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Veterinary Fact Sheet 
Frequently Asked Questions - Nutrition for Puppies 
 

This FAQ is an addendum to the Veterinary Fact Sheet “Nutrition”1, which addressed a broad range of 
topics, including the components of food (macro and micronutrients), how to select a good quality 
food, the risks of raw meat and food toxicities. This document provides additional information on the 
nutritional requirements of growing puppies after they are weaned. Particular attention is given to 
calcium and diseases associated with deficiencies or excesses. For further information about care of 
puppies, refer to the “Breeder Resources” booklets on the Greyhound Care and Standards website2. 

 

1. Why is nutrition important in puppies?  

A good diet is essential to achieving healthy growth, optimising body composition, maximising 
immune health and avoiding developmental orthopaedic disease (diseases of the skeletal system).  

 

2. Should a puppy diet be different to an adult greyhound?  

Just like adult dogs, puppies need protein, fat, carbohydrates and water to provide energy, and build 
and repair body tissue. Other nutrients, such as minerals and vitamins, are essential to support normal 
physiological (body) function and metabolism – including muscle contraction, bone health, nerve 
health, immune system function and blood cell production.   

Compared to adult dogs, puppies have different requirements for certain nutrients that are needed 
to support their growth. The main differences in puppy versus adult commercial dry food are the 
energy density (amount of kilocalories per gram of food), levels of protein and fat, and content of 
certain micronutrients, particularly calcium, phosphorus and vitamin D.  

The Association of American Feed Controls Officials (AAFCO)3 and The National Research Council 
(NRC)4 have published recommendations for the nutrient content of puppy and adult food, which can 
be a useful guide. These profiles were designed to establish practical minimum (and some maximum) 
nutrient concentrations for dog foods.  

Good quality puppy food diets are formulated to be nutritionally adequate with balanced levels of 
essential amino acids, fatty acids, vitamins and minerals. This means that they can be fed alone, 
without the requirement for or costs associated with supplementation. They also have the benefit of 
requiring minimal preparation time. Diets designed specifically for large breed puppies are preferable, 
as their nutritional requirements are a bit different to smaller breeds. While homemade diets can be 
fed, it is essential that they are carefully and correctly planned as they lack rigorous quality controls 
to ensure they are optimally balanced to support puppy growth and health. Several studies have 
demonstrated that many self-formulated home-prepared diets are nutritionally inadequate, with 
multiple mineral and vitamin imbalances. This can lead to suboptimal or poor health in growing 
puppies, which in turn may compromise racing potential. In severe cases limb deformities (e.g. “bent 
legs”) may result, which will likely mean a puppy will not be able to progress to a racing career.  

  

 
1https://fasttrack.blob.core.windows.net/fasttrackpublic/stewardsHearing/2020/frequently%20asked%20ques
tions%20-%20nutritionc0ba5957-6c3f-4163-8979-028fff3ca0a7.pdf 
2 https://greyhoundcare.grv.org.au/breeding/breeder-resources/ 
3 https://www.aafco.org/Portals/0/SiteContent/Regulatory/Committees/Pet-
Food/Reports/Pet_Food_Report_2013_Midyear-Proposed_Revisions_to_AAFCO_Nutrient_Profiles.pdf  
4 https://www.msdvetmanual.com/management-and-nutrition/nutrition-small-animals/nutritional-
requirements-and-related-diseases-of-small-animals  

https://fasttrack.blob.core.windows.net/fasttrackpublic/stewardsHearing/2020/frequently%20asked%20questions%20-%20nutritionc0ba5957-6c3f-4163-8979-028fff3ca0a7.pdf
https://fasttrack.blob.core.windows.net/fasttrackpublic/stewardsHearing/2020/frequently%20asked%20questions%20-%20nutritionc0ba5957-6c3f-4163-8979-028fff3ca0a7.pdf
https://greyhoundcare.grv.org.au/breeding/breeder-resources/
https://www.aafco.org/Portals/0/SiteContent/Regulatory/Committees/Pet-Food/Reports/Pet_Food_Report_2013_Midyear-Proposed_Revisions_to_AAFCO_Nutrient_Profiles.pdf
https://www.aafco.org/Portals/0/SiteContent/Regulatory/Committees/Pet-Food/Reports/Pet_Food_Report_2013_Midyear-Proposed_Revisions_to_AAFCO_Nutrient_Profiles.pdf
https://www.aafco.org/Portals/0/SiteContent/Regulatory/Committees/Pet-Food/Reports/Pet_Food_Report_2013_Midyear-Proposed_Revisions_to_AAFCO_Nutrient_Profiles.pdf
https://www.msdvetmanual.com/management-and-nutrition/nutrition-small-animals/nutritional-requirements-and-related-diseases-of-small-animals
https://www.msdvetmanual.com/management-and-nutrition/nutrition-small-animals/nutritional-requirements-and-related-diseases-of-small-animals


 

2                                      16 July 2021 

3. What are the recommendations for protein and fat levels? 

Protein is used as the building blocks of the body, so is important for both growth and maintenance 
with puppies needing more protein relative to their body size than adult dogs.  The AAFCO and NRC 
guidelines set a requirement; but, remember, that not all protein is created equal. Protein that is 
derived from meat sources is more digestible than that from plant sources; this means that more 
plant protein will need to be fed to fulfil the body’s requirements for amino acids. For more about 
digestibility of different foods, see the Nutrition FAQ.  

Alongside a good source of highly digestible protein, it is important that a puppy gets sufficient 
energy (obtained primarily from fat and carbohydrate). Without enough energy from fat and 
carbohydrate, protein that is usually used for growth and maintenance will have to instead be used 
to meet energy demands. Generally, large breed puppies need less energy per kilogram of weight 
than smaller breeds; this will be reflected in commercial dry feed diets designed for different breeds.  

Fat is a good source of energy. It is calorie dense, meaning that it provides more calories per gram 
of weight than either carbohydrate or protein. A balanced level of fat is important to promote 
growth, and to maintain sufficient levels of certain vitamins (Vitamin A, D, E and K), and for other 
body or cell functions. Be aware that too much fat can lead to excessive energy intake and rapid 
growth (see Question 7). 

AAFCO recommends that in terms of weight (grams) fed, protein and fat should account for a 
minimum percent dry matter of the diet and this is different for adults compared to puppies. 
Recommendations are shown in Table 1:  

Table 1: AAFCO dog food nutrient profiles relative to dry matter (% DM) 

  Minimum 
Growth 

Minimum 
Adult 

Protein % 
DM 

22.5 18 

Fat % 
DM 

8.5 5.5 

 

This means that for every 100 g fed to a puppy, there should be 22.5 g of protein and 8.5 g of fat. 
Nutrient profiles can also be calculated based on energy (kilocalories) fed – this would normally be 
presented as recommended grams per 1000 kilocalories fed. Check the Nutrition FAQ or discuss with 
your veterinarian if you need help making the calculations.  

 

4. What are the recommendations for calcium, phosphorus and vitamin D? 

The total intake of these nutrients as well as the relative intake of calcium to phosphorus (also known 
as the calcium to phosphorus ratio) is important for healthy bone growth. Bone growth occurs from 
the growth plates at the end of long bones. This occurs through a process where cartilage is laid down 
and then is mineralised and replaced by bone. During growth, the puppy’s skeletal system is very 
susceptible to physical, metabolic, and nutritional damage. Insufficient calcium, not enough calcium 
relative to phosphorus, and a lack of Vitamin D can all lead to problems with bone growth. Bones may 
become demineralised and susceptible to breakage, or not form properly in the first place. There are 
two main diseases of growing puppies associated with these deficiencies: Nutritional Secondary 
Hyperparathyroidism (NSHP), also known as fibrous osteodystrophy, and rickets.  

Both diseases will lead to weakened bones that are predisposed to fractures. Affected puppies may 
show signs of bone pain, stiffness, bowed or distorted limbs (e.g. excessive curvature or “bent” legs) 
and fractures. This will compromise a puppy’s ability to be trained as a racing greyhound. 
Abnormalities may be permanent, though in many cases, if correctly managed, these puppies can go 
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on to live happy and full lives as pets. X-rays from puppies with nutritional bone disease are shown in 
Figure 1 and 2 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Good quality commercial dry foods for puppies will already contain the correct levels of calcium, 
phosphorus and vitamin D. AAFCO recommendations are shown in Table 2 below:  

Table 2: AAFCO dog food nutrient profiles relative to dry matter (% DM) 

  Minimum 
growth 

Minimum 
Adult 

Maximum 

Calcium 
(Ca) 

% 
DM 

1.2 0.5 1.8 

Phosphorus 
(P) 

% 
DM 

1.0 0.4 1.6 

Ca:P Ratio 1:1 1:1 2:1 

Vitamin D IU/kg 500 500 3000 

 

The National Research Council (NRC) has also published recommendations which are given in grams 
relative to 1000 kilocalories fed. For every 1000 kilocalories fed, the NRC recommends 3.0 g of calcium, 
2.5 g of phosphorus and 3.4 µg of cholecalciferol (Vitamin D3). 500 g of lean mince beef has about 
1000 kilocalories, but less than 0.1 g of calcium, 1 g of phosphorus and 0.5 µg of 
cholecalciferol (Vitamin D3). A meat only diet will therefore clearly not be balanced or sufficient to 
meet the nutritional needs of a growing puppy!  

If, for example, a growing greyhound puppy is being fed 1500 kilocalories per day, according to the 
NRC recommendations the diet should contain about 4.5 g of calcium, 3.75 g of phosphorus and 5.1 
µg of Vitamin D. Note that kilocalories content relative to weight of food will vary depending on what 
food is being given, you can check the label on the packet for this. For most dry foods, 1500 kilocalories 
would equate to about 400 – 450 g of food. Note, a puppy’s energy requirement will depend on its 
age and stage of growth and 1500 kilocalories is simply illustrative.   

 

Figure 1 (above): Limb deformity in a 
puppy with nutritional bone disease. 
 
Figure 2 (right): Pelvic fracture (arrow) in a 
puppy with nutritional bone disease.   
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5. How can I help to prevent weak bones in my puppies? 
• Diet – puppies must be on a good quality diet that is specifically designed for puppies. A good 

quality commercial dry food puppy diet has the perfect mineral balance for a growing dog. It is 
NOT recommended to supplement calcium in a puppy with rickets or other bone disease without 
consulting with your veterinarian first as this can cause added complications with mineral 
balance. 

• Sunlight – besides diet, another source of vitamin D is sunlight. Adequate access to sunlight means 
regular outdoor time in an appropriate, safe environment. 

• Moderated exercise – puppies are playful and sometimes uncoordinated. Monitoring rough play 
and excessive activity is important. Be sensible – anything that would hurt you will be too rough 
for a pup. Allowing a pup to run or walk for very long periods of time can be detrimental. Once 
the growth plates are closed, pups can tolerate longer exercise sessions and further training 

should involve a graded exercise program to ensure time for proper bone development.  

 

6. Is too much calcium a bad thing? 

Puppies, unlike adult dogs, cannot regulate how much of their calcium intake they absorb from their 
gastrointestinal tract (gut); this means that the amount of calcium they absorb will be proportional 
to the amount of calcium they are eating. Excess calcium has been associated with a higher risk for 
developing certain developmental skeletal diseases, including osteochondrosis and osteochondritis 
dissecans (OCD). OCD is suspected to also have a genetic or heritable component. The disease most 
often affects the shoulder (humerus bone) and/or hock (tibio-tarsal bone) joints in greyhounds, 
typically around 6 to 9 months of age. It is an inflammatory condition where diseased cartilage 
separates from the underlying bone, creating a cartilage flap or sometimes, detaching completely 
to float in the joint (“joint mice”). This is a painful condition which may cause lameness and a 
reduced range of motion. Your veterinarian may perform x-rays to make the diagnosis. Some 
greyhounds can be treated conservatively but in more severe cases, surgery may be recommended.  

 

7. What about kilocalorie (energy) content: is rapid growth desirable? 

Because puppies are growing, they need more energy (measured in kilocalories) relative to their body 
weight compared to an adult dog. Large breed puppies, such as greyhounds, have a lot of growing to 
do but too rapid growth can cause problems. This is why large breed puppy foods will have a lower 
kilocalorie density (generally less fat) than small breed puppy food. 

Rapid growth can lead to a mismatch between bone and body growth. It can put excess strain on 
bones and joints, increasing the risk of abnormal bone remodelling. It is associated with an increased 
risk of developmental orthopaedic disease such as osteochondrosis/osteochondritis dissecans (see 
Question 6).  

Body condition score can help you to assess and monitor your puppy’s growth and development. It is 
normal for young puppies to look a little round after eating (though a big pot-belly can also be a sign 
of worms). Body condition should be lean, somewhere between thin and ideal on this scorecard chart5.  

 

 

 

 

 
5 https://greyhoundcare.grv.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2019/04/Welfare_Fact_Sheets_2019_Body_Condition_Scorecard.pdf 

https://greyhoundcare.grv.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Welfare_Fact_Sheets_2019_Body_Condition_Scorecard.pdf
https://greyhoundcare.grv.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Welfare_Fact_Sheets_2019_Body_Condition_Scorecard.pdf
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8. How many times a day should I feed my puppies? 

Puppies need small, frequent feedings, especially during the first few weeks after weaning. Feeding 
puppies three or four times per day makes it easier for puppies to digest food and maintain consistent 
energy levels. From three months old, it is recommended that you feed your puppies three times per 
day and from six months, feeding can be reduced to twice daily. Both moist food and dry kibble is  
appropriate and can be fed alone or in combination. It is important to not overfeed puppies to avoid 
them becoming overweight and due to the risks associated with rapid growth. More information 
about caring and feeding puppies can be found in Breeder Booklet 86.  

 

9. What are some of the signs that my puppy’s nutrition is not adequate?  

Some of the signs related to poor nutrition in puppies include: reduced or slow growth, reduced 
energy, anaemia, weight loss, poor muscle development, dull unkempt hair coat, poor appetite, 
persistent low-grade illness or parasitic infections, and poor response to treatment for disease.  

If you are concerned about your puppies’ growth or health, your veterinarian will be able to perform 
a thorough clinical examination, diagnostic tests (such as blood tests) and help review your puppies’ 
diet. Remember that any change to diet should be made gradually (over a period of two weeks) to 
allow for the gastrointestinal tract to transition.  

 

 

For further advice, contact GRV Veterinary Services vets@grv.org.au 

 

 
6 https://greyhoundcare.grv.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/GRV-Breeder-booklets-Booklet-8.pdf 

mailto:vets@grv.org.au
https://greyhoundcare.grv.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/GRV-Breeder-booklets-Booklet-8.pdf

