
Your suspicion about vitamin D levels in commercial pet food appears to be well-founded

based on extensive research findings. Multiple studies confirm that domestic dogs and cats

likely receive less vitamin D from commercial diets compared to what wild carnivores obtain from

their natural prey.

Unlike humans and many other animals, dogs and cats cannot effectively synthesize vitamin D

from sunlight exposure. Research has definitively shown that even when exposed to UVB

radiation, carnivorous species have insufficient concentrations of 7-dehydrocholesterol (the

vitamin D precursor) in their skin to produce adequate amounts. This means they are entirely

dependent on dietary sources for their vitamin D needs.

The Association of American Feed Control Officials (AAFCO) sets minimum vitamin D

requirements for commercial pet foods at:

Wild prey animals concentrate vitamin D in their organs, particularly the liver, through their own

metabolism and sun exposure. Research shows natural vitamin D concentrations in prey organs

significantly exceed what's typically found in muscle meat:

Vitamin D Levels in Commercial Pet Food vs. Wild
Prey: Your Suspicion is Correct

Why Dogs and Cats Depend on Dietary Vitamin D

[1] [2] [3] [4]

Commercial Pet Food Standards vs. Natural Sources

AAFCO Requirements

[5] [6]

Dogs: 500-3,000 IU/kg for adult maintenance

Cats: 280 IU/kg minimum (with a maximum of 30,080 IU/kg)

Natural Prey Vitamin D Content

[7] [8]

Beef liver: 344 IU/kg (natural levels) [8]

Pork liver: 160 IU/kg [8]

Beef kidney: 296 IU/kg [8]

Fatty fish: 4,000-20,000 IU/kg [8]

Pasture-raised pork fat: Over 1,000 IU per tablespoon [9]
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Several concerning findings emerge from recent research:

Wild dogs and cats obtain vitamin D through consumption of:

Research on wild carnivores shows they preferentially consume organ meats like liver, which may

be driven partly by the high vitamin D content along with other essential nutrients.

Natural sources offer several advantages over synthetic fortification:

The pet food industry has experienced multiple vitamin D-related recalls, highlighting formulation

challenges:

Evidence of Inadequacy in Commercial Diets

1. Widespread Deficiency: Studies indicate that 75% of dogs reportedly don't have

adequate vitamin D levels despite eating commercial foods. [10]

2. Veterinary Observations: Dr. Judy Morgan reported finding vitamin D deficiency (rather

than toxicity) in pets eating various commercial brands including Pedigree, Alpo, ProPlan

Focus, and Cesar. [11]

3. Minimal Requirements: Many commercial pet foods meet only the minimum AAFCO

requirements, which may not represent optimal levels. [12] [13]

4. Processing Losses: The vitamin D naturally present in ingredients is "easily destroyed with

processing," requiring synthetic fortification. [14]

How Wild Carnivores Access Superior Vitamin D

Organ meats, especially liver, which serves as the primary vitamin D storage organ in prey

animals [15] [7]

Fatty tissues from animals that had sun exposure and natural diets [16] [9]

Whole prey consumption, providing the complete nutritional profile including concentrated

micronutrients [17]

[18]

The Bioavailability Advantage

1. Co-factor presence: Natural sources include complementary nutrients that enhance

absorption [12]

2. Metabolite forms: Wild prey contains both vitamin D3 and its metabolites like 25-

hydroxyvitamin D, which are more readily utilized [8]

3. Fat-soluble delivery: Natural sources provide vitamin D within fat matrices that optimize

absorption [17]

Recent Quality Control Issues

Hill's Pet Nutrition voluntary recall for excessive vitamin D levels [2]

Multiple brands including Evolve, Nature's Promise, and Nutrisca faced FDA warnings for

vitamin D toxicity [19]



Your observation aligns with mounting evidence that commercial pet food formulations, while

meeting regulatory minimums, may not replicate the vitamin D availability that wild carnivores

naturally access through their prey-based diet. The combination of processing losses, minimal

fortification standards, and lack of bioavailable co-factors suggests that many pets may indeed

be receiving suboptimal vitamin D nutrition compared to their wild counterparts.

⁂

Consumer Reports found one Pedigree product with vitamin D levels nearly 5 times the

recommended maximum [5]
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