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Guidelines for Feeding Large- and Giant-Breed Puppies

Developmental orthopedic disease (DOD) is a group of musculoskeletal abnormalities that occur in growing animals. Hip dysplasia, osteochondrosis, and elbow dysplasia are the three orthopedic conditions most heavily influenced by a puppy’s diet. The most critical period for development of DOD occurs before the closure of the growth plates of the long bones—typically the first 8-14 months of a puppy’s life. 

Specific factors thought to increase the risk of DOD include: 

(1) belonging to a large or giant breed, (2) free-choice feeding, (3) feeding high energy foods, and (4) excessive calcium intake from foods, treats, and supplements. 

 
The goals of feeding large- and giant-breed puppies are to limit energy intake to maintain an ideal to slim body condition (see Body Condition System for puppies) and to restrict the overall calcium intake. To achieve these goals, we recommend feeding a commercial diet using the following feeding plan: 

1) Select a diet that demonstrates an AAFCO statement of nutritional adequacy; AAFCO statements substantiated through feeding trials (rather than laboratory analysis) are ideal. 

2) Select a food with a metabolizable energy (ME) of 3,200 to 3,800 kcal/kg on an as fed basis. It is important to note that pet food manufacturers are not required to provide calorie content on the label and most don’t. You may need to use the company website, consumer service department, or other resources to find this information. We strongly recommend against feeding foods produced by manufacturers who can’t or won’t readily provide this information. 

3) Feed a food that does not exceed 12% fat on a dry matter basis. This is critically important if you are feeding free choice (not feeding in 2-3 meals/day). 

4) Feed a food with 0.7% to 1.2% calcium on a dry matter basis. When the diet contains an appropriate amount of calcium, it is the calcium level—rather than the calcium-phosphorus ratio—that most influences skeletal development. 

5) Avoid vitamin and mineral supplements, especially those containing calcium, phosphorus, vitamin D, and vitamin A. 

6) Divide your dog’s daily ration into two or three meals a day. Meal feeding is the best way to limit calorie intake and ensure a safe growth rate. Recommended feeding amounts provided by the manufacturer should be considered guidelines; individual dogs may require as much as 25% more or less food than recommended. 

7) Monitor growth closely. Body condition scoring should be performed on an ongoing basis—at least weekly. Weigh growing puppies at least every two weeks; you’re welcome to stop by and use our scales any time. Adjust daily feeding amount based on body condition score and weight at least every other week. 

8) Continue this feeding regimen until your puppy is skeletally mature (about 12 months of age or 80-90% of adult weight). 

9) Don’t assume that these requirements are met if the product label says “large breed.” The term ―large breed‖ is not legally defined and manufacturers are not required to meet current recommendations when formulating their diets. 

The risk of DOD can be reduced by proper nutritional management during growth. However, genetics and environment play important roles as well. DOD can develop in genetically affected dogs even when a balanced diet is fed. Likewise, forced exercise or environmental conditions that are not adapted to the needs of the delicate young skeleton can also increase risk, regardless of nutritional factors.
