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 We pay quite a bit of attention to 
our dogs’ diets. That’s because 
we know that if we feed our 

dogs balanced meals they’ll stay healthier. 

For years, calcium was considered the 
most important nutrient for bone and 
joint health. But according to the newest 
research, calcium plays second fiddle to 
vitamin D3. That’s because vitamin D3 
improves the intestinal absorption of 
calcium and the two work in unison to 
promote optimal bone health. Calcium 
without vitamin D3 is like a carriage 
without a horse. 

,PSRUWDQW�,PPXQH�6XSSRUW
Today, vitamin D gets a lot of press and 
scientists have realized how important D3 
is to health. Vitamin D3 has many import-
ant functions in the body. It affects mood 
and, importantly, is an integral immune 
system booster. One of the reasons people 
get fewer colds and flu in the summer is 
thought to be the increased levels (due to 
more sunlight) of this essential vitamin in 
their systems. The Department of Interna-
tional Health, Immunology and Microbiol-
ogy at the University of Copenhagen also 
found that D3 activates the important 
immune system killer and helper cells, 

playing a major role in immune system 
function. These cells can’t even mobilize 
without adequate vitamin D. 

9LWDPLQ�'��'HÀFLHQF\
Vitamin D3 deficiency in humans is now 
epidemic. People get most of their D3 
from UV exposure. When humans left the 
sunlight of the fields to work indoors (and 
used sunscreen when outside), their levels 
of D3 suffered. It’s now become routine 
to test human’ vitamin D3 levels, sup-
plementing this vitamin when necessary. 
While people get their vitamin D3 from 
UV radiation absorbed through the skin 
as well as from their diets, dogs and cats 
primarily get their form of active D3 from 
diet.

For many years, I’ve suspected a vitamin 
D3 deficiency in both dogs and cats. I 
attribute the rise in cancer and many 
other diseases, in part, to this deficiency. 
I called professional acquaintances in our 
commonly used laboratories and asked 
when they were going to start testing pets 
for D3 deficiency. So I was delighted when 
VDI Laboratory started to test vitamin 
D3 in animals two years ago. The found-
ers of VDI Labs were previously at Quest 
Diagnostics, who’d done the initial D3 
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research in the field of humans. Now VDI 
wanted to find out if what was happening 
in people was also true for animals. 

A study, soon to be published, confirms 
that 75 percent of all dogs and cats fed 
commercial dog food are insufficiently 
fortified with D3. Additional studies in 
the past have shown that low stores of 
vitamin D3 are associated with a wide 
variety of diseases in both dogs and cats, 
including cancer, IBD, renal disease, heart 
disease, infections, feline tooth reabsorp-
tion and hyperparathyroidism. Even a 
number of feline idiopathic hypercalce-
mias result from D3 deficiency. 

$�+RUPRQH��1RW�$�9LWDPLQ
Vitamin D obtained from sun exposure, 
food and supplements is a hormone, not 
a vitamin. It’s biologically inert and must 
undergo two hydroxylations in the body 
to be activated. The first hydroxylation 
occurs in the liver and converts vitamin 
D to 25-hydroxyvitamin D (abbreviated 
as 25(OH)D), also known as calcidiol. The 
second occurs primarily in the kidney and 
forms the physiologically active 1,25-di-
hydroxyvitamin D (1,25(OH)2D), also 
known as calcitriol.

Dogs and cats get their active vitamin D3 
from their diet. D3 is a fat soluble vitamin 
and in pet foods it comes from the fat of 
the meat product. If that’s not enough, 
the manufacturers supplement with D3. 
But the 25-hydroxyvitamin D from meat 
fat is absorbed much more readily than 
supplemental D3. Just like any other vita-
min, cooking and heating can also destroy 
some of the vitamin D3.

Evolutionarily, a dog’s normal diet con-
sisted of the whole prey animal including 
the fat, which is the primary store of D3 
in the 25-hydroxyvitamin D form, the 
precursor to the active hormone 1,25-di-
hydroxyvitamin D. The liver gets it all 
ready but it’s actually the kidneys that do 
the work to transform it into the active 
hormone. 

VDI Laboratory researchers feel that when 
humans started working indoors, dogs 
also lost their natural raw diet. This result-
ed in a simultaneous epidemic of vitamin 
D3 deficiency in both humans and their 
pets. The researchers found that when 
dogs and cats returned to a raw food diet 
their active vitamin D3 reached sufficient 
levels. In contrast, many of the pets on 

commercial food diets are deficient in the 
25-hydroxy form. 

0RUH�)DW� �0RUH�'�
Dogs process fat differently from people. 
What we think of as a proper diet for our-
selves (less fat) is not right for a dog or a 
cat. Testing has shown that dogs and cats 
have much higher needs for 25-hydroxy 
than humans. In pets, when you get above 
100 nanograms per milliliter in the blood 
(the recommended level of this hormone), 
the parathyroid hormone plateaus, inflam-
mation drops and phosphorus stabilizes. 
The studies on animals are the same basic 
studies that were done to determine Vita-
min D3 sufficiency in humans.

Illustrating the importance of fat … a 
woman who loved her toy poodle fed 

'��&DQLQH�5LVN�)DFWRUV
7KHUH�DUH�PXOWLSOH�IDFWRUV�WKDW�DʷHFW�
vitamin D3 status in dogs. 

Over the age of five, vitamin D3 
absorption starts to drop by about 
three to five percent per year. 

,QWDFW�VWDWXV�DʷHFWV����K\GUR[\�YL�
tamin D levels. Female spayed dogs 
are ten percent lower than intact 
females and male neutered dogs 
are 30 percent lower than intact 
males. It’s been found that the risk 
of getting cancer quadruples in dogs 
with low stores of vitamin D3. It’s 
no wonder that studies are now 
showing more cancer in spayed and 
neutered animals.

VDI Labs looked at several com�
mon breeds and found that Golden 
Retrievers, a breed that is very 
prone to cancer, have significantly 
lower D3 than other breeds. German 
Shepherds were also low in D3 but 
less so.
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him the same thing she ate – with the fat 
trimmed off the meat. The dog was later 
found to have a vitamin D3 deficiency 
because D3, being a fat soluble vitamin, is 
found in the fat of the meat. 

9LWDPLQ�'��$QG�'LVHDVH
As discussed above, the kidney com-
pletes the critical conversion of vitamin 
D3; this means kidney patients must be 
vitamin D3 fortified. This will help with 
both the high phosphorus and the low 
calcium levels that occur in canine kidney 
disease. Human end-stage renal patients 
have been shown to greatly benefit from 
more vitamin D. Doctors inject the active 
hormone because the kidney cannot make 
it at all. 

Irritable Bowel Disease lowers the levels 
of active D3 hormone. The conventional 
treatment for IBD is a steroid such as 
prednisone. Steroid use up-regulates the 
destruction of both forms of D3. It creates 
a double-edged sword situation: low levels 
of D3 due to the IBD itself, and increased 
destruction of the D3 due to treatment. 
Chronic IBD can lead to intestinal lym-
phosarcoma. Any kind of GI disorder will 
impair D3 absorption. The good news is 

that clinical evidence shows that correct-
ing the vitamin D3 deficiency can improve 
the clinical signs of IBD.

I believe vitamin D3 deficiency is also a 
major factor in cancer in our dogs and 
cats. As an example, Golden Retrievers are 
known for their susceptibility to cancer; 
they also have a breed proclivity to low vi-
tamin D levels. With one in two dogs over 
ten years old getting cancer it’s a phenom-
enon that merits attention. 

*HW�$�'��WHVW
Because of all these variables, it’s a good 
idea to have your pet tested for Vitamin 
D3. Vitamin D3 testing requires a sample 
of blood serum to be placed on a special 
absorbent paper that VDI labs provide for 
your veterinarian. Price varies by veteri-
narian but the price is reasonable – some-
where around 60 bucks.

In closing, we can’t dismiss vitamin D3 
as it is vital to every aspect of our dogs’ 
health. Many of the common medical 
problems we see may be avoided or alle-
viated when D3 levels are corrected. It’s a 
worthwhile endeavor to pay attention to 
vitamin D3 in our dogs’ diets. 

$�/LQN�WR�'RJJLH�'HPHQWLD"
According to a study published in the medical journal Neurology, vitamin D3 deficiency doubles our risk of acquiring 
dementia and Alzheimer’s disease.  Dogs with Canine Cognitive Dysfunction have lesions in their brain that are similar 
WR�$O]KHLPHU²V�SDWLHQWV��$�ODUJH�SHUFHQWDJH�RI�GRJV�RYHU�WHQ�PD\�H[SHULHQFH�VRPH�V\PSWRPV�RI�&&'��LQFOXGLQJ�YDULRXV�
stages of confusion and disorientation. 
I’ve treated older dogs with dementia symptoms with vitamin D3 and the results have been remarkable. Many behavior 
SUREOHPV�UHVSRQG�SRVLWLYHO\�WR�H[WUD�'���6RPHWLPHV�ROGHU�FDWV�VWDUW�KRZOLQJ�DURXQG�WKH�KRXVH�DW�QLJKW��ZKLFK�LV�YHU\�
VWUHVVIXO�IRU�WKHLU�KXPDQV��$JDLQ��VRPH�H[WUD�YLWDPLQ�'��LQ�WKH�GLHW�FDQ�ZRUN�D�PLUDFOH��


