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Rethinking the Bowl: A Just Behaving Perspective on Canine 
Nutrition, Gut Health, and the Case for Dietary Variety 
The Foundation - Why We Need to Rethink the Bowl 

Introduction - Beyond the Bag: A Just Behaving Philosophy 

Here at Just Behaving, our core philosophy revolves around understanding and 
nurturing the whole dog. We focus on mentorship, fostering calmness, and proactive 
prevention, guiding dogs towards becoming balanced, well-adjusted members of our 
families, rather than simply training them to obey commands. This holistic view, 
centered on natural development and overall well-being, inevitably extends to how we 
nourish our canine companions. It compels us to look critically at established practices 
and question whether they truly serve the best interests of the dogs we love. 

One piece of conventional wisdom that has long felt questionable from our perspective 
is the deeply ingrained idea that dogs should consume the exact same food, day after 
day, potentially for their entire lives. Logically, this concept doesn't align with what we 
understand about health and biology. We humans recognize the vital importance of 
variety in our own diets – for obtaining a diverse array of nutrients, for supporting our 
own internal ecosystems, and even for simple enjoyment. We consume different meals 
daily, incorporating a wide range of ingredients, and our digestive systems are well-
equipped to handle this diversity. Why, then, do we assume our dogs are fundamentally 
different, requiring absolute dietary monotony to remain healthy? 

The persistent push towards feeding a single, specific brand and formula often seems 
rooted more in marketing strategies aimed at securing lifelong brand loyalty than in 
sound, unbiased nutritional science. Manufacturers naturally desire consistent 
customers, and convincing owners that switching foods is unnecessary, difficult, or even 
risky is a powerful tactic to achieve that goal. 

But stepping back and applying a Just Behaving lens – considering the dog's natural 
inclinations and holistic health – prompts a critical question: Does feeding the same 
processed kibble meal after meal truly support the vibrant health, robust immunity, and 
balanced systems we strive to cultivate? We suspect it may not. Our primary concern 
centers on an area of burgeoning scientific understanding: the gut microbiome, an 
unseen but profoundly influential pillar of canine health. This report delves into the 
science behind canine nutrition, exploring the intricate world of the gut microbiome, the 
limitations of current feeding paradigms, and the compelling case for embracing 
thoughtful dietary variety as a cornerstone of holistic canine well-being. We will journey 
through the complexities of gut function, its connection to behavior, the impact of 
different dietary approaches, the nuances of nutritional standards, the development of 
sensitivities, the lessons from ancestral diets, the challenges of dietary transitions, and 
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the influence of industry marketing, ultimately proposing a more natural, observant, and 
variety-driven approach to feeding our dogs. 

The Unseen Engine - Unveiling the Canine Gut Microbiome 

Deep within the canine gastrointestinal (GI) tract lies a bustling, complex world often 
overlooked yet fundamentally crucial to health: the gut microbiome. Far from being a 
simple digestive tube, the gut is a dynamic ecosystem teeming with trillions of 
microorganisms – bacteria, fungi, viruses, archaea, and protozoa. Estimates suggest 
the number of microbial cells in the gut ranges from 1012 to 1014, potentially 
outnumbering the host's own cells by a factor of ten, with a collective genetic repertoire 
vastly exceeding that of the dog itself. This intricate community, often referred to as the 
"forgotten organ," plays a far more significant role than merely breaking down food. It 
acts as a central metabolic and immunologic hub, inextricably linked to the dog's overall 
physiology and well-being. 

The functions of this microbial community are diverse and essential. It contributes 
significantly to host metabolism, aiding in the digestion of complex dietary components 
that the dog's own enzymes cannot break down. Through fermentation, particularly of 
dietary fibers, gut microbes produce vital compounds like short-chain fatty acids 
(SCFAs), which serve as energy for intestinal cells and possess anti-inflammatory 
properties. The microbiome is also responsible for synthesizing essential nutrients, 
including certain B vitamins and vitamin K. Furthermore, it plays a critical role in 
metabolizing bile acids, transforming primary bile acids into secondary forms crucial for 
fat absorption. 

Beyond metabolism, the gut microbiome is a key player in educating and modulating the 
host's immune system. The intestinal lining represents a vast interface between the 
body and the external environment. Gut microbes interact constantly with immune cells 
residing in the gut mucosa, helping to establish a balanced immune response – one that 
can effectively react to pathogens while tolerating harmless substances like food 
antigens. A healthy microbiome helps maintain the integrity of the gut barrier, 
strengthening the junctions between intestinal cells and stimulating mucus production, 
which prevents harmful substances and microbes from leaking into the bloodstream. 
This barrier function is crucial for preventing systemic inflammation. Additionally, a 
thriving microbial community provides "colonization resistance," actively inhibiting the 
growth and establishment of pathogenic bacteria through competition for nutrients and 
space, and by producing antimicrobial substances. 

While the specific microbial composition varies between individual dogs and even along 
the length of the GI tract, research has identified core bacterial groups consistently 
present. The small intestine, with higher oxygen levels, tends to harbor more aerobic 
and facultative anaerobic bacteria, while the colon is dominated by strict anaerobes. 
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Across the canine GI tract, bacterial sequences predominantly fall into five major phyla: 
Firmicutes, Bacteroidetes, Fusobacteria, Proteobacteria, and Actinobacteria. Fecal 
samples, though representing the end point of digestion, are generally considered 
useful proxies for the overall gut microbial community in dogs, unlike in humans where 
mucosal populations can differ more significantly. Healthy canine fecal microbiomes are 
often co-dominated by Fusobacteria, Bacteroidetes, and Firmicutes. 

What constitutes a "healthy" microbiome is not simply about the presence or absence of 
specific bacteria, but rather about the overall balance, diversity, and functional capacity 
of the ecosystem. Diversity, encompassing both the number of different species 
(richness) and their relative abundance (evenness), is increasingly recognized as a 
hallmark of a healthy gut. A diverse community is thought to be more stable and resilient 
– better able to withstand and recover from disturbances like dietary changes, 
medication, or stress. Conversely, a loss of diversity or an imbalance in the microbial 
community, termed dysbiosis, is strongly associated with various health problems. 
Dysbiosis isn't merely a change in the microbial census; it represents functional 
alterations in the community's collective metabolic output – changes in the microbial 
transcriptome, proteome, or metabolome. This can manifest as reduced production of 
beneficial SCFAs, increased production of harmful metabolites, or an overgrowth of 
potentially pathogenic bacteria. Such functional dysbiosis is frequently observed in dogs 
with both acute and chronic gastrointestinal disorders, including inflammatory conditions 
like chronic enteropathy (CE) and inflammatory bowel disease (IBD). The development 
of tools like the validated Dysbiosis Index (DI), a PCR-based assay measuring key 
bacterial taxa, allows for a quantitative assessment of gut dysbiosis, reflecting these 
functional shifts. 

The establishment of this vital ecosystem begins early in life and is a dynamic process 
influenced by numerous factors, including maternal health, birth process, environment, 
and, crucially, nutrition. Understanding the profound influence of the gut microbiome 
underscores the importance of considering its health in any holistic approach to canine 
well-being. 

The Gut-Brain Connection - How Diet Shapes Behavior 

The traditional view of the gut solely as a digestive organ is rapidly evolving. Emerging 
science reveals a complex and dynamic communication network linking the gut and the 
brain – the microbiota-gut-brain axis (GBA). This bidirectional pathway involves intricate 
interactions between the gut microbiome, the nervous system, the endocrine system, 
and the immune system, profoundly influencing not only digestive health but also mood, 
stress responses, and behavior. The gut is even sometimes referred to as the "second 
brain" due to the extensive network of neurons lining the digestive tract – the enteric 
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nervous system (ENS) – which communicates directly with the central nervous system 
(CNS). 

Communication along the GBA occurs through multiple interconnected channels. The 
vagus nerve serves as a primary highway, transmitting signals directly between the gut 
(including input influenced by microbes) and the brain. The endocrine system is also 
heavily involved, particularly the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, which 
governs the body's stress response through the release of cortisol. Intriguingly, gut 
microbiota appear to influence the development and regulation of this stress response 
system. Immune signaling provides another crucial link; microbes interact with immune 
cells in the gut lining, triggering the release of cytokines – signaling molecules that can 
travel through the bloodstream and influence brain function and inflammation levels 
systemically and within the CNS. 

Perhaps one of the most direct ways the gut microbiome influences the brain is through 
the production and modulation of neuroactive compounds, including neurotransmitters 
essential for regulating mood and behavior. Remarkably, a significant portion of the 
body's key neurotransmitters are synthesized or influenced by the gut environment:    

• Serotonin: Often called the "feel-good" or "happy" neurotransmitter, serotonin 
plays a critical role in regulating mood, anxiety, sleep, and appetite. Estimates 
suggest that 70% to 90% of the body's serotonin is produced in specialized cells 
within the gut lining, and gut microbes can influence its synthesis. 

• Dopamine: Associated with reward, motivation, pleasure, and motor control, 
dopamine is another key neurotransmitter with significant gut involvement. 
Around 50% of dopamine production is estimated to occur in the gut, influenced 
by certain bacterial strains like Bacillus. Dopamine is also a precursor to 
norepinephrine, involved in the "fight-or-flight" stress response. 

• GABA (Gamma-Aminobutyric Acid): This is the primary inhibitory 
neurotransmitter in the brain, helping to reduce neuronal excitability and promote 
calmness. Several types of gut bacteria, particularly lactic acid producers like 
Lactobacillus, can synthesize GABA. Adequate GABAergic function is vital for 
regulating anxiety and preventing inappropriate emotional responses. 

The profound biochemical influence of the gut, acting almost as a neurotransmitter 
factory, means that the state of the gut microbiome can have direct consequences for a 
dog's behavior and emotional stability. Disruptions in the gut microbiome (dysbiosis) 
have been increasingly linked to behavioral problems in dogs. Research suggests 
associations between altered gut microbial profiles and conditions like anxiety, 
fearfulness, and aggression. For instance, one study found links between specific 
bacterial populations (Lactobacillus) and fearfulness in dogs, while others noted 
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different microbial signatures (Megamonas, altered phyla ratios) in aggressive dogs 
compared to non-aggressive ones, although the direction of causality (whether the 
behavior alters the gut or vice versa) remains an area of active investigation. Chronic 
inflammation stemming from gut dysbiosis can also impact the CNS and potentially 
contribute to behavioral issues like aggression. Furthermore, chronic stress itself can 
activate the HPA axis, leading to elevated cortisol, which is also linked to behavioral 
changes including aggression. 

This burgeoning understanding of the GBA opens exciting possibilities. If the gut 
environment directly influences behavior, then strategies aimed at modulating the 
microbiome – such as dietary changes, the use of specific prebiotics or probiotics – hold 
potential as adjunctive approaches for managing behavioral issues in dogs. Research 
has already shown that specific probiotic strains, like Bifidobacterium longum (BL999), 
can lead to reductions in anxious behaviors, lower heart rates, and decreased salivary 
cortisol in anxious dogs, providing tangible evidence for this connection. From a Just 
Behaving perspective, recognizing the powerful link between gut health and behavior 
reinforces our holistic approach. Nurturing a balanced and diverse gut microbiome 
through thoughtful nutrition may be a fundamental, yet often overlooked, component of 
fostering the calm, stable temperament we value in our canine companions. A healthy 
gut may indeed contribute significantly to a well-behaved dog. 

The Science of Variety vs. Monotony 

Feeding the Ecosystem - Diet's Impact on Gut Diversity 

Diet stands out as one of the most significant and readily modifiable factors influencing 
the composition and function of the canine gut microbiome. The food a dog consumes 
provides the essential substrates – the fuel and building blocks – for the trillions of 
microbes residing within its gut. Different types of bacteria have different nutritional 
preferences and capabilities; some excel at fermenting complex carbohydrates and 
fibers, others specialize in breaking down proteins or fats. Therefore, the nature of the 
diet directly shapes which microbial populations thrive and what metabolic byproducts 
they produce. 

From a logical standpoint, feeding a dog the exact same formulation day after day, often 
a highly processed kibble, seems likely to provide a relatively limited and unvarying 
range of microbial substrates. Common sense suggests that such dietary monotony 
would favor a less diverse microbial community, one specialized only for those specific 
ingredients. Conversely, incorporating a wider variety of ingredients, particularly different 
types of proteins, fats, and especially diverse fibers from whole foods, would logically 
provide nourishment for a broader spectrum of beneficial bacteria, potentially fostering a 
more diverse and resilient gut ecosystem. As discussed earlier, reduced microbial 
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diversity (dysbiosis) has been linked to various health issues, including digestive 
disorders and potentially impacting immune function and even behavior. 

Scientific evidence supports the profound impact of diet type on the canine microbiome. 
Studies comparing dogs fed conventional extruded kibble diets to those fed raw meat-
based diets (RMBDs) or fresh food diets have documented significant shifts in microbial 
populations. For example, switching dogs from kibble to a raw meat diet led to changes 
in the relative abundance of major phyla like Fusobacteria and Firmicutes, and shifts in 
genera associated with carbohydrate versus protein fermentation (Faecalibacterium, 
Megamonas, Lactobacillus decreased, aligning somewhat closer to wolf profiles). 
Another study found that feeding a fresh food diet resulted in higher alpha diversity (a 
measure of microbial variety) on the skin compared to when the same dogs ate dry 
food, suggesting dietary impacts extend beyond the gut. Similarly, a pilot study 
intriguingly found that greater overall dietary diversity (defined as the number of unique 
food sources consumed daily) was associated with distinct shifts in the composition of 
the urinary microbiome in healthy dogs, further hinting at the systemic reach of dietary 
influence on microbial communities. 

Perhaps most compelling is research investigating the long-term health implications of 
early-life diets. One significant study followed dogs over time and found that feeding a 
non-processed meat-based diet (NPMD - incorporating raw meats, organs, bones, fish, 
eggs, vegetables, berries) during puppyhood (2-6 months) and adolescence (6-18 
months) was significantly protective against the development of chronic enteropathy 
(CE) later in life. Conversely, feeding an ultra-processed carbohydrate-based diet 
(UPCD - primarily kibble) during these critical developmental periods was identified as a 
significant risk factor for developing CE later on. The magnitude of these effects was 
notable, with odds ratios indicating a roughly 22-29% decrease in CE risk for each unit 
increase in NPMD consumption during puppyhood, and a similar percentage increase in 
risk for each unit increase in UPCD consumption. This strongly suggests that the type of 
diet consumed during early life plays a critical role in programming the gut microbiome 
and immune system with lasting consequences for gastrointestinal health. Similar 
findings linked early life diet type to the later risk of developing otitis (ear infections), 
reinforcing the concept of early life dietary programming. 

Supplements like prebiotics (non-digestible fibers that feed beneficial bacteria) and 
probiotics (live beneficial bacteria) are also known to modulate the gut microbiota, often 
increasing populations of specific beneficial groups like Lactobacillus, Bifidobacterium, 
and butyrate-producers like Faecalibacterium. This further demonstrates the sensitivity 
of the gut ecosystem to dietary inputs. 

While many sources logically extrapolate that rotational feeding (systematically 
changing foods) should enhance gut diversity by providing varied substrates , it is 
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important to note that direct experimental studies specifically comparing the gut 
microbiome effects of monotonous versus rotational feeding of similar quality diets in 
dogs appear limited in the currently reviewed literature. The benefits are often inferred 
from the broader principle that dietary diversity influences microbial diversity. However, 
the collective evidence strongly indicates that what a dog eats profoundly shapes its 
internal ecosystem, and the findings linking early life fresh/raw diets to better long-term 
gut health provide compelling support for moving away from lifelong dietary monotony, 
particularly with highly processed foods. Providing a variety of high-quality inputs seems 
the most logical approach to nourishing a diverse and resilient gut microbiome. 

Deconstructing "Complete and Balanced" - A Closer Look at AAFCO 

The phrase "complete and balanced" prominently displayed on pet food packaging 
offers significant reassurance to owners seeking to provide adequate nutrition for their 
companions. This terminology signifies that the food is formulated to meet the nutritional 
levels established by the Association of American Feed Control Officials (AAFCO) for a 
specific life stage. AAFCO, an independent organization, develops model regulations 
and nutrient profiles that are widely adopted by state feed control officials, creating a 
baseline standard for commercial pet foods across the United States. It's crucial to 
understand, however, that AAFCO itself does not approve, certify, or endorse specific 
pet foods; it sets the standards that manufacturers aim to meet. 

AAFCO recognizes distinct life stages with differing nutritional needs: 
gestation/lactation, growth (puppies/kittens), adult maintenance, and "all life stages" 
(which must meet the more demanding requirements of growth and reproduction). For a 
food to carry the "complete and balanced" claim for a designated stage, its nutritional 
adequacy must be substantiated in one of three ways :    

1. Formulated to Meet AAFCO Nutrient Profiles: The food's recipe is calculated 
to contain at least the minimum levels (and not exceed the maximum levels, 
where specified) for all nutrients listed in the relevant AAFCO Dog or Cat Food 
Nutrient Profile. These profiles list dozens of essential nutrients, including amino 
acids, fatty acids, vitamins, and minerals, expressed on a dry matter basis and 
often linked to a specific caloric density. 

2. Animal Feeding Trials using AAFCO Procedures: The food is fed as the sole 
diet to a group of animals (dogs or cats) for a specified period (e.g., 26 weeks for 
adult maintenance) according to AAFCO protocols. The animals' health is 
monitored to ensure the diet supports the intended life stage. This is often 
considered the "gold standard" by some. 

3. Family Rule: A product can claim nutritional adequacy if it is nutritionally similar 
(based on specific criteria like processing type, moisture, energy content, and 
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key nutrient levels) to a "lead product" from the same company that has 
successfully passed an AAFCO feeding trial. 

While these standards provide an essential safety net to prevent widespread nutritional 
deficiencies, relying solely on the "complete and balanced" statement as a guarantee of 
optimal nutrition overlooks several significant limitations inherent in the AAFCO system : 

• Minimums, Not Optimal Levels: The AAFCO profiles primarily establish 
minimum nutrient requirements necessary to prevent deficiency diseases and 
ensure survival and basic function. They are not necessarily designed to define 
the optimal levels of nutrients required for a dog to truly thrive throughout its life. 
Aiming for the minimum is fundamentally different from aiming for the best 
possible health. This gap between minimum requirements and optimal nutrition is 
a critical point often missed by consumers relying solely on the label claim. 

• Ingredient Quality and Digestibility Ignored: The standards do not differentiate 
based on the quality, source, or bioavailability of ingredients. A food can meet the 
protein minimum using highly digestible muscle meat or less digestible sources. 
Similarly, fiber requirements can be met with nutritious vegetables or less 
desirable fillers like peanut hulls. The nutrient analysis on the label reflects what's 
in the food, not necessarily what the dog can actually digest and absorb. This 
creates a significant blind spot, as the nutritional value ultimately depends on the 
dog's ability to utilize the nutrients provided. 

• Processing Effects Unaccounted For: Commercial pet food production, 
especially extrusion for kibble, involves high heat and pressure, which can 
degrade heat-sensitive nutrients like certain vitamins and potentially alter the 
structure of proteins and fats. While manufacturers are expected to account for 
processing losses , the AAFCO standards themselves don't explicitly regulate or 
standardize these effects, leading to potential variability in the final nutrient 
content compared to the initial formulation. 

• Unrecognized or Unspecified Nutrients: The profiles focus on established 
essential nutrients but do not encompass all compounds potentially beneficial for 
health, such as live enzymes, phytonutrients from whole plants, certain types of 
fatty acids beyond the basics, or specific amino acids that might be conditionally 
essential. A diet meeting AAFCO minimums might lack these potentially valuable 
components found in more diverse, less processed diets. 

• Limitations of Feeding Trials: While feeding trials demonstrate that a food can 
sustain life for the trial duration, they have limitations. The minimum duration 
(e.g., 26 weeks) may not be sufficient to reveal long-term health issues. 
Furthermore, foods undergoing feeding trials are not required to meet the 
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AAFCO nutrient profiles, meaning a diet could pass a trial while being technically 
deficient or excessive in certain nutrients according to the profiles (often seen 
with therapeutic diets). Conversely, a diet failing a feeding trial (perhaps due to 
palatability) could still be marketed if it meets the profiles via formulation. 

• Life Stage Generalizations: The broad categories, particularly "All Life Stages," 
can be problematic. An ALS food must meet the higher nutrient demands of 
growth and reproduction, which may provide excessive levels of calories, protein, 
calcium, or phosphorus for less active adult or senior dogs. Additionally, there are 
no distinct AAFCO profiles for senior dogs, despite known changes in nutrient 
needs with age , nor specific adjustments for highly active working dogs versus 
sedentary companions. The profiles are largely based on the needs of 
moderately active dogs. 

• Based on the "Average" Dog: The profiles represent generalized requirements 
and do not account for individual variations in metabolism, breed predispositions, 
or specific health conditions. 

These limitations collectively suggest that while a food labeled "complete and balanced" 
according to AAFCO standards provides a crucial baseline, it doesn't guarantee optimal 
nutrition for every dog, especially over a lifetime. Relying on a single formulation 
indefinitely might lead to suboptimal intake of certain nutrients or an excess of others, 
particularly given the inherent variability in ingredients and processing. This 
underscores the potential benefit of thoughtful dietary variety as a form of nutritional 
insurance, helping to buffer against potential gaps or imbalances in any single product. 

Table 1: Summary of AAFCO "Complete and Balanced" Limitations 

Limitation Category Description Potential Implication for 
Single-Food Feeding 

Minimums vs. 
Optimal 

Profiles define minimums to 
prevent deficiency, not levels 
for optimal health/thriving. 

Lifelong feeding may meet 
basic needs but not support 
peak vitality or resilience. 

Ingredient 
Quality/Bioavailability 

Standards don't account for 
ingredient source quality, 
digestibility, or nutrient 
bioavailability. 

Nutrient levels on paper may 
not reflect what the dog 
actually absorbs and utilizes. 

Processing Effects Nutrient 
degradation/alteration during 

Actual nutrient content in the 
final product can vary and may 
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manufacturing (e.g., 
extrusion) isn't standardized. 

be lower than formulated 
levels. 

Unrecognized 
Nutrients 

Profiles don't include all 
potentially beneficial 
compounds (e.g., enzymes, 
phytonutrients). 

Diet may lack components 
found in whole foods that 
contribute to overall health 
beyond basic requirements. 

Feeding Trial 
Limitations 

Trials ensure basic 
sustenance for limited time; 
don't require meeting 
profiles. 

Passing a trial doesn't 
guarantee long-term optimal 
health or adherence to nutrient 
minimums/maximums. 

Life Stage 
Generalizations 

Broad categories ("All Life 
Stages," no senior profile) 
may provide inappropriate 
nutrient levels. 

ALS foods may cause excess 
intake for adults/seniors; 
specific needs of seniors or 
athletes not addressed. 

Individual Needs Profiles based on "average" 
dog, not accounting for 
individual variation. 

A single formula may not be 
ideal for every dog's unique 
metabolism, breed, or health 
status. 

Activity Level 
Assumption 

Profiles often based on 
moderately active dogs. 

May lead to nutrient 
imbalances (deficiency or 
excess) for sedentary or highly 
active dogs eating the food. 

  

The Allergy Enigma - Could Consistency Be a Culprit? 

Adverse food reactions (AFRs) are a common concern for dog owners, manifesting as 
skin issues (like itching, redness, recurrent infections, ear problems) and/or 
gastrointestinal disturbances (vomiting, diarrhea, gas). It's important to distinguish 
between true food allergies, which are immune-mediated responses, and food 
intolerances, which are non-immunological reactions (e.g., metabolic or toxic reactions). 
While often used interchangeably in casual conversation, true allergies involve a 
specific malfunction of the immune system. 
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The pathogenesis of food allergies in dogs is complex and not fully understood, but it's 
generally believed to involve a breakdown in the normal mechanisms that prevent the 
immune system from overreacting to food components. The gastrointestinal tract 
normally acts as a sophisticated barrier, selectively absorbing nutrients while preventing 
the entry of large, potentially antigenic molecules (like intact proteins) and harmful 
microbes. Furthermore, the gut-associated lymphoid tissue (GALT) plays a crucial role 
in developing and maintaining "oral tolerance" – a state of immune non-responsiveness 
to the vast array of harmless antigens encountered in food. Food allergies likely arise 
when these protective mechanisms fail, due to factors like increased gut permeability 
("leaky gut"), impaired digestion leaving large protein fragments, deficiencies in 
protective antibodies like secretory IgA (sIgA), or a failure in the GALT's ability to induce 
or maintain tolerance. Food allergens themselves are typically glycoproteins with 
molecular weights between 10-70 kDa that are resistant to heat, acid, and enzymatic 
digestion, allowing them to potentially reach the immune system intact. Common 
culprits implicated in canine food allergies include proteins from beef, dairy products, 
chicken, wheat, eggs, soy, and corn. 

A compelling hypothesis, gaining traction among those questioning conventional feeding 
practices, suggests that the very consistency promoted by many manufacturers might 
contribute to the development of food sensitivities or allergies. Oral tolerance is a 
dynamic process influenced by the dose, frequency, and nature of antigen exposure. It's 
plausible that bombarding the immune system with the exact same, limited set of high-
concentration protein antigens day after day, year after year, could overwhelm or 
dysregulate the tolerance mechanisms. Instead of inducing or maintaining non-
responsiveness, this constant, monotonous exposure might inadvertently promote 
sensitization, leading the immune system to eventually recognize those common dietary 
proteins as "foreign" and mount an allergic response (often involving IgE antibodies, 
characteristic of Type I hypersensitivity). 

From this perspective, incorporating dietary variety through rotational feeding offers a 
potential preventative strategy. By regularly changing the primary protein sources and 
other ingredients, the immune system encounters a wider array of antigens but avoids 
constant, high-level exposure to any single one. This varied, perhaps lower-dose 
exposure pattern might be more conducive to maintaining oral tolerance and reducing 
the likelihood of sensitization over the long term. It aligns more closely with how immune 
tolerance is thought to be naturally maintained. 

However, it's important to acknowledge a counterargument: some express concern that 
rotational feeding might actually increase the number of ingredients a dog becomes 
sensitive to, thereby limiting options if an elimination diet trial becomes necessary later. 
This highlights a crucial nuance – the way variety is introduced matters immensely. 
Rapidly introducing multiple new foods, especially to a dog with a potentially 
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compromised gut or existing sensitivities, could indeed trigger reactions rather than 
build tolerance. This potential "double-edged sword" underscores the necessity of 
introducing variety gradually and thoughtfully, allowing the digestive and immune 
systems time to adapt.    

Further support for the potential benefits of early dietary diversity comes from human 
epidemiological studies. Research in children suggests that increased food diversity in 
the first year of life is associated with a lower risk of developing asthma, food allergies, 
and food sensitization. Similarly, early life exposure to pets, particularly dogs, has been 
linked to reduced allergy risk in some human populations. While direct parallels must be 
drawn cautiously, these findings, combined with the canine studies linking early life diet 
type (processed vs. non-processed) to later risk of chronic gut and ear conditions , 
strongly suggest that the early stages of a dog's life represent a critical window for 
immune system development and programming. Introducing thoughtful dietary variety 
during puppyhood and adolescence, when oral tolerance is being established , might be 
particularly beneficial for fostering long-term immune health and potentially reducing the 
risk of developing allergies later in life. 

Currently, the definitive diagnosis of food allergy in dogs relies on a rigorous elimination 
diet trial, where the dog is fed a novel protein or hydrolyzed protein diet for several 
weeks to see if clinical signs resolve, followed by a challenge phase where suspected 
ingredients are reintroduced one by one to confirm the trigger. While diagnostic tests 
like skin testing or blood IgE/IgG tests exist, their reliability for food allergies is generally 
considered low. 

Lessons from Nature - Ancestral Diets vs. Modern Meals 

To better understand what might constitute a biologically appropriate diet for our 
domestic dogs, it's informative to look at the feeding ecology of their wild relatives and 
trace their dietary evolution through domestication. Wild canids, such as wolves, 
coyotes, and African golden wolves, are typically classified as carnivores or 
opportunistic omnivores. Their natural diets are characterized by significant variety, 
dictated by prey availability, season, and geographic location. They consume a wide 
range of food items, including large ungulates (deer, moose, boar), smaller mammals 
(rodents, rabbits, beavers), birds and their eggs, reptiles, fish, insects, and carrion. 
Importantly, plant matter, such as fruits, berries, and grasses, also features in their diets, 
sometimes constituting a notable portion, especially seasonally. The key characteristic 
is the lack of monotony; their nutrient intake fluctuates based on what they can hunt, 
scavenge, or forage. 

The journey from wolf to domestic dog involved significant dietary shifts. Fossil evidence 
and isotopic analysis suggest that early dogs, living in proximity to human settlements 
perhaps 15,000 to 40,000 years ago, likely adapted to a diet incorporating human 
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refuse. Analysis of Paleolithic canid teeth (around 28,500 years old) indicates some 
dog-like individuals consumed harder, more brittle foods compared to their wolf-like 
counterparts, suggesting they were eating bones and other scraps left by humans. This 
scavenging behavior would have provided a different, though still likely varied, diet 
compared to that of wolves hunting live prey. The long evolutionary history of the 
Canidae family itself shows multiple instances of diversification, with lineages shifting 
between more omnivorous and hypercarnivorous (highly meat-dependent) strategies 
over millions of years. 

A pivotal moment in canine dietary evolution appears to coincide with the advent of 
human agriculture, roughly 10,000-12,000 years ago. As human diets became 
increasingly reliant on cultivated starches (grains, tubers), the dogs living alongside 
them adapted accordingly. Genetic studies have revealed crucial adaptations in 
domestic dogs compared to wolves, most notably a significant increase in the copy 
number of the AMY2B gene, which codes for pancreatic amylase, the enzyme 
responsible for breaking down starch. Adaptations in other genes involved in starch 
digestion (MGAM) and glucose absorption (SGLT1) have also been identified. This 
genetic shift allowed dogs to thrive on starch-rich diets relative to the primarily protein-
based diet of wolves, reflecting a parallel evolution alongside agricultural human 
societies. It's noteworthy, however, that this adaptation is not uniformly fixed across all 
modern dog breeds, suggesting varying degrees of adaptation to high-starch diets. 

Despite these adaptations enhancing their ability to utilize carbohydrates, domestic 
dogs retain many core physiological traits inherited from their carnivorous ancestors. 
Their digestive tract remains relatively short compared to true omnivores or herbivores, 
optimized for processing animal tissues. They possess teeth designed for tearing and 
crushing rather than extensive grinding of plant matter. While capable of utilizing 
carbohydrates, protein and fat remain essential macronutrients, and dogs generally 
select diets with significant protein content when given the choice. This suggests that 
domestication made dogs more flexible eaters – facultative carnivores or adapted 
omnivores – rather than transforming them into obligate starch consumers. 

This evolutionary context starkly contrasts with the prevailing modern feeding practice of 
providing a single, highly processed, often carbohydrate-heavy kibble formula for a 
dog's entire life. This approach represents a significant departure from both the varied 
diet of wild canids and the likely varied, albeit different, diet of early domestic dogs. 
While trends promoting "natural," "ancestral," or raw diets aim to address this 
discrepancy , these also come with potential risks if not carefully formulated and 
handled, including nutritional imbalances and microbial contamination.    

From a Just Behaving perspective, the most valuable lesson from ancestral diets is not 
necessarily the exact ingredients (raw vs. cooked, specific prey) but the fundamental 
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principle of variety. The evolutionary history of dogs highlights their adaptability but also 
their deep roots in consuming diverse food sources. Embracing thoughtful variety in 
modern feeding practices – incorporating different proteins, whole foods, and perhaps 
different food formats – appears to align more closely with their biological heritage than 
does lifelong dietary monotony. It leverages their adaptive flexibility rather than 
restricting it. 

Table 2: Comparing Canine Dietary Approaches 

Feature Wild 
Wolf/Cani
d Diet 

Early 
Domestic Dog 
Diet 
(Estimated) 

Typical 
Modern 
Kibble Diet 

Thoughtful Varied 
Modern Diet 
(Rotation/Whole 
Foods) 

Variety Level High; 
seasonally 
driven, 
opportunis
tic  

Moderate to 
High; likely 
varied 
scraps/scaven
ged items  

Low; often 
single 
formula for 
extended 
periods 
[User Article] 

Moderate to High; 
intentional 
rotation/supplementa
tion  

Processing Level Minimal; 
raw prey, 
plants, 
carrion  

Variable; likely 
included 
cooked/uncook
ed human 
refuse 

High; 
extrusion 
(heat/pressu
re) common  

Variable; can include 
kibble, canned, 
cooked, raw 
components  

Typical 
Macronutrient 
Emphasis 

High 
Protein, 
High Fat, 
Low Carb  

Likely Variable; 
depended on 
human 
diet/waste 

Often 
Moderate 
Protein, 
Moderate 
Fat, High 
Carb  

Can be tailored; 
often aims for higher 
protein/fat, controlled 
carbs 

Potential Pros Nutrient 
diversity, 
natural 
componen
ts, dental 
abrasion 

Adaptation to 
human 
proximity 

Convenienc
e, shelf-
stability, 
meets 
AAFCO 
minimums  

Enhanced nutrient 
profile, gut diversity 
support, potential 
allergy prevention, 
meal interest  
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Potential 
Cons/Considerati
ons 

Parasites, 
inconsiste
nt 
availability, 
potential 
injury 

Nutritional 
imbalances, 
potential toxins 

Processing 
effects, 
ingredient 
quality 
concerns, 
monotony 
risks 
(gut/allergy), 
potential 
nutrient gaps  

Requires planning, 
gradual transitions, 
potential cost 
increase, careful 
selection for 
quality/balance  

 

Navigating the Real World - Transitions, Marketing, and Practical Application 

Why Change Can Be Challenging - Understanding Digestive Adaptation 

Many dog owners hesitate to vary their dog's diet due to the common experience – or 
fear – of gastrointestinal upset following a food switch. Abrupt changes in diet are 
indeed frequently associated with symptoms like diarrhea, vomiting, gas, or decreased 
appetite. This reaction, however, is not necessarily an indictment of dietary variety itself, 
but rather a predictable consequence of how the canine digestive system, particularly 
the gut microbiome, adapts to its inputs.    

The trillions of microbes residing in the gut are not passive bystanders; they actively 
participate in digestion by fermenting dietary components that escape the host's own 
enzymes. Different microbial species specialize in breaking down different substrates – 
some thrive on specific types of fiber, others on proteins or fats. When a dog consumes 
the same food consistently over a long period, its gut microbiome becomes highly 
adapted and specialized to process that specific set of ingredients. The microbial 
community structure and its collective enzymatic machinery are optimized for that 
monotonous diet. 

When a new food with different ingredients, macronutrient ratios, or fiber types is 
suddenly introduced, the existing microbial community may be ill-equipped to efficiently 
process the novel substrates. This mismatch can lead to inefficient digestion, alterations 
in fermentation patterns, changes in gut motility, and shifts in water absorption, 
manifesting as diarrhea or other signs of GI upset. The microbiome needs time to adjust 
– for populations suited to the new food to increase and for the overall community to 
establish a new functional equilibrium. Studies have shown that the canine gut 
microbiota exhibits significant plasticity, capable of shifting composition within weeks in 
response to dietary changes, such as moving from kibble to raw or vegan diets, and 
these changes can often revert if the original diet is restored. 
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This leads to a critical re-framing, consistent with the Just Behaving philosophy: Is the 
digestive upset during a food transition a sign that variety is inherently problematic, or is 
it a symptom of the prior restriction? We strongly suspect the latter. A digestive system 
and its microbial community that have only ever processed one specific formulation 
become less flexible and less resilient to change. The specialization that allows efficient 
processing of the familiar diet comes at the cost of adaptability. Introducing novelty then 
requires a significant adjustment period, much like a person accustomed to a very plain 
diet might experience discomfort after suddenly eating a rich or spicy meal . The issue 
isn't necessarily the new food, but the lack of preparedness in the system due to 
previous monotony. 

Therefore, judging a new food solely based on immediate stool consistency can be 
misleading. Minor, temporary changes in stool firmness or frequency during a transition 
period do not automatically indicate that the food is "bad" for the dog. It may simply 
reflect the gut microbiome undergoing a healthy process of adaptation and 
diversification as it adjusts to new ingredients. Monitoring stool quality over time, 
perhaps using a fecal scoring chart for consistency, provides a more accurate picture of 
how the dog is adjusting. 

This understanding underscores the paramount importance of gradual transitions when 
introducing any new food, especially if the dog has been on a single diet for an 
extended period. A transition period of 7 to 14 days, gradually mixing increasing 
amounts of the new food with decreasing amounts of the old food, allows the gut 
microbiome the necessary time to shift its populations and enzymatic activity, minimizing 
the potential for digestive upset. While some dogs, particularly those perhaps already 
accustomed to some variety, may tolerate faster switches, a slow, observant approach 
is always prudent. Over time, it's plausible that a gut ecosystem regularly and 
thoughtfully exposed to diverse inputs may develop greater resilience and adaptability, 
becoming better equipped to handle dietary changes smoothly. 

The Marketing Maze - Separating Fact from Fiction 

Navigating the world of commercial pet food can feel like traversing a maze, filled with 
appealing claims, conflicting information, and sophisticated marketing strategies. For 
owners seeking the best for their dogs, it's essential to develop a critical eye and 
understand the forces that shape the messages we receive. One prevalent narrative, 
often subtly or overtly promoted, is the idea of finding one "perfect" food and feeding it 
exclusively for the dog's entire life [User Article]. While presented as ensuring 
consistency, it's reasonable to question whether this advice prioritizes the dog's optimal 
long-term health or serves the manufacturer's goal of securing brand loyalty and 
predictable sales. Large companies benefit significantly when owners believe switching 
foods is unnecessary or risky. 
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Ironically, the very notion of "consistency" provided by sticking to one bag may be an 
illusion. Research, including studies using isotopic analysis, has revealed significant 
variability in ingredient composition and nutrient profiles even between different batches 
of the same brand and flavor of pet food. Manufacturers may use "variable formulas," 
adjusting ingredient proportions based on cost and availability while aiming to meet the 
guaranteed analysis minimums/maximums, rather than strictly adhering to a "fixed 
formula" with unchanging ingredient amounts. Furthermore, inherent variability in raw 
agricultural ingredients and the effects of processing introduce additional potential for 
fluctuation in the final product's nutritional content. This reality undermines the argument 
that feeding a single product guarantees unchanging, perfectly consistent nutrition day 
after day. 

Pet food marketing often focuses heavily on specific ingredients or the absence thereof, 
tapping into consumer trends and concerns. Claims like "no by-products," "grain-free," 
"real chicken first," or "natural" are common. While seemingly informative, these claims 
can sometimes distract from the bigger picture of overall nutritional balance, nutrient 
bioavailability, and the appropriateness of the diet for the individual dog. For example, 
the term "natural" lacks a strict, universally enforced definition in pet food (unlike the 
AAFCO definition, its application in marketing can be vague) and can be confusing or 
even perceived as meaningless marketing hype by consumers. Similarly, focusing on a 
single "premium" ingredient listed first may obscure the nutritional contribution (or lack 
thereof) of the rest of the formula.    

The industry also engages in what might be termed "innovation theater". New formulas 
boasting trendy ingredients (like exotic proteins, ancient grains, or specific supplements) 
are constantly introduced, often with minimal changes to the core formulation but 
significant price increases. These "new and improved" versions may contain the 
highlighted ingredient in quantities too small to offer substantial nutritional benefits, 
serving primarily as a marketing angle. This constant churn can be driven more by the 
need to appear current and compete for shelf space than by genuine breakthroughs in 
nutritional science. This focus on marketing trends and influencer endorsements can 
potentially divert resources away from addressing fundamental, unanswered questions 
in canine nutrition, such as the long-term health effects of different processing methods 
or the optimal forms of various micronutrients. 

Palatability – ensuring the pet readily eats the food – is understandably a major focus 
for manufacturers, as food refusal leads to lost sales. Rigorous palatability testing is 
common. However, an overemphasis on immediate taste acceptance could potentially 
lead to formulations that prioritize highly palatable (sometimes less nutritious or higher-
calorie) ingredients over long-term optimal health, especially when balancing cost 
factors. 
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Furthermore, the feeding guidelines provided on packaging warrant scrutiny. Analyses 
suggest that recommendations on premium foods often suggest portion sizes delivering 
significantly more calories than many pets require, potentially contributing to the 
widespread issue of pet obesity. This over-recommendation benefits manufacturers by 
increasing consumption rates and potentially creating a later market for their specialized 
(and often more expensive) weight-management formulas. 

Given this complex landscape, it's unsurprising that many pet owners report finding pet 
food labels confusing or even misleading. The Just Behaving approach encourages 
owners to look beyond the marketing claims, question the underlying motivations, and 
base feeding decisions on observable health in their individual dog, supported by an 
understanding of nutritional principles rather than succumbing to industry hype. Critical 
thinking is paramount when navigating the pet food aisle. 

The Just Behaving Way - Principles of Thoughtful Nourishment 

Synthesizing the scientific understanding of canine physiology, gut health, and dietary 
influences with our core Just Behaving philosophy leads us to advocate for a more 
thoughtful, observant, and variety-driven approach to nourishing our dogs. This 
approach moves beyond simply following label instructions and instead empowers 
owners to become active participants in their dog's nutritional well-being. It is guided by 
several key principles: 

Principle 1: Question the Status Quo. We encourage owners not to blindly accept the 
prevailing dogma that feeding the same single food for life is the optimal or only way 
[User Article]. It's essential to critically evaluate the source of this advice – is it rooted in 
unbiased nutritional science focused on thriving, or influenced by marketing objectives 
aimed at brand loyalty? Consider the logical inconsistencies and potential limitations of 
lifelong dietary monotony discussed earlier. 

Principle 2: Prioritize Gut Health. Recognize the gut microbiome as a central pillar of 
overall health, influencing immunity, nutrient absorption, inflammation, and even 
behavior. Dietary choices should actively aim to support a diverse, balanced, and 
resilient gut ecosystem. This involves providing varied substrates, particularly diverse 
fibers, and potentially incorporating beneficial microbes (probiotics) or the foods that 
feed them (prebiotics). A healthy gut is foundational to the physical vitality and stable 
temperament we seek in our companions. 

Principle 3: Embrace Thoughtful Variety. Instead of monotony, we advocate for 
incorporating dietary variety in a systematic and gradual manner [User Article]. This 
doesn't mean chaotic feeding, but rather planned variation. Two primary methods 
include: 
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• Rotational Feeding: This involves periodically switching between different high-
quality commercial foods. Rotation might occur with each new bag, every few 
weeks, or every few months. Ideally, rotation would involve foods with different 
primary protein sources (e.g., chicken, beef, fish, lamb) to vary antigen exposure 
and provide different amino acid profiles. When starting, choosing foods with 
similar overall macronutrient profiles (fat, fiber) can ease the transition. It may 
also involve rotating between different reputable brands, provided their quality 
and formulation philosophy are vetted. 

• Whole Food Supplementation: This involves adding small amounts of fresh, 
unprocessed, dog-appropriate foods to the dog's regular meals. Examples 
include small portions of cooked lean meats (chicken, turkey, beef), fish (like 
salmon or sardines, cooked or canned in water), cooked eggs, plain yogurt or 
kefir (sources of probiotics), and certain vegetables (e.g., steamed or pureed 
pumpkin, carrots, green beans, sweet potatoes) or fruits (e.g., blueberries, small 
amounts of apple). These additions provide diverse nutrients, fibers, and 
potentially beneficial phytonutrients often lacking in processed foods. 

Principle 4: Manage Transitions Wisely. As emphasized previously, gradual 
introduction is key, especially when moving away from a long-term monotonous diet. A 
transition period of at least 7-10 days, progressively increasing the proportion of the 
new food while decreasing the old, allows the digestive system and microbiome time to 
adapt. It's crucial not to interpret minor, temporary changes in stool consistency during 
this period as a definitive sign that the new food is unsuitable. Patience and observation 
are essential. 

Principle 5: Observe Your Dog. Ultimately, the best diet is the one that supports 
optimal health in the individual dog [User Article]. Pay close attention to objective 
indicators: consistent energy levels appropriate for age and breed, a healthy skin and 
coat, good quality and consistent stools (evaluated over time, not just during 
transitions), healthy body condition, and overall vitality and demeanor. These 
observations, rather than marketing claims or rigid adherence to a single product, 
should guide ongoing feeding decisions. 

While concerns about rotational feeding causing pickiness or being difficult for dogs with 
specific medical dietary needs are valid considerations, we believe these can often be 
managed with a thoughtful, gradual, and observant approach. For many dogs, the 
potential benefits of variety for gut health, nutrient diversity, and long-term resilience 
align strongly with the Just Behaving goal of fostering truly thriving, balanced 
companions. 

Conclusion - Nourishing the Whole Dog for a Balanced Life 
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A Call for Thoughtful Feeding 

Our exploration into canine nutrition, viewed through the Just Behaving lens of holistic 
well-being, leads us to a clear conclusion: the conventional wisdom of feeding a single, 
processed food for a dog's entire life warrants critical rethinking. The scientific evidence 
illuminates the profound importance of the canine gut microbiome, not just for digestion, 
but as a central regulator of immunity, metabolism, and even behavior via the intricate 
gut-brain axis. We've seen how diet is a primary driver shaping this vital ecosystem, 
with different ingredients nourishing different microbial communities. 

Furthermore, a critical examination reveals the inherent limitations of relying solely on 
the "complete and balanced" standard defined by AAFCO. While providing an essential 
safety net against deficiencies, these standards focus on minimums rather than optimal 
levels, often fail to account for ingredient quality or bioavailability, overlook the impacts 
of processing, and may not adequately address the needs of all life stages or activity 
levels. This suggests that lifelong reliance on a single formulation, even one meeting 
AAFCO standards, may not guarantee optimal nutrition or support maximum health 
resilience over time. 
  

The potential link between monotonous diets and the development of food sensitivities, 
possibly through the overwhelming of oral tolerance mechanisms by continuous antigen 
exposure, adds another layer of concern. Conversely, the principle of dietary variety 
aligns more closely with the natural feeding ecology of wild canids and the likely varied 
diets of early domestic dogs. While dogs have adapted to utilize carbohydrates more 
effectively than wolves, their fundamental physiology remains that of a flexible 
carnivore/omnivore capable of thriving on diverse inputs. 

Therefore, embracing thoughtful dietary variety – whether through systematic rotation of 
high-quality commercial foods or the supplementation with fresh, whole-food ingredients 
– emerges as a logical approach. It aims to nourish a more diverse and resilient gut 
microbiome, provide a broader spectrum of nutrients potentially buffering against gaps 
in any single formula, and may help maintain immune tolerance by varying antigen 
exposure. This approach directly supports the Just Behaving goals of fostering natural 
development, enhancing long-term health, promoting systemic balance, and supporting 
a stable temperament. While dietary consistency offers simplicity, the potential benefits 
derived from managed variety appear to offer a more robust foundation for a truly 
thriving canine companion. 

Empowering Owners and Professionals 

Adopting a more varied approach to canine nutrition requires a shift in perspective for 
both dog owners and the professionals who guide them. It means moving away from 



© 2025 Just Behaving (Dan Roach). All rights reserved. Page | 21  

passively accepting marketing narratives and manufacturer recommendations towards 
becoming active, informed participants in ensuring a dog's nutritional health. This 
involves prioritizing observation of the individual dog – their energy, coat, digestion, and 
overall vitality – as the ultimate measure of a diet's success. 

It also necessitates open and informed conversations between owners, veterinarians, 
and veterinary nutritionists. These discussions should move beyond the potentially 
biased influence of marketing and delve into the scientific rationale for dietary variety, 
the limitations of current standards, and the practicalities of implementing changes 
safely and effectively. Veterinarians play a crucial role in helping owners navigate these 
choices, particularly for dogs with pre-existing health conditions, ensuring that any 
dietary modifications support, rather than compromise, the dog's specific needs. 

Ultimately, nourishing our dogs holistically involves more than just filling a bowl with a 
product labeled "complete and balanced." It requires a deeper understanding of their 
unique biology, particularly the intricate workings of the gut microbiome and its 
connection to overall health. It demands critical thinking to see past marketing claims 
and a commitment to observing the individual animal's response. By embracing 
thoughtful variety and prioritizing the foundational principles of gut health, we can make 
dietary choices that truly support the entire system, contributing to a longer, healthier, 
and more balanced life for our canine companions – the very essence of the Just 
Behaving philosophy 


