
The obesity epidemic, 

food composition, and 

the role of industry
John Flanagan Ph.D.

Research Program Manager, Discover Vet R&D

Royal Canin



Content

• Obesity epidemic 

• Definition, incidence, consequences and risk factors

• Food composition 

• Feeding guidelines and a lesson from human nutrition

• The role of industry

• Development of purpose-made diets

• Fine tuning of weight loss programs 

• Effective communication

• Prevention



What I want to convince you of 

today……

1. Obesity is a serious disease

2. YOU can do something about it!



Obesity 

epidemic



Definition

o·be·si·ty

ōˈbēsədē/

noun

the condition of being grossly fat or 

overweight

Condição da pessoa obesa, de quem 

acumula uma quantidade excessiva 

de gordura no organismo, sendo 

caracterizada pelo aumento do peso

Humans

Body Mass Index (BMI):  kg/m2

• Healthy : 18-25

• Overweight: 25-30

• Obesity: 30-40

• Morbid obesity: >40

BMI = weight/height2 [kg/m2]



Definition

BMI for dogs or cats?

10 -15% above ideal bodyweight?



Definition



Is obesity a disease?

A risk factor for other diseases?

Disease definition:

1. An impairment of the normal functioning of some aspect       

of the body

2. Demonstrates characteristic signs or symptoms

3. Causes harm or morbidity



INCIDENCE OF OBESITY
In the latest survey (2018) conducted by the Association for Pet Obesity Prevention 

(APOP) in US veterinary clinics :

60 % of cats & 56% of dogs were diagnosed overweight or obese

Prevalence of obesity is consistently increasing in most countries. 

(China 44% of dogs; New Zealand 63% cats; Europe 40% pets)



INCIDENCE OF OBESITY

40.5% of dogs were 

diagnosed 

overweight or obese



Consequences of Obesity



Impact on lifespan

15% shorter life span in small dogs!



Shortened lifespan in cats

BCS 5-6 longest survival

Lifespan shortest for BCS ≤3

Shorter survival for BCS 9



Disease associations in pets

Orthopaedic diseases

Diabetes mellitus

Pancreatitis

Cancer – mammary, TCC

Respiratory diseases

Hypertension

Urinary tract disorders

Lipid disorders

Hepatic lipidosis

Dermatological disease

Gastrointestinal disease

Anaesthetic risk



Causes of Pet Obesity



It’s simple!

Causes of Pet Obesity



Risk Factors



Breed associations for obesity

Edney & Smith, 1986;  Lund et al. 2005, 2006



Neutering

In cats

 increased food/energy intake

 Some evidence of decreased activity

 Increased body weight (adiposity)

19

 Alexander et al., (2011), Br J Nutr.  106:: S19-S25 and  Belsito et 
al., (2009) J Anim Sci 87: 591-602



Rapid 

early-life 

growth

IDEAL WEIGHT

OVERWEIGHT

Serisier et al, 2013 J. Nutr. Sci. 2: e11. 



Genetics



Obesogenic Environment

Risk factor p value

Neutering 0.001

Sex 0.003

Snacks - owner 0.005

Elderly presence 0.006

Snacks - pet 0.011



Recap of this section

 Incidence of obesity in dogs has reached epidemic proportions 

worldwide (Association for Pet Obesity Prevention, 2018; German et al 2016, Hayasaki Porsani et al 2020)

 Neutered status, sex and age have been implicated in excess

weight gain (Lund et al 2006; Colliard et al 2006, Hayasaki Porsani et al 2020)

 Impact of treats and extras (German et al 2016, Hayasaki Porsani et al 2020)

Obesogenic environment

 Perception of being

overweight

 Pet parenting style



Food 

composition



What is the energy requirement 
of typical pets?

Appropriate Feeding Guides



• Current NRC (2006) allometric equation 132 kcal/d/kg 0.75

• Energy requirement of kennelled dog 

• Relevance to pets?

• 40% of pet dogs are not walked (Christian et al., 2012) 

• Many cats live in an ‘Indoor’ lifestyles

• Typical pet is ‘Inactive’ ~ energy requirement 20-30% lower

What is the energy requirement of typical pets?

Christian et al. (2012). Dog Ownership and Physical Activity: A Review of the Evidence. J Phys Act Health



Food and obesity

Genetics

Environment

Behaviour

Biology

“ (Saturated) fat 

causes heart disease 

and obesity ”

Restrict

Fat



Does reducing fat cure obesity?



Will reducing carbs cure obesity?

Brand-Miller & Barclay 2017



Its not just 

calories…..

Complete and balanced 

Nutrient concentration 

formulated to an ‘appropriate’ 

energy intake



Industry 

Response to 

Obesity



Addressing the global obesity epidemic

What industry can do to help:

Nutritional solutions to ease weight loss challenge

New dietary concepts to capture the minds

Alleviate pet owner pain-points

Communicate on benefits of weight loss

Diagnosic tools to predict obesity risk

Preventative measures



A Responsible Pet Food Industry needs 

to Promote Responsible Feeding!

• Appropriate feeding guides

• Complete and balanced diets 



Satiety – what is it?

Satiety is the 

opposite of hunger

Satiety :

 is reached when we

no longer feel hungry

continues until we feel

hungry again



CLINIC PRESENTATION

 Liverpool University

 State of the art obesity clinic

 First of its kind in Europe

 Referral Service

 Real-life weight management 
programmes

 Data collection and research



KEY NUMBERS

Increase awareness and scientific

knowledge

Refine weight management 

programmes in real life conditions



PETS THAT LOSE WEIGHT FEEL BETTER

SUCCESSFUL WEIGHT LOSS LEADS TO

 Improved metabolic status

 Improved renal biomarkers

 Improved oxygenation



WEIGHT LOSS IS TOUGH…
• Complete success (reaching target weight) ~60%

• Compliance decreases with time

• It takes about 14 months to achieve ideal weight in >50% dogs



… And gets tougher as the programme goes on

German et al, 2015



About half of pets 

with obesity 

reach target 

weight



…and about half of 

the successful ones 

then regain weight



The job is not done when reaching target weight…

Weight loss diet Maintenance diet

Rebound Rebound



Weight loss programmes should be tailored

 Target weight should take into

account age and concurrent 

disease of the pet

 Even a small weight loss (> 6%) 

weight loss is beneficial for mobility

and quality of life (Marshall, 2010)



DIETARY MANAGEMENT

1. Promoting satiety with no compromise on palatability

2. Inducing safe and successful weight loss

3. Maintaining lean body mass 

4. Stabilising bodyweight after weight loss

Key benefits of an effective weight loss diet

Adapted rationing



Insights

Weight loss is much more difficult to achieve in client-owned dogs

(German et al 2010; German et al 2007) than in experimental conditions. (Floerchinger et 

al 2015; Diez et al 2002)

Owners struggle to comply with program (German et al 2015)

Concerns of changing behavior during restriction (German et al 2015)

 Impact of treats and extras (German et al 2016)

 Role of other factors in weight loss is unclear



Weight loss program is only part of the story

Obese 
Pets

Owner
aware & 
accepts

Start 
weight

loss
program

Complete 
weight loss
program





PERCEPTION: Reinforcing awareness of healthy body condition



Big words: framing conversations on obesity

Alex German

University of Liverpool, UK



Key observations

• ‘Communicative misalignment’

• Oblique / absent messaging

• Absent recommendation



1. Why don’t we talk about obesity?

2. The difficult first consultation

3. Gathering information

4. Setting realistic goals

Communicating about obesity





Pet health check

Eyes 

Ears 

Nose 

Mouth 

Heart 

Body condition 

Legs 

Skin… 

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓



✓

Trick the 

owner into 

starting the 

conversation





Tigger is meant to be big…

…he’s a Main Coone!

Would you be open to chatting 

about Tigger’s weight?

1. Ask permission

2. Leave door open

How about we check him 

again in a month to see 

what’s happening? 



I know we need to do something 

about his weight… it’s finding the time

I know it’s hard for you to do this 

when you are already busy…

1. Empathise

2. Make small steps

If we were to make a start, 

what changes might be 

easiest for you? 



We definitely need to do something.  What was the 

name of that weight loss diet you mentioned?

Great! Let’s work together to 

develop a weight loss plan 

for Tigger

1. Share enthusiasm for change

2. Establish a partnership

3. Talk through priorities

What are you hoping we’ll see 

when Tigger loses weight?



Gathering information

1. Open-ended questions

2. Ask at least three times

3. Not just what but WHY



Owners of obese pets 

have a closer relationship 

with their pet



Food is critical to the owner-pet relationship

Owners of obese pets…

... Observe pet more closely during feeding

... Allow them to be present when preparing food

... Feed more snacks & table scraps

Kienzle et al 1998     Kienzle et al 2006      

Allan et al 2000 Robertson 1999



Open-ended questions

What do you feed Fluffy? 

Brand X

Please talk me through everything you feed 

Fluffy in a typical day, from first thing in the 

morning and to last thing at night



Multiple family members



Forget about the numbers!



Focus on the benefits 

weight loss brings and 

not the numbers 



“Prevention is better than cure”



Prevention



Obesity definition

“A disease where excessive body fat has 

accumulated such that health may

be adversely affected” (German 2012)



Long-term strategies

 Royal Canin priorities

Start of Life

Weight Management

 Talking about it today



Conclusion

• Obesity is a disease with serious 

consequences

• Early action is necessary

• Tools are available to help you

• Huge scope to find an approach that 

works well for you and your clients!



Obesity is a disease

…yet we have a funny 

way of looking at it


