
Cancer permanently alters the way a dog’s 
body metabolizes proteins, fats and carbo-
hydrates, and significantly changes a dog’s 

nutritional requirements. Diet plays a crucial role in 
their health. Feeding a maintenance or wellness 
diet to a dog with cancer does not address their 
unique metabolic needs. Conversely, feeding a 
nutrition system specifically formulated for dogs with 
cancer can improve quality of life, decrease the 
effects of cancer and its treatments, and may even 
potentially increase survival time.

Metabolic Differences
Dogs with cancer need significantly higher levels 
of healthy fat and protein. They also benefit from a 
small amount of complex carbohydrates to help 
stabilize blood sugar. High-fat, moderate-protein, low-
carb diets provide optimal nutrition for dogs with 
this disease.1 

Fat - Tumors have difficulty using fat for fuel. A healthy 
diet for dogs with cancer should have significantly 
higher fat content than a wellness diet. Look for a 

Why Dogs with Cancer Need a Different Diet
diet with 25 to 40% fat on a dry matter basis (nutrient 
percentages calculated with the moisture removed). 

Fatty Acids - The omega-3 fatty acids EPA and DHA 
have been shown in studies to stimulate the immune 
system, reduce inflammation and even improve the 
body’s response to chemotherapy. Inflammation is 
the foundation of most major diseases, including 
cancer, but dogs with cancer are unable to convert 
DHA into EPA quickly enough to keep inflammation 
under control. 

Additionally, cancer cells and tumors secrete inflam-
matory substances that signal the body to kill healthy 
cells while helping cancer cells to flourish. Traditional 
dog foods, even those with added omega-3s, do not 
contain nearly enough EPA or DHA to meet the needs 
of these dogs.  

When these specific nutritional needs are not met, 
dogs may have difficulty maintaining muscle and 



body mass. Fat stores can quickly become de-
pleted. Some dogs with cancer develop cachexia, 
a metabolic syndrome that results in significant and 
progressive loss of weight and body mass, even when 
enough calories are being consumed. Cachexia 
may also trigger a decrease in fat production. Dogs 
with cancer need higher amounts of protein, along 
with specific amounts of EPA and DHA omega-3 fatty 
acids, to help combat this syndrome. 

In addition to omega-3s, dogs also need small quan-
tities of omega-6 fatty acids. Many pet food com-
panies use inexpensive filler grains (e.g., corn, soy) 
which deliver as much as 50 times more omega-6 
than a dog’s body can safely use. Dogs with cancer 
need a very specific ratio of omega-6 to omega-3 
to keep inflammation in check. Wellness diets do 
not provide the proper amounts or ratios of these 
fatty acids.

Protein – All dogs need protein to maintain lean 
body mass but cancer creates imbalances in the 
way proteins are metabolized. Tumors compete 
for available protein robbing dogs of what they 
need to build and maintain a healthy body condition. 
Because muscle is high in protein, dogs with cancer 
require higher protein levels to compensate for this 
deficit. Even commercial high-protein diets fall far 
short of the protein needed by dogs with this disease. 
Further, because high-protein diets are not paired with 

higher levels of healthy fats and omega-3 fatty acids, 
they fail to meet the needs of dogs with cancer. Look 
for a diet with 35 to 50% protein.
 
Carbohydrates – Dogs primarily get glucose (sugar) 
from digesting carbohydrates in their diet. They can 
also produce it in the liver and kidneys—if they get 
adequate protein and fat. 

Dogs with cancer undergo significant alterations in 
the way their bodies metabolize carbohydrates. 
Cancer cells reprogram the body to uptake more 
glucose. A byproduct of this increased uptake is the 
generation and release of excess lactate into the 
bloodstream. Lactate is a chemical made by the 
body to power cells during periods of stress. It also 
triggers mutated cells to continue the formation of 
cancer. To utilize this lactate, dogs must convert the 
substance back into glucose in an extremely energy-
intensive process which can cause significant energy 
drain to the dog.

Dogs receiving adequate protein and fat have 
little nutritional requirement for carbohydrates, but 
most commercial pet foods contain medium to high 
levels. Glucose speeds up cell production and creates 
an ideal environment for cancer to grow and me-
tastasize. Simple carbs such as corn, white rice, white 



potatoes, wheat and peas are easily converted 
to glucose. They quickly result in increased blood 
sugar after a meal. Complex carbohydrates, such as 
brown rice, squash and sweet potatoes, are made 
of large molecules which take longer to digest and 
convert. In small quantities, complex carbs can ben-
efit dogs with cancer as they help to stabilize blood 
sugar levels. Look for a diet with less than 20% carbo-
hydrates for canine cancer patients. 

Calculating Carbohydrate Content
Pet food manufacturers are not required to list the 
carbohydrate content of their food on the label and 
very few do. To estimate the carb content, locate 
the guaranteed analysis on the package. Subtract 
the percentage numbers of crude protein, crude fat, 
moisture and ash from 100%. If ash is not listed, use 
6%. Ash is the mineral portion of the food that is 
not protein, fat or carbohydrate. The resulting num-
ber from this formula provides the approximate carb 
content. For example, a popular kibble brand pro-
vides 20% crude protein, 10% crude fat and 12% 
moisture, so the equation would be: 
100 – 20 – 10 – 12 – 6 = 52, or 52% carbohydrates.

Kibble Conundrum
Many pet parents like the convenience of feeding 
kibble. However, by its very nature, kibble must be 
moderately high in carbohydrates to be able to 
physically hold its shape. While a few brands con-
tain carbs in the 30–40% range, most are 45–70% 
carbohydrates and some even higher. Remem-
ber, carbs, once digested, become sugar. Dogs’ 
bodies work diligently to keep glucose levels in a 
healthy range, but diseases like cancer can diminish 
the body’s ability to modulate glucose effectively. For 
this reason, high-carb kibble diets are not a good 
choice for dogs with cancer. 

Specialized Diet for Dogs with Cancer
Canine Biologics offers the only integrated nutrition 
system specifically formulated to meet the unique 
metabolic needs of dogs with this disease. 

Much more than just food for dogs, the ingredients 
have been shown in studies to:

• Reduce inflammation
• Support the immune system
• Decrease elevated liver enzymes
• Decrease pro-tumor T-regulatory cells
• Help gain or maintain weight and muscle mass
• Decrease bone marrow suppression caused by 
   chemotherapy
• Sensitize cancer cells to chemotherapy making 
   it more effective
• Minimize or reduce esophagitis and mucositis and
   promote GI healing 

Home-Cooked Diets
If you are not able to feed a specialized diet for dogs 
with cancer, the next best option is a homemade 
diet. It is advisable to consult with a veterinary nutri-
tionist to help formulate a proper diet as most home-
made recipes fall far short of nutritional adequacy. 
Improper levels of macronutrients (protein, fat and 
carbohydrates), and/or imbalances in vitamins and 
minerals, may lead to additional health challenges for 
an already sick dog. 

Best Diet for Dogs in Remission
Because the metabolic changes in dogs with cancer 
are permanent, even if the cancer goes into full re-
mission, the body will not revert to its pre-cancer 
state. This means your dog will have markedly dif-
ferent nutritional needs for the rest of his or her life. 
A specialized cancer diet or specially formulated 
recipe will continue to be the best option for dogs 
whose cancer is in remission.

Summary
Dogs with cancer require very specific nutrition to 
achieve a healthy body condition and provide the 
needed energy to battle their disease. Dogs can 
enjoy a higher quality of life and may even exceed 
their estimated life expectancy when they are pro-
vided appropriate, cancer-specific nutrition.

For more information about the Canine Biologics 
Integrated Nutrition System™, the only nutrition syst-
sem specifically formulated for dogs battling cancer, 
call (720) 463-3206 or visit www.caninebiologics.com. 

1 Dogs with pancreatitis, kidney cancer and some forms of kidney disease are not well suited for a high-fat and/or moderate-protein diet.


