
Functional Pet Nutrition 101
A Longevity-Focused Guide for Dogs and Cats by Dr. Kevin Toman, The Longevity Vet



The Core Principle: Food as a Biologic Signal
Functional nutrition asks a different question than traditional feeding 

guidelines: "What diet best supports this individual pet's biology over 

time?"

Rather than focusing only on calories and minimum nutrient requirements, 

functional nutrition evaluates the deeper metabolic impact of every meal. 

Nutrition is not just fuel4it is information. Every bite your dog or cat eats 

sends metabolic signals that affect inflammation, immune balance, 

hormonal signaling, microbiome health, kidney and urinary function, cancer 

risk, and ultimately lifespan and healthspan.

What We Evaluate

Inflammation and systemic stress

Glycemic load and insulin signaling

Digestibility and nutrient bioavailability

Microbiome diversity and balance

Immune reactivity and tolerance

Urinary chemistry and pH control

Long-term organ stress and resilience

Food is not neutral. It actively shapes physiology4positively or negatively4every single day.



Unprocessed Foods: Why They Matter
Benefits of Minimally Processed Diets
Home-cooked or raw diets that avoid ultra-processing offer significant 

physiological advantages:

Higher nutrient bioavailability for better absorption

Lower inflammatory load on organs and tissues

Better glycemic control and insulin sensitivity

Improved stool quality and digestive function

Often improved skin, coat quality, and energy levels

Greater ingredient transparency and control

The Problem with Ultra-Processed Foods
Most commercial kibble undergoes extreme processing that compromises 

nutritional integrity. The typical kibble production involves cooking at very 

high heat, pressurization and extrusion, then reheating during fat and flavor 

coating.

This destructive process destroys heat-sensitive nutrients, denatures 

proteins, oxidizes fats, and creates Advanced Glycation End Products 

(AGEs)4pro-inflammatory molecules linked in mammals to accelerated 

aging, insulin resistance, kidney stress, cardiovascular disease, and cancer 

progression.

Critical Point: Dogs and cats are not exempt from these biologic effects. Chronic exposure to dietary AGEs contributes to long-term inflammatory 

burden and metabolic dysfunction that accumulates over years.



Raw Diets: Benefits and Real Risks

Potential Benefits
Excellent digestibility

Lower carbohydrate load

Often improved stool consistency and coat quality

Highly palatable for most pets

Minimal processing preserves nutrients

Real and Important Risks
Bacterial contamination (Salmonella, E. coli, Campylobacter)

Toxoplasmosis risk4especially relevant for cats, immunocompromised humans, 

and pregnant women

Parasite transmission if improperly sourced

Nutritional imbalances if not properly formulated

Raw feeding is not inherently wrong, but it must be carefully sourced, properly handled, 

appropriately balanced, and used selectively based on household risk factors. For many 

high-priority longevity households, gently cooked diets provide a safer middle ground4

retaining nutritional integrity while significantly reducing infectious risk for both pets and 

their human family members.



Home-Cooked Diets: The Balancing Problem
Here is a critical truth: Most home-cooked pet diets are nutritionally unbalanced, despite the best intentions of loving pet owners.

Common Deficiencies
Calcium (skeletal and metabolic function)

Trace minerals including zinc, copper, and iodine

Essential fatty acids (omega-3 and omega-6 balance)

Certain B vitamins critical for metabolism

Taurine, especially critical for cats but also important for some dogs

The Solution: Professional Balancing
This does not mean home-cooking is a bad idea4it means balancing is 

mandatory for long-term health and safety.

Use a professional balancing service such as BalanceIt.com, which 

formulates recipes for dogs and cats, adjusts for age, size, and disease 

states, and provides precise supplement guidance.

Home-cooked + properly balanced = one of the most powerful longevity strategies available. This approach combines the benefits of whole food nutrition 

with the precision of scientific formulation, creating an optimal foundation for healthspan and lifespan extension.



Protein Simplicity & Allergic Disease
Why Simple, Single-Protein Diets Matter
Food allergies and intolerances are driven by immune recognition of dietary proteins. The 

more proteins your pet is exposed to, the greater the chance of immune sensitization and 

allergic response.

Reduced Immune Stimulation
Fewer proteins mean less antigenic exposure and immune challenge

Improved Skin & Ear Health
Less inflammation leads to healthier skin and reduced ear infections

Better GI Tolerance
Simplified digestion reduces gastrointestinal inflammation and reactivity

Easier Identification
Clear trigger identification when problems arise

This approach is especially valuable in pets with chronic ear infections, itching and paw licking, vomiting or diarrhea, and anal gland disease. Complex diets 

with multiple protein sources often hide the true trigger, while simplicity creates diagnostic clarity and therapeutic success.



Vegetarian Diets: When They Can Help (And When They 
Can't)

Dogs: Nutritionally Viable
Dogs are omnivores and can thrive on properly formulated vegetarian 

diets. These diets may be particularly useful in cases of severe food 

allergies, certain inflammatory GI conditions, and carefully controlled 

elimination trials.

When formulated correctly with appropriate supplementation, 

vegetarian diets can meet all known canine nutritional requirements 

without compromising health or longevity.

Complete amino acid profile achievable

Vitamin and mineral needs can be met

Digestibility can be excellent

May reduce allergic burden

Cats: Biologically Impossible
Cats are obligate carnivores. They cannot be vegetarian. This is not 

ideology4it is biochemistry.

Cats require animal-derived nutrients including taurine, arachidonic 

acid, vitamin A in the form of retinol, and specific amino acids that are 

unavailable or insufficient in plant sources.

Deficiencies lead to:

Dilated cardiomyopathy and heart failure

Progressive vision loss and blindness

Neurologic damage and seizures

Reproductive failure

Death

There is no safe workaround for this biology. Attempting vegetarian 

diets in cats is medically contraindicated.



Taurine & The Grain-Free Controversy
The Taurine Crisis
Taurine deficiency has been linked to serious, life-threatening conditions in 

both dogs and cats, including dilated cardiomyopathy (DCM), retinal 

degeneration leading to blindness, and generalized weakness and lethargy.

Primary Risk Factors

Poorly formulated grain-free diets

Exotic or novel protein sources without adequate testing

Heavy reliance on legumes (peas, lentils, chickpeas)

Unbalanced home-cooked diets without proper supplementation

The Real Issue
This is not a grain problem. It is a formulation problem.

The grain-free marketing trend led to rapid reformulation by many pet food 

companies without adequate long-term testing. The issue is not whether 

grains are present or absent4it is whether the diet provides bioavailable 

taurine in sufficient quantities for the individual animal.

Functional nutrition focuses on measured adequacy through diagnostic 

testing, not marketing trends or ideological positions. When in doubt, test 

taurine levels, especially in at-risk breeds and cats on any non-traditional 

diet.



Dietary Trials: The Gold Standard for Food Allergies
01

Perform a True Elimination Diet
Use a novel protein source your pet has never 

eaten before, or a hydrolyzed protein diet where 

proteins are broken down to prevent immune 

recognition.

02

Eliminate All Other Food Sources
Strictly avoid all treats, table scraps, flavored 

medications, flavored supplements, and even 

flavored toothpaste during the trial period.

03

Maintain Strict Compliance
Even tiny amounts of off-diet protein can trigger 

immune responses and invalidate the entire trial, 

requiring you to start over.

04

Complete the Full Duration
Trial duration must be 8312 weeks minimum to allow the immune system to 

calm and skin/GI tissues to heal fully.

05

Challenge to Confirm
If symptoms resolve, reintroduce the suspected allergen to confirm it was the 

trigger. Symptom recurrence confirms the diagnosis.

This remains the only reliable diagnostic tool for dietary allergy. Blood tests and saliva tests may provide supportive information, but they cannot replace the 

dietary trial. No laboratory test can definitively diagnose food allergy4only a proper elimination diet followed by challenge can confirm the diagnosis.



Diet, Urinary pH & Life-Threatening Stones
Your pet's diet directly influences urinary pH, mineral concentration, and water intake. Every pet reacts differently to a given diet, so most times it is not the 

diet itself4it is your pet's individual physiologic response to the diet that determines urinary health.

Struvite Stones
Form in alkaline urine, common in cats. Often 

dissolvable with targeted dietary therapy 

that acidifies urine and reduces mineral 

concentration.

Calcium Oxalate Stones
Form in acidic urine. Increasing in both dogs 

and cats. Cannot be dissolved4must be 

surgically removed and then prevented 

through diet and hydration.

Urate Stones
Linked to genetics (especially certain breeds) 

and liver disease. Strong dietary influence 

through purine content management.

Male Cats: Emergency Risk
Any of the crystals mentioned above can form in the bladder and then pass into the very narrow urethra of male cats during urination. These 

crystals are extremely sharp and can create both urethral irritation and complete urethral blockage.

Urethral blockage is a true medical emergency. It can occur suddenly and without warning due to inflammation, mucus plugs, or crystals lodging 

in the narrow urethra. Without rapid intervention, bladder rupture, kidney failure, cardiac arrhythmias, and death can occur within 24372 hours.

Dietary moisture intake, mineral balance, urinary pH control, and avoidance of excessive dry food are non-negotiable components of longevity 

care for male cats. Nutritional mistakes here are not theoretical4they are often fatal.



Functional Health Tests to Assess Dietary Suitability
Functional nutrition is measurable, not guesswork. These diagnostic tools allow us to customize nutrition rather than rely on generic recommendations.

CBC & Comprehensive Chemistry Panel
Baseline organ function, electrolytes, and blood cell health to identify metabolic issues

Urinalysis with pH and Sediment Evaluation
Critical for assessing stone risk, hydration status, and kidney function

SDMA (Symmetric Dimethylarginine)
Early kidney stress marker that detects damage before traditional tests

Phosphorus, Cholesterol & Triglycerides
Metabolic markers affected by diet composition and quality

Blood Glucose & Fructosamine
Glycemic control and long-term blood sugar management assessment

Taurine Levels
Essential testing for cats and at-risk dog breeds on any non-traditional diet

B12 and Folate
GI absorption markers that reveal digestive health and microbiome function

Fecal Microbiome Testing
Selected cases benefit from detailed bacterial diversity and dysbiosis assessment

Food Sensitivity Testing
Adjunctive tool only4not diagnostic, but can guide diet selection decisions



The Functional Nutrition Takeaway

There is 
no 
perfect 
diet for 
every 
pet.

There is only:

1
The Right Diet

Appropriate for the species 

and individual biology

2

For the Right Biology

Matched to breed, age, 

health status, and genetic 

factors

3

At the Right Time

Adjusted as needs change 

throughout life stages and 

health transitions

Longevity nutrition is not about extremes, rigid ideology, or following trends. It is about 

precision, balance, ongoing measurement, and individualized optimization.

The goal is not perfection4it is continuous improvement based on objective data, clinical 

response, and quality of life markers. This approach transforms nutrition from a static 

decision into a dynamic longevity tool that evolves with your pet throughout their entire 

life.



Final Thought from The Longevity Vet

Your Pet's Diet Can:
Quiet systemic inflammation that drives aging

Reduce disease risk across multiple organ systems

Support organ resilience and functional reserve

Extend healthy years, not just total lifespan

But Only If It Is:
Thoughtful and evidence-based

Balanced with precision and expertise

Monitored through regular diagnostic testing

Individualized to your pet's unique biology

This is where Functional Pet Health becomes Longevity Medicine.

If you want help designing a nutrition strategy that supports the rest of your pet's life, a Pet Longevity Consult allows us to integrate diet, diagnostics, 

supplements, and prescription longevity tools into one cohesive plan.

Because nutrition is not just what your pet eats.

It is how long4and how well4they live.


