Anyone who has watched a hungry dog “wolf” down its food wouldn’t automatically choose the words “discerning feeder” to describe what they see. And yet our experiments showed that this is exactly what dogs are: when provided with a choice of foods containing different amounts of protein, fat and carbohydrate dogs consumed different amounts of each food to achieve a diet that had a particular balance of macronutrients (protein, fat and carbohydrate) – with approximately 30% of energy from protein, 63% from fat and 7% from carbohydrate which was consistent across four breeds studied (papillon, miniature schnauzer, cocker spaniel and Labrador). The low % energy provided by carbohydrate in this self-selected diet (7% compared to recommended intake of between 45-65% in humans for example) likely reflects the carnivorous ancestry of dogs and is similar to that previously found in domestic cats.  Interestingly, our experiments showed that the macronutrient preference of the dogs was based partly on learning: when first exposed to the experimental foods, they selected a diet slightly higher in carbohydrate and lower in fat, and later reduced the relative carbohydrate content. However, compared with macronutrient balance, the dogs showed less finesse in regulating the amount of energy eaten, with some breeds eating over twice their estimated daily energy requirement.  We interpret these results in relation to the wolf ancestry of dogs and their evolution under domestication.
