibble. Throughout much of their history, dogs have been expected to provide for themselves 
through hunting, scavenging, and foraging. Dogs have always been opportunistic eaters. Thousands of years 
ago, that meant taking down prey animals, scavenging from the kills of other hunters, and foraging for grass or 
berries. Today, it simply means turning on the tail wags and irresistible puppy eyes so the humans will open 
up the bag of treats. 

But although dogs’ eating patterns have changed considerably, their nutritional needs haven’t, and that’s 
where the raw food diet comes into play. Feeding dogs raw, natural food is simply a way to conform to their 
evolutionary instincts and nutritional needs. Feeding dogs as if they were wolves might not be practical for 
every household, but many of the people who have tried it say they can see a clear difference in their dogs’ 
health, vitality, and performance.

https://evpet.com/
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STEP ONE: 
Get the Facts about Raw Dog Food 
Early humans probably expected their dogs to catch their own meals most of the time, but clearly, that 
approach won’t work for modern dog owners. If you’re curious about transitioning your dog to a raw diet, 
know that there are plenty of options to try. When you first start researching this topic, the sheer volume of 
information can be overwhelming. But by the time you finish reading this guide, you’ll be able to confidently 
feed your dog as evolution intended. Let’s start by looking at exactly what the raw food diet is.

Defining the Raw Food Diet
The broad definition is that it’s a way of feeding 
canines that mimics the diet their ancestors followed. 
That means feeding dogs a diet that consists 
primarily of meat, as well as smaller amounts of 
edible bones, organs, vegetables, fruits, eggs, and 
other supplementary foods. The raw food diet is 
unprocessed. This means that not only is the food 
not sourced from pet food factories, but also that it’s 
uncooked. Some dog owners follow these guidelines 
to the letter, while others do offer some foods that are 
minimally prepared. It’s your choice.

BARF Diet: It’s More Appetizing 
than the Acronym Suggests
Most raw dog food proponents follow the BARF diet, originally developed in 1993 by Australian veterinarian 
Ian Billinghurst. Dr. Billinghurst released his ideas to the public after becoming concerned about the potential 
downsides of grain-based commercial dog foods. He advocated for a return to a diet of primarily meaty bones—
which is what dogs ate prior to their domestication by humans. Dr. Billinghurst dubbed his diet the BARF diet, 
with the acronym standing for Bones and Raw Food, or alternatively, Biologically Appropriate Raw Food.

The Benefits of BARF

Dr. Billinghurst and many other raw food proponents who have since embraced his ideas say that the 
benefits that the BARF diet confers to dogs are well worth the extra time it takes to manage the meal plan. 
So just what are those benefits? Well, for owners of working dogs, the benefits they tend to focus on are the 
improvements in performance and endurance. 

https://evpet.com/
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By taking grains out of a dog’s food, you’re giving her body the opportunity to optimize its metabolism. Dogs 
metabolize fats in much the same way that carbohydrates are broken down in humans. In other words, their 
bodies readily convert fat into energy. Dogs fed a grain-free, raw diet enjoy long-lasting, robust energy levels. 

Additionally, because their metabolic rate is optimized, dogs fed a raw food diet are 
better able to maintain an ideal body weight. The raw food diet allows dogs to readily 
build muscle mass, enhances endurance, and improves overall physical conditioning 
when it’s paired with a regular workout program.

The optimization of performance and the maintenance of a healthy weight aren’t the only benefits of putting 
your dog on a raw food meal plan. You can also look forward to these benefits:

• Reduced tartar buildup on the teeth
• Whiter teeth
• Fresher breath
• Thicker, shinier coat
• Healthier skin
• Smaller, firmer stools
• More robust and effective immune system

Now that you’re convinced of the benefits, are you ready to make the switch?

https://evpet.com/
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STEP TWO: 
Get Ready to Make the Switch 

Veterinarians wear many hats, and one of them is serving as dieticians for dogs. No matter what 
nutritional changes a dog owner is planning, it’s always a smart idea to consult the vet first. Keep 
in mind that not all veterinarians are on board with the raw food diet for dogs, primarily because 
of concerns about bacterial contamination—we’ll address that issue later in this chapter. 

Before you meet with your veterinarian, you should finish reading this eBook, and check out other 
credible resources on BARF. Know the facts before you go, so that you are prepared to have an informed 
conversation with the veterinarian.

Some questions you may want to ask the vet include:

• What are your personal thoughts on the raw food diet?
• Is my dog at a healthy weight?
• How many calories per day should my dog eat, given her activity level and weight?
• Which health issues could the raw food diet help manage or reverse?
• Do you have any suggestions for making the transition easier for my dog?
• My dog was diagnosed with a medical condition. Are there any special concerns

I should know about when feeding a raw food diet? Is this diet contraindicated
for this medical condition?

Since BARF feeds dogs based on their evolutionary needs, it’s only contraindicated in a few situations. 
The following list of contraindications isn’t necessarily complete, which is why you should speak with your 
veterinarian before transitioning your dog’s diet.

• Kidney or liver failure: Dogs with suppressed kidney or liver function have trouble handling the high
protein content of typical raw food meal plans.

• Digestive problems: Not necessarily a total contraindication, but consider starting with homemade,
cooked foods before slowly transitioning to raw food.

• Pancreatitis: Dogs with pancreatitis can’t handle high-fat diets. It’s still possible to feed a raw food diet,
but they’ll need low-fat meats like chicken and lean beef instead of high-fat meats like pork and lamb.

• Cancer: Dogs with cancer, whether on chemotherapy or not, shouldn’t eat completely raw food because
their immune systems are too stressed to handle it the way they normally would. The same applies to
dogs with any immunosuppressive disease.

Additionally, exercise caution with a puppy’s diet. Here, the main concern is the ratio of calcium and 
phosphorus. If it isn’t exactly right, puppies can develop growth problems and bone deformities. Consider 
waiting until the dog is an adult before transitioning to a raw diet.

https://evpet.com/
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So What’s the Deal with Bacterial Contamination? 
Is It Really a Problem?
For the purposes of this discussion, we’ll assume that we aren’t talking about 
dogs with special immune system problems, such as those with cancer or other 
immunosuppressive diseases. The following information applies to dogs who are in 
good overall health.

The primary reason why some veterinarians and pet health organizations are opposed to the raw food diet 
is because of the potential for uncooked meats to transfer harmful bacteria, like salmonella, to pets. For 
example, the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) discourages dog owners from feeding “any 
animal-source protein that has not first been subjected to a process to eliminate pathogens because of the 
risk of illness to cats and dogs as well as humans.”

In a press release issued shortly after a commercial pet food contamination scare, the American Society for 
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) had this to say: “And we strongly advise against feeding pets 
raw foods, since that may lead to salmonella poisoning.” 

Lastly, another professional organization, the American College of Veterinary Nutrition (ACVN) had this 
to say about the safety of raw food for dogs: “Another important risk is related to bacterial or parasitic 
contamination. Of course, food poisoning is also a major concern for people, and the public health aspects of 
feeding raw foods to pets cannot be overlooked.”

Why Bacterial Contamination Isn’t a Major Risk

Now that you’ve had a chance to digest what some of the experts think about 
bacterial contamination, let’s take an objective look at the science behind it. 
You already know that a dog’s digestive system is vastly different from that of 
a human. Both humans and dogs have hydrochloric acid in their stomachs. The 
concentration of this acid in a dog’s stomach is 10 times higher than it is in a 
human’s stomach, according to the University of California at Santa Barbara. This 
is significant because the acid acts like a protective enzyme, which guards against 
infections from pathogens like salmonella.

As dogs consume bacteria in raw food, their stomach acid kills the bacteria and passes them through their 
short digestive system. The short digestive system ensures that introduced bacteria don’t linger. Dogs pass 
the digested food and bacteria within four to six hours.

Of course, it’s still a possibility for dogs to become stricken with salmonella poisoning. These cases are 
fortunately few and far between, and they only occur when the dog has ingested such a high volume of 
salmonella pathogens that the body is unable to cope. As UC Santa Barbara points out, “Such rare incidences 
are usually the result of a dog that was raised on a lifetime of commercial food and suddenly is raiding the 
garbage can one day.”

https://evpet.com/
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Note that the statement by the ACVN leans more heavily on the risks to human health than risks to canine 
health. This is because humans are indeed far more likely to suffer salmonella poisoning than their furry 
companions. However, since the raw food diet requires handling foods that are also considered fit for human 
consumption (when cooked), it isn’t necessary to take any more precautions than you already would for your 
own family’s food safety. Feel free to skip ahead to chapter four to brush up on your food safety skills before 
coming back here to dive into the chemistry of calcium and phosphorus.

Balanced Nutrition: Concerns and Solutions
You’re almost ready to dive right in and introduce your dog to the raw foods she’s been craving. But before 
you do, let’s take a closer look at the other major concern veterinarians have about the raw food diet: 
Nutritional balance. If you don’t plan carefully, it is possible for your dog to develop nutritional deficiencies 
on a non-commercially prepared diet. But don’t worry—you’ll be fine as long as you follow an appropriate 
meal plan as advised by your veterinarian.

Calcium and Phosphorus Ratio

Calcium and phosphorus, their functions in a dog’s body, and the appropriate balance are complex topics, 
but we can simplify them for you. Here’s a quick primer of what you need to know.

Meat has lots of phosphorus and little calcium. Bones have lots of calcium and phosphorus. Fatty meats have 
less phosphorus than lean meats.

Young dogs need more calcium than adult dogs. However, excessive calcium for young dogs (under one year) 
and for giant dog breeds can cause bone development problems.

The bottom line? BARF proponents, including Dr. Billinghurst, agree that for an adult dog in good overall 
health without any medical contraindications, a calcium and phosphorus ratio of about 1:1 is appropriate. With 
the exception of giant dog breeds, slightly more calcium than phosphorus is generally ideal. Avoid erring on 
the side of caution and giving too much calcium, as this can actually cause hypercalcemia, which may lead to 
organ damage.

https://evpet.com/
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Vitamin A Toxicity

Dogs fed BARF need organ meats for a nutritionally complete diet. However, feeding 
too much liver presents the slight risk of excessive vitamin A. Here are some quick 
facts about vitamin A. It’s a fat-soluble vitamin that’s essential for growth. It also 
supports a dog’s:

• Healthy skin and coat
• Nerves and muscles
• Eyesight
• Liver, kidney, and lung function

Too much vitamin A can lead to health problems, like weakness, convulsions, and anorexia. Fortunately, it’s 
really difficult to give a dog so much vitamin A that she suffers from toxicity. According to the Merck Manual: 
Veterinary Manual, it is safe for dogs to consume up to 333,300 International Units of vitamin A per kilogram 
of their diet. As long as you don’t feed your dog lots of liver at every meal, you should be fine.

https://evpet.com/
https://www.merckvetmanual.com/toxicology/toxicities-from-human-drugs/multivitamins-and-iron-toxicity
https://www.merckvetmanual.com/toxicology/toxicities-from-human-drugs/multivitamins-and-iron-toxicity


10 ©EarthVet 2018

STEP THREE: 
Design a Dog-Friendly Diet 

Think of the raw food diet as a spectrum. On one end, you have owners who stick to a strict raw food diet and 
purchase and prepare raw meals sourced directly from local supermarkets, butchers, and farmers’ markets. 
These folks wouldn’t think of feeding anything cooked, freeze-dried, or dehydrated. On the other end of the 
spectrum, you have owners who want to follow a partial or mostly raw diet plan, but prefer commercially 
prepared items. The middle of the spectrum consists of dog owners who feed an all-raw (and maybe 
dehydrated and freeze-dried) diet sourced from a mix of commercial products and foods prepared at home.

There’s no one-size-fits-all approach—do what’s best for your dog and what’s reasonable for your lifestyle. 
It’s common for dog owners to just dip their toes into the shallow end of the raw food lifestyle to get 
accustomed to it before going all the way in. 

Before you make up your mind, here’s a quick breakdown of your options for commercially sourced foods.

FOOD    RAW STATUS  NOTES
*Frozen raw foods   Totally raw  Thaw at home
Dehydrated foods   Mostly raw  Rehydrate at home
Freeze-dried foods   Mostly raw   Rehydrate at home
**Slow-cooked foods  Not raw  Use as a transitional step
**Undercooked foods  Not raw  Use as a transitional step

*Frozen raw foods are available from raw dog food delivery services. Availability varies by region.

**Slow-cooked and undercooked foods can be used for dogs who have sensitive stomachs that 
need a little more time to adjust to raw food. They’re also a good choice for dog owners who are 
nervous about raw food. While these foods are cooked, they’re prepared in a way that preserves 
nutrients better than conventional cooking methods.

Commercially Prepared Products

https://evpet.com/
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Of course, you also have the option to skip commercially prepared foods and source everything yourself, or 
do a mix of these two approaches. Whichever option you choose, you’ll need to make sure your dog’s diet is 
perfectly balanced for optimum health and performance.

Let’s start by figuring out exactly how much to feed your dog. Then, we’ll figure out what to 
feed your dog. Calculating your dog’s caloric needs isn’t as hard as it might seem. Assuming 
that your dog is an adult who is already at an ideal body weight, you’ll need to feed him 2.5% 
of his body weight. That’s 2.5% every day, not every meal. Dividing that into two meals per 
day gives you 1.25% per meal.

Of course, different dogs have different needs. If your dog is more active and seems ravenous, feed her a 
little extra. If your dog isn’t too active and leaves food uneaten in the bowl, feed her a little less.

Overweight dogs can be fed 2% of their body weight each day to encourage weight loss. Underweight dogs 
can be fed 3% to promote weight gain, and then 2.5% to maintain weight.

Now let’s take a look at what that percentage should consist of. According to BARF, this is what dogs should 
be eating:

Within these categories, it’s important to feed a variety of foods to ensure balanced nutrition. Refer to 
Appendix A at the end of this eBook for a list of foods to feed your dog.

In addition to these main foods, you’ll want to occasionally feed your dog supplemental foods:

Eggs
Small dogs: Feed one to two small eggs per week.
Large dogs: Feed a medium or large egg two to three times per week.
Crack the egg, and add the yolk and whites to the dog’s bowl. Finely grind the eggshell and add 
that to the bowl. Grinding the shell enhances the bioavailability of the nutrients.

Muscle meat and oily fish: 70%

Edible bones: 10%

Liver: 5%

Other organs: 5%

Vegetables: 7%

Fruits: 3%

https://evpet.com/
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Yogurt
Small dogs: Feed 1 tablespoon several times per week.
Large dogs: Feed 2-3 tablespoons several times per week.
Only feed plain, non-flavored yogurt that does not contain artificial sweeteners. 
Avoid xylitol at all costs—it’s toxic to dogs.

Cod liver oil
Cod liver oil provides omega-3 fatty acids and vitamin D. Dogs can’t manufacture their own 
vitamin D, and so they must get it from their diets. You should purchase a product made 
specifically for pets, and follow the dosage instructions on the label. Alternatively, you can give 
your dog Best in Show Vitamins made by MVP K9 Supplements, which offer vitamin D and a 
whole host of other important nutrients that work synergistically to support overall health.

Spirulina
Spirulina is microscopic algae. It’s remarkably nutrient-dense. Spirulina is a great 
supplement for both dogs and people. It’s usually sold in a powder for dogs. For daily 
feeding, add ¼ teaspoon of spirulina powder per pound of dog food. You can start at a 
half dose and then gradually increase it if you’re concerned about digestive upset.

https://evpet.com/
https://mvpk9supplements.com/products/bisvitamins
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STEP FOUR: 
Introduce Your Dog to 
Delicious Raw Food 

You’ve done it! You’ve talked to the vet, made the calculations, and figured out the food proportions. You’ve 
either ordered commercial raw food or visited the store/butcher/farmers’ market to prepare it yourself—or 
both. Are you ready to see the look of pure joy on your dog’s face when you finally introduce her to natural 
raw food? 

Start by brushing up on your food safety know-how. 

Frozen Raw Food
Keep frozen until a day or two before use.
Thaw in refrigerator.
Never rinse raw meat or frozen raw meat.

Separation of Foods
Keep all raw food separate from any other food.
Store raw food separately from other foods in the fridge or freezer.
Keep raw meats wrapped in plastic while stored.
Use a non-wooden cutting board for raw meats.
Have a designated cutting board for just vegetables and fruits.

Cleaning Up
After handling raw meat, immediately scrub all areas of your hands and fingers 
for at least 20 seconds.
Thoroughly disinfect knives, cutting boards, and any other utensils used for raw 
meat.
After your dog eats, discard any uneaten food and disinfect the bowl.
Scrub any part of your skin your dog licks after eating raw meat with soap and 
running water.

https://evpet.com/
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Approaches for Transitioning to Raw Food
Let your dog set the pace for the transition. Dog owners typically plan for about two to three weeks to make 
a full transition, but you can go slower if you think your dog needs extra time.

Treat-Based Approach
The first step for this transition method is to replace your dog’s usual treats with raw treats. See how she likes 
them and evaluate for digestive sensitivities. If all goes well, move on to one of the next two approaches.

Combined Meals Approach
This method is much like switching your 
dog from one brand of kibble to another. 
You’d first swap out a quarter of her regular food for the new food. After about five days, feed a half-and-
half mixture. After another five days, feed 25% conventional food and 75% raw food. Assuming your dog’s 
digestion is doing well, feed 100% raw after another five days.

Food Type-Based Approach
Other raw food enthusiasts recommend focusing more on the type of raw food than its quantity during the 
transition. Here’s a sample schedule for this transition. Each of the following steps should last at least a week, 
but may last longer if your dog needs more time to adjust.

Step 1: Feed only bland white meats with bone. Chicken, turkey, rabbit, quail, and Cornish 
hen are good options. If your dog has diarrhea for longer than two days, remove the skin and 
excess fat from the meat, and increase the amount of bone. Move on to step two when stools 
are regular and firm.

Step 2: Introduce small amounts of red meats. Increase the amount throughout the week. 
Stool will become darker. If the stool remains firm and regular, move on to step three.

Step 3: Feed small amounts of organ meats. If stool becomes loose, reduce the amount and 
increase bone content.

Step 4 and beyond: Feed your dog a well-balanced raw diet with foods from all categories.

Note that if your dog ever has any digestive upset, like diarrhea, you can give her slippery elm bark with 
probiotics about 15 minutes before each meal. Do this until the stools are normal again.

https://evpet.com/
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Final Thoughts
It’s normal to be a little anxious when making the transition to raw foods. After all, your dog is totally 
dependent on you to meet her nutritional and caloric needs. But once you do see the difference it makes 
for your dog’s health and performance, you’ll probably wish you’d done it sooner. Plus, who can resist that 
delighted look on a dog’s face when she digs into a big, meaty bone! 

Remember that you can always count on your veterinarian to answer your questions and offer guidance as 
you transition and maintain your dog’s diet. You can become a more confident raw food feeder by continuing 
to add to your own knowledge with credible online sources and books—Give Your Dog a Bone by Dr. Ian 
Billinghurst is a must-read for raw dog food feeders. 

https://evpet.com/
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Appendix A - Food Dos
Foods your dog can safely eat

Edible Bones – Small Dog Breeds
Chicken necks
Chicken wings
Duck feet
Whole Cornish hen
Whole quail

Edible Bones – Medium Dog Breeds
Chicken backs
Chicken quarters
Duck necks
Duck wings
Pork tails

Edible Bones – Large Dog Breeds
Lamb head
Pork feet
Turkey feet
Turkey neck
Whole prey rabbit

Muscle Meat
Beef
Chicken
Cornish hen
Duck
Elk
Moose
Quail
Rabbit
Turkey
Venison

https://evpet.com/
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Fish*
Anchovies
Arctic char
Herring
Mackerel
Rainbow trout
Salmon 
Sardines
Walleye 
Whitefish 

Organ Meat
Brains
Kidneys
Livers
Ovaries
Pancreas
Spleen
Testicles
Thymus

Supplemental Foods
Cheese
Eggs
Green tripe
Spirulina
Yogurt

Vegetables**
Broccoli (very small amounts)
Brussels sprouts
Carrots
Celery 
Cucumbers 
Dandelion greens
Green beans
Kale
Peas 
Spinach (small amounts)
Sprouted seeds

https://evpet.com/
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Fruits
Acai berries
Apples (cored and de-seeded)
Bananas (peeled)
Blackberries 
Blueberries
Cantaloupe (peeled)
Cranberries
Mangoes (peeled and pit removed)
Oranges (peeled)
Peaches (pit removed)
Pears 
Pineapple (peeled)
Raspberries
Strawberries

*Remove fish bones before feeding to your dog.

**Always puree, ferment, or lightly steam vegetables before feeding.

https://evpet.com/
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Appendix B - Food Don’ts
Foods your dog should never eat

Inedible Bones
Any cooked, smoked, or dehydrated bones
Any weight-bearing bones from large animals

Muscle Meats
Bear
Fox 
Raccoon
Wild boar

Fish with Risk of Mercury Poisoning
Swordfish 
Tuna

Vegetables
Bell peppers
Eggplant 
Leeks 
Mushrooms 
Onions 
Potatoes
Tomatoes

Fruits
Avocados 
Dates
Grapes
Raisins

https://evpet.com/
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Appendix C - Health Red Flags
Watch for these signs and schedule a vet appointment if you notice any problems.

Salmonella
Abnormal vaginal discharge
Anorexia
Dehydration 
Diarrhea
Fast heart rate
Fever
Lethargy
Miscarriage 
Mucus in stool
Shock
Swollen lymph nodes
Weight loss

Vitamin A Toxicity
Anorexia 
Appetite loss
Bone spurs
Constipation
Convulsions 
Lethargy
Limping (front legs)
Sensitivity of the neck and forelimb region
Stiffness
Weakness
Weight loss

Calcium Deficiency
Appetite loss
Face rubbing against objects
Fever
Muscle trembling
Muscle twitching 
Panting
Stiff or uncoordinated gait
Weakness 

https://evpet.com/
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For more nutritional recipes and additional information on 
feeding a raw diet to your family companion, visit evpet.com.
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