Pet Food Labels

A pet food label represents a contract between the manufacturer and consumer.  

The Association of American Feed Control Officials (AAFCO) establishes the content and format of label information and the description of ingredients on pet food labels sold. 

On the federal level, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) regulates the pet food companies. Understanding the key components of a pet food label can help you advise clients about diets.  

One fundamental requirement that applies to the entire pet food label is that no statement making false or misleading comparisons between the product and another pet food can appear on the label.  Pet food manufacturers that violate labeling regulations face serious consequences that range from a product recall to criminal charges.

According to AAFCO regulations the nutritional adequacy of a food only requires recommended levels of essential nutrients at two different life stages, growth and reproduction.

Statements such as “formulated to meet the AAFCO dog food nutrient profile” only indicate that laboratory analysis for a minimal chemical content.  Testing is not animal feeding performance and says nothing about adequacy, bioavailablity or excesses.

The AAFCO Animal feeding test statement lets the consumer know that the product was used in animal feeding tests and that it preformed at acceptable levels.

Nutritional adequacy statements are not required for treats or snacks intended for intermittent feeding.

There are no government requirements in Canada for substantiation of nutritional claims.  Pet foods must meet nutrient standards and pass digestibility feeding trials.

Some information found as part of a pet food label is optional and left to the pet food manufacturer’s discretion.  Still, ALL cat and dog food labels must contain eight pieces of information.

Product name

Designation or statement of intent (identifies the product as cat or dog food)

Net weight of the contents

Guaranteed analysis

Nutritional adequacy statement

Ingredient list

Feeding guidelines

Manufacturers or distributor’s name and address

This essential information can be found in one of two major areas of pet food labels: 

The principal display panel and the information panel.  The specific panel this information appears is determined by the AAFCO guidelines.

Principal display panel:

According to regulation the principal display panel is the part “most likely to be displayed, presented, shown or examined under normal and customary conditions of display for retail sale.”  In other words, it’s the part of the package that pet owners recognize when shopping for a specific food.  This panel must include three elements:

Dog or cat food designation (generic name) 

Product name

Net weight : Net weight must be given in US customary and metric system and is found in the lower one third of the display panel.  Package size determines the size of the numbers and letters.

A statement of purpose is not required, some companies choose to include a brief statement such as “for kittens, or for overweight and less active adult dogs”

What is in a name?

Many pet food labels are worded to appeal to cat or dog owners, the pet food name listed as part of the product label is strictly regulated by the AAFCO.  For example, for dog food to be called “beef for dogs” or “ABC Beef dog food” , at least 70% of the total product must consist of that named ingredient.

If the name of the pet food includes a combination of meats such as “beef, liver and chicken” the combination of ingredients must make up at least 95% of the total product and be listed in order by weight from greatest to least, plus each ingredient must be at least 3% of the product’s weight.

A qualifier must be part of the product name if the amount of the qualifier is more than 25% but less than 95% of the pet food’s weight.  Qualifiers are terms such as formula, dinner, dish, entrée or platter.  For example, chicken and rice together make up more than 25% of the formula in ABC Chicken and Rice formula.

Some dog and cat foods have a named meat ingredient such as “ABC dog food with chicken”  The name indicates that the food contains at least 3% chicken by weight.  

Pet foods including the word flavor need to contain only a “detectable” amount of the named ingredient.

A simple way to look at this is the simpler the title of the pet food, the higher the content of meat.

Beef Dog food vs  Beef Dinner for Dogs vs Dog Food with Beef vs Beef flavored dog food

Information Panel:

The information panel is the part of the food label immediately to the right of the principal display panel. It must contain:

Guaranteed analysis

Ingredient list

Manufacturer Information

Guaranteed analysis

Certain nutrient guarantees are required on the label of all pet foods.

% crude protein (minimum amount)

% crude fat (minimum amount)

% crude fiber (maximum amount)

% moisture (maximum amount)

The word “crude” is used with protein, fat and fiber because laboratory assays are used to determine the minimum and maximum amounts shown and are not the actual amount the pet uses.

Percentages listed in the guaranteed analysis state only maximal and minimal levels and do not reflect the exact amounts of each nutrient.  The guaranteed nutrient levels are conservative and may be much different from those determined in the actual analysis.

Percentage rules also apply to the water content.  The maximum moisture content is 78%, however, pet foods may exceed this if they include the words stew, gravy, or juice.

Ingredient list

Ingredients are listed in descending order according to weight.  It is best to choose a food in which the first ingredient is an animal based protein.

However, the meat source may contain up to 70% water and still contain fat.  Another product may list meat meal as the third or fourth ingredient but the fat and water has been removed so in fact meat listed as a third or fourth ingredient may be just as high quality as meat listed as the first ingredient.

No reference can be given to ingredient grade or quality and all of the ingredients must be shown in letters that are the same size color and type.
Considerations when choosing a pet food

The most important consideration when choosing a pet food label is the pet’s lifestage and lifestyle.

Nutrient content:  A pet food that contains all of the pet’s required nutrients in the appropriate amounts can be labeled “complete and balanced”

A pet food that contains all of a pet’s required nutrients in the appropriate amounts for a particular lifestage can only be labeled complete and balanced for that lifestage.

