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Horizon Series:
What can the livestock industry 
learn from the world of pets?
White Paper Highlights with Dr. Anna Kate Shoveller

As part of its Horizon Series, the Livestock Research Innovation Corporation (LRIC) has written 
a series of white papers on the issues that will have a direct impact on the future of Ontario’s 
livestock industry. Dr. Anna Kate Shoveller discusses her experiences in the pet food industry and 
provide examples where the livestock industry can gain insights from the world of pets. Kate is a 
professor and Champion Petfoods Chair in canine and feline nutrition, physiology and metabolism 
at the University of Guelph. She spent several years in the pet food industry and her current 
research provides information for feed manufacturers and others that work with animals, to 
improve the health and welfare of pets and livestock.

“Who are the key opinion leaders and how are they shaping the food we provide for 
dogs and cats?”  Kate Shoveller

The pet care market—that includes food, toys, treats and supplements—is a multi-billion-dollar 
global business that is largely recession proof. More than 50% of pet owners believe their pets are 
part of the family. “So, when the pet nutrition community considers research to support the diet 
and health of pets, we must understand how society views the work that is done and must work 
within the belief sets of pet owners,” says Shoveller.

“What are the key innovations around consumer demand in the pet food industry?”  
Kate Shoveller

Innovations in the pet industry are driven by ingredients consumers don’t want in their pet 
food—gluten, grain and carbohydrates. “We also see innovations in processing, and a big move 
from kibble to companies providing lightly cooked, fresh pet food options delivered direct to the 
consumer,” says Shoveller. “These innovations are underpinned by the humanization of pets, which 
really means we are making products that look like human food.”

“The pet food market is subject to a level of regulation comparable to infant formula.”  
Kate Shoveller

One of the toughest aspects of innovation in the pet food market is the level of regulation for 
Canadian pet food companies. Shoveller notes how pet food now falls under the Food Safety 
Modernization Act, which aims to apply the same food safety standards to pet food as human food 
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to prevent contamination and avoid situations like the 2007 melamine recall in the pet food industry. 
The Act is also trying to address the amount of uncontrolled innovation that was happening in the 
natural pet food market, grain- and gluten-free segment and the raw pet food market.

“Understand consumer demand and consider it in strategic planning.”  Kate Shoveller

The humanization of pets, and the very high growth rates in pet food innovations that include 
grain free, has led to huge tensions in the pet food industry, including the use of pulses as an 
alternative to grain, and the possible connection to dilated cardiomyopathy (DCM) in dogs. 
Shoveller is involved in ongoing research to understand the safety of pulses in pet food. “Pulses 
are generally regarded as safe but it’s important to remember that once beliefs are formed, 
they are very difficult to change. So, my advice would be to understand consumer demand and 
consider this in your strategic planning,” says Shoveller. Consumers wanted grain-free pet food but 
didn’t think about what it would be replaced with. “Try not to get too distracted. While the DCM 
has taken over a large part of my research, I try to keep my discovery work on track and separate. 
Think about short- and long-term deliverables.”

“Why do we use animals for research?”  Kate Shoveller

Shoveller outlined the need for animals in research to generate species-specific data, coupled 
with the need to consider the ethics of how scientific data is generated. “If we lose public and 
industry support, we become irrelevant,” she says. “We must also remember that our own ethics 
and education about animal welfare will predict our opinion on sound science.”

There are cross-cultural differences in attitudes to animals that must also be considered, and the 
implications for concerns relative to the use of animals and how we support their quality of life. 

“We want to improve the health and wellbeing of pets within an evidence-based framework that 
considers the physiological needs of the animals, and the opinions of influencers, pet food product 
industry and the public.”

“Welfare implications are developing quickly in our information generation.”  
Kate Shoveller

As animal needs and behavioural complexities become better understood, Shoveller believes that 
the perceived obligations change, and animal welfare becomes a point of social debate. “I believe 
we will start to see an increased demand for higher levels of enrichment in the management 
of agricultural animals, and in our research animal designs,” she says. “Having a bond with 
companion animals may prime people to worry about welfare in other species, and a feel a great 
sense of moral obligation to animals and an increased sensitivity to well-being issues.”

When it comes to millennial and Gen Z consumers, Shoveller reinforces the higher tendency with 
these audiences to focus on environmental concerns and activism, combined with strong social 
media communication skills.
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“You need to think about how you can train your animals for research and management 
requirements—from the environment to the research procedures used,” says Shoveller. “Overall, 
when you think of the changes that may be required in management in research design, think 
about how you will demonstrate that your science is valid to society.”

Watch the full webinar or review the white paper at livestockresearch.ca/white_papers.
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