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The evidence to date
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1st large-scale 
study of the 
long-term 
health of 
vegetarian cats
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- Wakefield L. et al (2006). 
J Amer Vet Med Assoc. 229: 70-73.



• 34 cats maintained on vegetarian diets for 1+ yrs
• 52 cats maintained on meat-based diets for 1+ yrs

Variable Vegetarians Carnivores P value

Age (mean +/- SD) 7.0 +/- 4.7 7.8 +/- 4.8 0.48

No. of years diet fed (mean +/- SD) 4.6 +/- 4.1 6.5 +/- 4.7 0.06

Sex distribution (spayed female; castrated male [%]) 38;62 56;44 0.13

Kept strictly indoors (%) 65 69 0.80

Reported to be in ideal body condition (%) 82 65 0.17

Reported to be healthy or generally healthy (%) 97 96 0.38

•No significant differences in age, sex, body condition, housing, or perceived health status.
•Most cats described as healthy or generally healthy.



Sprint-racing sled 
dogs
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- Brown et al (2009). 
Brit J Nutr. 102: 1318-1323.



• 12 sprint-racing Siberian huskies were fed either a commercial diet recommended 
for active dogs (n 6), or a meat-free diet formulated to the same nutrient 
specifications (n 6)

• Sole nutrient intake for 16 weeks, including 10 weeks of competitive racing

• Blood samples were collected at weeks 0, 3, 8 and 16, and veterinary health checks 
were conducted at weeks 0, 8 and 16

• Haematology results for all dogs, irrespective of diet, were within normal range 
throughout the study 

• The consulting veterinarian assessed all dogs to be in excellent physical condition
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http://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/6/9/57



“Both cats and dogs may thrive on vegetarian diets, but 
these must be nutritionally complete and reasonably 
balanced. Owners should also regularly monitor urinary 
acidity, and should correct urinary alkalinisation through 
appropriate dietary additives, if necessary.”
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Dietary change

• Easing the transition

• Safeguarding health
1. Use a complete and balanced nutritional supplement or complete diet
2. Prevent urinary alkalinization and urolithiasis (the formation of urinary 

crystals and stones)
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Previous cats
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Consumer 
concerns 
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2019
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Consumer 
survey
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Manufacturers 
survey
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What would be essential 
for this new diet to 
provide, before you 
would choose it?



Top 
consumer 
concerns 

Pet health 

Nutritional soundness 

Good quality 

Palatability 

Environmental sustainability 



Health 
outcomes –
2,536 dogs

Conventional 
meat

Raw 
meat Vegan Total

1370 830 336 2536
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Fig. X. Proportions of ages of 2,534 dogs fed the three main diets.

Meat-based – conventional Meat-based – raw Vegan (consuming no animal products)



5 general health indicators
• on meds or not
• progressed to therapeutic diet or not 
• no. of vet visits in last year
• reported opinion of vet re health status 
• opinion of owner re health status 

22 specific disorders
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Dogs & cats: least to most healthy

Conventional 
meat Raw meat Vegan
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Top 
consumer 
concerns 

Pet health 

Nutritional soundness 

Good quality 

Palatability 

Environmental sustainability 



Manufacturers: 19 meat-based (M), 
10 plant-based (V) pet foods

Steps to ensure formulation quality and nutritional 
soundness M V Overall

Diet formulation – expertise acceptable superior acceptable
Diet formulation – ensuring soundness acceptable acceptable acceptable
Ingredients – ensuring quality superior superior superior
Nutritional supplementation superior acceptable superior
Preservation – physical mixed acceptable mixed
Preservation – additives incl antimicrobials inferior mixed inferior
Nutrient degradation – monitoring acceptable acceptable acceptable
Nutrient degradation – adjustment acceptable superior acceptable
Storage and shipping acceptable superior acceptable
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consumer 
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2,308 dogs – diets
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Figure 1. Diets of 2,308 sampled dogs 
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2,308 dogs –

10 palatability 
indicators

Eats Quickly

Approach

Wag tail

Sniffs Food

Jump

Vocalise

Salivate

Licks lips

Stays near bowl

Guards food



“…reliably demonstrated small effects of increased appetitive 
behaviour by dogs on a raw meat diet as opposed to a conventional 
diet. 

There was no consistent evidence of a difference between vegan 
diets and either the conventional or raw meat diets.”
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1,135 cats – diets
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Figure 3. Diets of 1,135 sampled cats



Rapid Approach
Vocalisations
Eating Quickly
Stays Near Bowl
Guards Food
Flick Ears
Flick Tail
Licking Lips
Licking Nose
Licking Food
Licking Bowl
Sniff/Investigate
Drop Food

Leaving Food Uneaten

Grooming
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1,135 cats –

15 palatability 
indicators



“… cats on vegan diets were reported as licking their food less often 
than for those on conventional meat and raw meat diets. 
… the cats on conventional meat diets were more likely to leave their 
food unfinished than the raw meat diet and to a lesser extent the vegan 
diets. 

Overall, … the diets made little difference to the food-orientated 
behaviour of the cats … except perhaps that cats on vegan diets lick 
their food less often, and cats on conventional diets leave more food.”
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Palatability conclusions

“… the results from our study, which concur with limited existing 
studies in this field, do not support views that vegan pet food may 
have reduced palatability, and thus compromise the welfare of dogs 
or cats in this manner.”
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Good quality 

Palatability 

Environmental sustainability 



2017
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Knight 2021:

The relative 
sustainability 
of meat-based 
and 
alternative 
pet foods (for 
dogs and cats)

the number of additional humans who could be 
fed annually using energy saved by plant-based 
pet foods 

number of ‘food’ animals whose lives would be 
spared annually 

relative environmental impacts (land, water, 
fossil fuel, phosphate and biocides)

greenhouse gases (GHGs) produced
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Further info

• AndrewKnight.info
• AndrewKnightVet@gmail.com
• +44-(0)7577 899 614
• Southampton, UK
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