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Approximately 25 to 45% of all pet dogs and cats are considered overweight or obese today. It is the most common nutritional disease of pets and one of the most common health problems among pets. The cause of becoming overweight or obese is fairly simple: calorie intake exceeds calorie expenditure. Less commonly there may be a metabolic problem that contributes to obesity such as hypothyroidism, Cushing’s disease or diabetes. Though an underlying condition may predispose some pets to gaining weight, most of the time it simply is too many calories eaten and too little activity with the excess calories accumulating as fat (just like people!). The main factors that contribute to obesity are the following: overfeeding, inactivity, breed, age, spay/neuter status & age at which procedure was performed, owner’s activity level and feeding arrangements with other pets. 

When attempting to figure out a pet’s ideal body weight, there is a wide range of “normal” between breeds and even within breeds. Weight guidelines within breeds can be helpful but much is dependent upon the individual pet. The ideal weight for any dog is generally associated with palpable, but not visible ribs, a defined waist and a slightly tucked abdomen. There are some breeds that do not fit the exact criteria as others. For instance, a greyhound at ideal weight will have visible ribs and an English Bulldog at normal weight really has no apparent waist at all! The veterinarian can help determine the pet’s ideal weight range

A groundbreaking study by Purina showed that dogs fed to maintain their ideal body condition throughout their lives had a median life span of 2 years longer than their littermates; they also were considerably healthier. The implications of obesity are often understood by owners but many ignore the problem; many do not even realize their pet is overweight. Obesity increases the risk of many other diseases, among them are diabetes, joint and arthritis problems, impaired mobility, dystocia, respiratory difficulties, hypertension, cardiac problems, and fatty liver disease. It is important to acknowledge the impact extra pounds make on a pet’s life.

The bottom line with overweight pets- there is more to love, but there may be less time to love them. Keeping your pet at his ideal weight will maximize the quality of life they have and maximize the years you have to spend with them.
Weight Loss Plan

(#1) Modify the diet and feeding arrangements
**It is important to carefully assess all the calories a pet takes in daily, not just pet food but also treats, snacks, table scraps, access to other pet food, neighbors feeding the pet etc. It is not unusual for more than one member of the house to be feeding the dog without realizing the other is too. It is important for everyone in the household to be honest about what the pet is eating. It is important to make sure kids, Grandma, and any other “diet saboteurs” are on board with a diet or it WILL fail. Dogs in a multi-pet household may exhibit competitive eating, meaning that when they see other pets eating, they tend to eat more, not necessarily because they are hungry but just so the other guy doesn’t get it! Pets that exhibit this behavior may do better being fed in separate rooms at mealtimes. In order to control the amount any pet eats they should each have their own bowl. If there are other pets in the household who are “grazers” who do not eat all the food at once, it is still best to feed twice daily, separating the pets to feed and allowing 20-30 minutes for everyone to eat, then picking up the food. The pets will learn the feeding schedule and will learn to eat during the meal times. If multiple members are in a family who feed the dog and give treats, it is best to put out the daily allowance of food and treats in a container. Everyone can then feed the dog from that container only until the food and treats are gone for that day. If the pet is a terrible “begger” for human food, then separate the pet from the family at their mealtimes by putting them in a crate/kennel, another room, or outside. This eliminates the temptation for the pet, and for the people who feel sorry for them and sneak them treats!
(#2) Restrict daily calorie intake by one of 2 ways: 


(A)  Reducing amount fed of pet’s current diet:  As a starting point as to what constitutes the current diet, you must take into account not just food, but treats and all other calorie sources. It is best to cut out all table food and eliminate access to cat food, etc. The pet must eat 25 to 50% less in order to lose weight; the severity of calorie restriction depends on how overweight the pet is. You need to first determine (with a measuring cup) exactly how much you have been feeding the pet, determine the new daily amount and divide it into two daily meals.
NOTE: Many people do not realize they have been over-feeding their pet; they may fill the food bowl whenever it is empty thinking the pet will regulate its food intake, but most pets will just eat whatever is there until it is gone! The other mistake made is not using a measuring cup (the kitchen type) to allot feeding portions; you should always use a measuring cup. A coffee can or 44oz plastic soda cup hold much more than 1 cup. Many owners are shocked when they realize how much they have been over-feeding their pet.


(B)Changing to a lower calorie food with reduced fat and increased fiber (and feeding the 
correct amount for weight loss): There are “reduced calorie”, “low fat”, and “less active” formula foods available at stores. Also available are prescription diets, such as Purina O/M which allow you to feed larger volumes with less calories; these are available through vet hospitals. Even with these diets, you must feed at an amount that is less than the goal weight of the dog (ie, for a 75lb obese dog, you would feed as a 50lb dog).
(#3) Feed the daily amount of food divided into 2 or 3 small meals: Each time a meal is eaten, a pet’s body must burn calories in order to digest the food eaten; this is called diet induced themogenesis. Feeding several smaller meals will therefore result in more calories being used. Feeding this way also reduces hunger and begging.
(#4) Increase calorie expenditure (exercise)
Pets that are overweight will need to actively exercise at least 3 times weekly working up to daily to promote weight loss. Just like people who are overweight and sedentary, exercise should be started gradually and should be done during a cooler time of the day. A brisk walk is the best exercise but tossing a ball or Frisbee will suffice. Activity burns calories builds muscle which makes the pet more efficient at burning calories.
(#5) Modify behavior permanently to prevent regaining weight

In order to monitor weight loss progress, it is recommended to check a pet’s weight every 1 to 2 months. This way adjustments can be made with the diet as needed to continue weight loss or switch to a maintenance regimen. Gradual weight loss is more likely to allow long term maintenance. The ways to reduce a pet’s weight and keep it off are the same as for people. After losing the weight, in order to keep it off, changes must be made or the pet will regain the weight. A crucial point to make--- a dog’s diet, what they eat and how much, is in complete control of the owner. It is important to Many owners who have been habitual “spoilers” of pets, giving table food and excess treats, remark that they are amazed at how much more active and happy their pet becomes after losing weight. The good news is that there are successful ways to help a pet lose weight and keep it off with diet and behavior changes for the pet (and owner!).
