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"The greatness of a nation and its moral progress can be judged by the way its animals are 
treated" - Mahatma Gandhi 

When we think about feeding our beloved companions, what questions should we ask 
ourselves? Certainly, many of us consider the age and health of our dogs, as well as workload 
and specific purpose, when selecting an appropriate diet. The food we place in our dog's 
bowl, is the finished product from a chain of commercial enterprise which stand to gain, or 
not as the case may be, from our choice in pet food. This article will introduce and consider 
the moral arguments of "ethical stakeholders" who directly relate to the production, 
marketing, purchase and consumption of commercial dog foods. Please enter with an open 
mind, remember morals differ from person to person, we all have very different views and 
opinions. 

What are Ethics? Ethics are generally applied using a moral reasoning model; who, and 
how many, will benefit/suffer from my decision (Utilitarianism)? Are my actions truthful and 
honest (Deontology)? Will the ends justify the means (Consequentialism)? 

Gandhi, an astute vegetarian and pacifist, suggests that humans have a moral obligation to 
treat animals fairly, ultimately reflecting humanity within our own societies. But how do we 
make moral decisions? Morality is considered an anthrocentric (human centred) trait, in 
which we all have obligated duties towards those which perhaps are incapable of making 
those judgements considered to be "moral". Morality itself is ambiguous, moral codes are 
often dependent on social and economic factors such as religion, tradition and personal 
affluence, which vary greatly throughout different cultures and geographical location. 

It is argued that non-Human animals lack the ability to make "moral" decisions therefore 
human caregivers are tasked with the responsibility of applying ethical decisions to those 
situations and circumstances in which animals stand to gain or, more often than not, suffer. 

Analysing these key aspects of ethical decision making is often ambiguous and morality is far 
from simple when applied to every day decisions and actions let alone those which may have 
an impact on a national or global scale. When was the last time you popped to the 
supermarket and considered the moral or ethical implications of your choice in dog food? 
When we consider the ingredients, manufacturers, as well as our personal choices, the water 
becomes a little clouded. The honest answer here will more than likely be that we expect 



those who manufacture, produce and retail consumable products to be moral in their actions, 
therefore supplying an ethical product to informed members of the public. 

 

Manufacture and Ingredients 

Generally those ingredients used in dog food are category three animal by-products, which 
can include; blood, hide; hair, feathers and day old chicks. These by-products are generally 
from those animals which are slaughtered in the UK which has strict welfare regulations 
however, ingredients included in pet food can also be imported from outside of the UK where 
perhaps welfare standards are not as regulated. The animal by-product industry raises 
essential revenue in the U.K, with one company reporting to generate an income of £250 
million year per annum. Animal by-products, are not only used in our pet food, and are often 
utilised by other industries including those which produce and manufacture pharmaceuticals. 
In the UK 75% of marine catch is classed as by-catch, those products which are not utilised 
by the human food industry, meaning that those included in our pet food is utilised rather 
than wasted. 

"....Using animals for food is an ethical thing to do, but we've got to do it right....we owe the 
animal respect" - Temple Grandin 

By-products utilised in the pet food industry are those pieces of slaughtered animal which are 
not generally desirable for the human dinner plate. In the UK, 900 million animals are farmed 
including those which are reared using intensive systems. The estimated UK human 
population is estimated at 64.1 million (2014), despite the number of farmed animals greatly 
outweighing the human population, intensive farming continues, perhaps not encompassing 
the spirit of utilitarianism (the greatest happiness for the greatest number). 2% of food 
produced in the UK bears the RSPCA logo to illustrate high animal welfare standards, 
therefore humans continue to purchase food which has perhaps not been reared to fully 
consider the Five Freedoms (freedom from hunger and thirst, pain, injury and disease, fear 
and distress and the freedom to express normal behaviour). 

Dog food is often manufactured using a process known as rendering. Rendering involves the 
heating of ingredients and removing the resulting solid materials. Rendering is generally a 
financially viable process, meaning the cost of rendered by-products creates a solid food 
which is ultimately cheaper for the consumer. Rendering however produces high levels of 
methane which will have a direct effect on the environment and climate change. 



 
Have you looked at your dog food label recently? Those of us which consider the diets of our 
dogs very carefully will consider particular nutritional levels (e.g. protein) however it is not a 
legal requirement in the UK to disclose particular ingredients in our companion's food, 
phrases such as "meat derivative" and "oils and fats" are used to describe ingredients such as 
blood, bone and sinew (connective tissues). Those foods labelled 100% organic are also 
misleading, as only 95% of the ingredients must be classified as organic to advertise your 
brand as wholly organic. 

Food labelling for farmed animals is much stricter and the composition of all meat farmed 
animal feeds must contain a full and correct list of ingredients. Evaluate this ethically.....those 
animals which are reared for the meat industry, and our tables, must receive feeds in which 
all ingredients are clearly listed however those which are fed to our companion animals 
(except rabbits and horses; as these can be used for food too!) can be unclear and less precise. 
There are many pieces of scientific research which have obtained concerning results in regard 
to dog food ingredients, a study in Canada found that 10 out of 12 foods tested contained 
undisclosed mammal, fish and bird ingredients. Other research has discovered the presence of 
flame retardant compounds in dry dog food, I am guessing this was not disclosed on the label. 

Any of you reading this that have considered animal welfare or indeed researched this matter 
in some detail will understand the concern that many people have for large scale animal 
farming, including those used in the dairy industry. What implications does the dairy industry 
have on our dog food? There are many brands of dog food in the UK (one search displayed 
903 results for dry dog food!) some of which have sparked large scale debates, and have large 
shares in both the dairy and cosmetic industry. That is all I have to say on that matter, 
although an internet search should bring up further information on this topic. 

Human Consumer 

24% of homes in the UK have a dog. Humans choose to keep dogs for a variety of reasons; 
they are attachment figures, companions, care-givers and objects of status. Anecdotal 
evidence, as well as recent television programming, suggests that the relationship we have 
with our dog will affect the way in which we feed our animals. A working dog, for example, 
will be fed according to individual work level whereas grandma's favourite pooch is more 
likely to indulge in afternoon cream cakes. In the UK, it is more likely that dogs that have 
owners which are considered "overweight" will also have weight related issues, leading to a 
higher risk of diabetes and musculoskeletal dysfunction. 

Personal affluence will have a direct influence on an owner's choice in dog food. Prices of 
dog food range from approximately £11 to £70 for 15kg. The biggest proportion of homes 
containing dogs are within the North-East (36% of homes), this region is considered one of 
the most "financially deprived area(s)" in the UK (Church Urban Fund, 2014). With the 
continuous rise in the cost of living, it could be assumed that these areas have perhaps limited 
access to transportation therefore limiting access to a wide range of commercial dog foods. 



Therefore the "Big Brands" become more accessible due to their tireless advertising and 
abundant availability. The same could be said for some of the more expensive "Therapeutic 
Diets" which are specially designed for particular dietary needs of animals who may have 
issues directly relating to age or health. Is it ethical that the price is so high on foods which 
will help with specific health issues? Or is it ethical that we are perhaps led to believe that our 
canines have a better quality of life when fed therapeutic (and more expensive) diets? 

"With no ads, who would pay for the media? The Good Fairy?" - Samuel Thurm 

We have already touched upon the ambiguity of pet-food 
labelling and what the limitations of this may be. The consumer (dog owners in this case) are 
often influenced by packaging of foods, those which show happy, healthy dogs or vegetables 
and palatable ingredients are more likely to be purchased than those which are simply an 
ingredient label on a clear bag because they are more aesthetically pleasing without actually 
having any real reflection on product quality. The same can be said here for the power of 
advertising, research has shown that humans watching television advertising which contains 
our four legged friend will have a positive influence on the attitude of a dog owner making 
them more likely to purchase the product being showcased (I am thinking of one particular 
slogan and advert here......I will leave you to think of your own). Large scale, international, 
multi-million companies are those who can afford advertising, rather than small scale, local 
dog food producers who may have a product which surpasses those which are churned out in 
bulk (or not.....I can only surmise!). 

Feeding our dogs is something we may do twice a day, and I doubt that many of us consider 
the entire commercial pet-food industry and its actions as we pop Fido's biscuits into his dish. 
What should be considered here is whether we, as owners, are making informed decisions 
when feeding our dogs. Do we know whether our food is appropriate for the dog and their 
individual needs? Are we putting our dogs at risk of food related illness or behavioural 
problems? 

Humans have a moral responsibility towards animals. Many of us would agree with this 
statement in relation to our pet animals that provide their companionship, comfort and 
services to us humans. Humans naturally will consider the welfare of their pet over a farmed 
animal, for example. Cognitive dissonance allows us to disassociate from the manufacture of 
live ingredients to dry biscuits or minced products to feed our beloved four legged friend. 
Manufacturers use clever advertising to influence the choice of the consumer, despite the 



sometimes questionable morals of multi million pound companies who never see their 
consumer but only the balance sheet at the end of the month. Utilitarianism applies moral 
decisions to those of the greatest number, except when the highest number is that of 
"ingredient status". Deontology applies moral truth telling and honesty, unless this affects 
your annual turnover and the rate at which you are selling products. Consequentialism is the 
moral justification of the ends justifying the means, so does unhappiness for the greatest 
number and bending the truth justify the ultimate happiness of the consumer? 

As responsible and informed consumers we have the chance to positively influence the world 
around us, beginning with those who have no voice, who cannot object or argue their case. 
Be the person your dog thinks you are. 
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