
Implementing the Guidelines is as Easy as 1-2-3

Every pet. Every time.

Screening Evaluation:
 � Nutritional 
history/activity 
level

 � Body  
weight

 � Body/muscle 
condition 
score
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Incorporate 
a nutritional 
assessment and 
specific dietary 
recommendation 
in the physical 
exam for every 
pet, every time 
they visit.  

It’s as simple  
as that.

*Nutritional risk factors listed on back

How do you incorporate the nutritional 
assessment within the physical exam?

What is included in the 
nutritional assessment?

What do the AAHA 
Guidelines say?

Normal 
Physical Exam
No nutritional risk 
factors identified

Abnormal 
Physical Exam 

Findings 
or nutritional risk  
factors identified

Make a specific dietary 
recommendation

Extended Evaluation

Make a specific dietary 
recommendation
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Introduction
The American Animal Hospital Association recommends these nutrition-
al assessment guidelines because good nutrition enhances pets’ quality
and quantity of life, and is integral to optimal animal care. Incorporating
nutritional assessment into regular animal care is critical for maintaining
pets’ health, as well as their response to disease and injury. It requires lit-
tle to no additional time or cost.
The specific goals of this article are to provide:

• Awareness of the importance of nutritional assessment of dogs and cats.
• Guidelines for nutritional evaluation of animals to promote optimal
health and response to disease.

• Evidence and tools to support recommendations.

The positive impact of proper nutrition on health and disease is well
established in all animals. Appropriate feeding throughout all life stages
can help prevent diet-associated diseases, as well as to assist in the man-
agement of other diseases. For example, diets formulated for dogs and
cats with chronic kidney disease have been shown to provide significant
benefits.1,2,3
The National Research Council (NRC) of the U.S. NationalAcademy of

Sciences is the leading provider of nutrient recommendations for dogs and
cats.4 The NRC publications form the basis for Association of American
Feed Control Officials (AAFCO) nutrient profiles, which are updated rou-
tinely.5 AAFCO provides a mechanism for developing and implementing
uniform and equitable laws, regulations, standards and enforcement poli-
cies, and establishes nutrient profiles for cat and dog foods.
Assurance of proper nutritional health, however, entails more than

meeting nutrient profiles; additional factors must be considered. Figure 1
represents the “Circle of Nutrition,” symbolizing the comprehensive
approach to clinical nutrition used by the American College of Veterinary
Nutrition (ACVN).
According to this approach, nutritional assessment considers several

factors that are described in detail in this document. An iterative process,
in which each factor affecting the animal’s nutritional status is assessed
and reassessed as often as required, provides a thorough nutritional
assessment of the small animal.6,7,8 The factors to be evaluated include
the animal, the diet, feeding management and environmental factors, as
described below.
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Special Report

A. For every patient: do a screening 
evaluation (nutritional history/
activity level, body weight & body/
muscle condition score)

B. For a patient with abnormal 
physical exam findings or 
nutritional risk factors:* do an 
extended evaluation.
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How to ensure the entire 
team is working together to 
implement the Guidelines
AAHA Nutritional Assessment Guidelines for Dogs and Cats
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“

Make a team commItment to 
acknowledge nutrition as a vital 
assessment and follow the AAHA 
Nutritional Assessment Guidelines for Dogs 
and Cats because your patients deserve it.

Together, develop a customized 
wrItten protocol to ensure 
every patient receives a 
nutritional assessment 
and specific dietary 
recommendation  
at every visit. (See 
example on right)

Visit  
everypeteverytIme.com  
or aaHanet.orG to see 
the full AAHA Guidelines 
and tips for bringing 
them to life in your 
practice. 

How to develop and 
customize a written 
protocol that works 
for your clinic

”Michael Cavanaugh, DVM, DABVP 
AAHA ExECuTIVE DIrECTor 

“Incorporating a nutritional assessment into 
the routine examination protocol for every 
patient is important for maintaining optimal 
health, as well as the response to disease 
and injury.”

Example of a protocol from clinics already making nutrition a vital assessment

*  Nutritional risk factors: 
• Lifestage considerations   
• Abnormal BCS or MCS 
• Poor skin or hair coat
• Systemic or dental disease 
• Snacks, table food > 10% of total calories 
• Unconventional diet    
• Gastrointestinal upset
• Inadequate or inappropriate housing

CHECK IN

�� Client fills out nutrition history/update form

�� Weigh in

�� Front desk staff places nutrition history/update form  
in patient’s records

EXAM ROOM

�� Veterinary technician records history using nutrition history form to 
help ask questions and initiate discussion 

�� Veterinarian performs a physical exam and nutritional assessment

�� Veterinarian makes a specific nutrition recommendation and 
documents the recommendation in patient’s records

�� Veterinary technician fills out travel log, including nutrition 
recommendation

�� Veterinary technician asks client if there are any questions and 
reinforces the recommendation

�� Veterinary technician dispenses tools (measuring cups, literature about 
nutrition, information packet)

�� Veterinary technician sends patient home with an information packet 
even if they don’t purchase recommended food

CHECK OUT

�� Front desk staff asks client again if there are any questions

�� Front desk staff dispenses food and reinforces recommendation

�� Front desk staff schedules a callback in 2-7 days if recommendation is 
for a new food

�� Front desk staff enters reminder code for re-purchase of food two 
weeks before food will run out
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