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Short Communication

Driven by the growing interest in improving the health and 
well-being of dogs and cats through diet, the so-called functional 
foods occupy an increasingly prominent place in the nutrition of 
these animals.

Although initially the advances in the knowledge about this 
type of food were directed only towards human nutrition, at pres-
ent several pet food brands, in particular those of Premium and 
Super Premium quality, also contribute in their formulas some of 
these healthy nutrients.

The concept of functional food originated in Japan at the be-
ginning of the 1980s. At that time the Japanese government, con-
cerned about the rise in its expenses in Public Health as a result 
of the increase in the life expectancy of its population, initiated 
a series of nutritional research programs [1]. Its purpose was to 
obtain food that would provide the necessary nutrients to “avoid 
deficiencies and improve the quality of life of its inhabitants”. As a 
result of these studies, they established a new category of poten-
tially beneficial foods, called "functional foods" or "foods for spe-
cific health use" (FOSHU).
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Hippocrates already said it

Beyond the Japanese history, the relationship between good nu-
trition and good health has been known for about 25 centuries ago, 
when the Greek Hippocrates of Cos, the father of modern Medicine, 
already recommended: "Let your food be your medicine, and may 
your medicine be your food”.

This healthy conception of nutritional management, renamed 
in 1989 as nutraceutical by Dr. Stephen DeFelice, also began to be 
applied in the formulation of balanced feed for dogs and cats [5]. In 
large part, it emerged in response to the growing demand of some 
pets parents who already incorporated functional nutrients into 
their diets and who, when choosing a balanced food for their pets, 
began to look for pet food brands that would also provide them in 
its composition.

In addition to this trend, the advance in scientific knowledge 
about certain healthy properties of some natural ingredients led 
to the emergence of new claims to communicate the benefits for 
the welfare of pets linked to the consumption of this type of food. 
In this sense, it became increasingly common to find pet foods that, 
thanks to the inclusion of functional ingredients, "favor intestinal 
health", "stimulate or strengthen the immune system", "decrease 
inflammatory processes" and even "improve development neuro-
nal” (see Table 1).

Nutrition-health

The functional nutrients help keep dogs and cats healthy 
through different mechanisms of action that act at different levels 
of the body.

Some have the property of helping to neutralize the harmful ac-
tion, caused by cells called free radicals, chemical substances that 
are generated as a result of cellular metabolism reactions (oxida-
tion). Some of the antioxidant functional nutrients that protect the 
body of pets are: tomatoes, which provide lycopene; Marigold's 
blueberries and flowers, which contain flavonoids; green tea and 
apples, with polyphenols; Rosemary extract, which has carot-
enoids, among others [3].

The so-called functional fibers, or prebiotics, favor the selective 
development of the “beneficial” microorganisms of the intestinal 
microbiome. In this way they contribute to strengthen intestinal 
health. Among the functional nutrients that provide them can be 
mentioned beet pulp, chicory and fructooligosaccharides, among 
others. Under the term probiotic (in favor of life), FAO defines "liv-
ing microorganisms that exert a beneficial action on host health 
when administered in adequate amounts". The incorporation of 
Lactobacillus and bifidobacteria in the formula of some pet foods 
contributes to improve intestinal health, strengthen the immune 
system and stimulate the proper functioning of the gut-brain axis 
[3,4].
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Ingredient Functional nutrient provided Health benefits 

Fish oil
Marine microalgae
Chia seeds

Essential fatty acids 
omegas 3 (DHA/EPA)

Contribute to ...
Reduce inflammatory processes.
Improve neuronal development in puppies.
Improve vision (contrast discrimination ability)
Improve the response in learning tests in puppies.
Improve early psychomotor performance (puppies).
Improve the post-vaccination response.

Prebiotic fibers:
Beet pulp
Chicory

Fructooligosaccharides (FOS)
Inulin

Contribute to ...
Improve intestinal health.
Promote the gut-brain axis.

Probiotic microorganisms Lactobacillus/bifidobacterias
Contribute to…
Improve intestinal health.
Stimulate the immune system.
Favoring the gut-brain axis.

Yeast wall Mananooligosaccharides (MOS)
Contribute to…
Protect the gut against pathogenic bacteria.

Cranberries/other red fruits
Calendula (Marigold) Flavonoids (antioxidant)

Contribute to…
Protect cell membranes against free radicals.

Tomato Lycopene (antiox.)
Green Tea
Apple

Polyphenols (catechins, antiox.)
Polyphenols (resveratrol, antiox.)
Polyphenols (quercitin, antiox.)

Rosemary Extract
Beef/poultry/fish
Fruits/vegetables (carrot, etc.)

Carotenoids (antiox.)
Vitamin A (antiox.)
Provitamin A

Sunflower seeds
Vegetable oils (canola)

Vitamin E: tocopherols (antiox.)

Kiwi (Actinidia deliciosa)
Red pepper

Vitamin C (antiox.)

Beeryeast Betaglucans Contribute to…
Stimulate the immune system

The contribution in the pets diets of DHA (docosahexaenoic 
acid), a fatty acid from the omega 3 family, helps strengthen the 
development of the central nervous system and neural functioning 
in puppies [2]. At the same time, it helps increase the post-vaccina-
tion response in puppies due to the generation of higher concen-
tration of antibodies.

Table 1: Main functional nutrients provided by pet foods.

They prevent, they don't cure

Although the consumption of balanced foods with functional 
nutrients helps to ensure the good health of dogs and cats, it is 
important to note that they do not have therapeutic properties. 
Nutraceuticals is a very useful help tool for the veterinarian in the 

preventive dietary management of certain pathologies of domestic 
pets. They do not replace but do contribute the conventional thera-
peutic methods used in the clinic of small animals.
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