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Gluten-free diets are increasingly 
popular in human nutrition and this in 
turn can influence pet food decisions. 
What exactly is gluten and why is it 
found in pet food? 

The Purina Institute provides the 
scientific facts to support your 
nutritional conversations.

In focus

Gluten in pet food

HOT TOPIC

Gluten, grains and celiac disease: 
explaining the connection

Gluten is a collective term referring to the storage 
protein found in grains. Wheat, barley and rye belong 
to a family of grasses known as Triticeae. The gluten 
found in these particular grains contains gliadin, a 
protein fraction that can trigger the allergic response in 
humans with celiac disease.1  

Oats belong to another family of grains known as Aveneae. 
The gluten found in oats contains avenin,2 which is a 
slightly different protein than gliadin and does not trigger 
the same allergic response. Whether or not oats belong in 
a gluten-free celiac diet for humans is still under debate.3,4
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Why is there a concern about gluten  
in foods? 

RE/CRCE

Globally, only up to 1% of people have celiac disease,5 but others 
follow gluten-free diets in an attempt to ease gastrointestinal 
complaints, or in the belief that they will look or feel healthier. 
Pet food trends tend to follow human nutrition trends, and pet 
owners may assume that gluten-free diets are a healthy choice 
for their pets too.

Gluten allergies in pets

Food allergies in general are uncommon in dogs and cats. The 
typical clinical sign of adverse food reactions in dogs and cats is 
pruritus or itchy skin,7 but food allergy is responsible for only 1% 
of skin diseases in dogs and cats.8 Food allergies are only the third 
most common occurring skin allergy after flea allergies and atopy 
(inhaled allergens).8

When food allergies do occur in dogs and cats, they are rarely due 
to gluten. They are driven, in part, by prior exposure to the protein 
in question.8,9 According to the literature, most pets that have food 
allergies are allergic to animal proteins like beef or dairy,8,10 which 
may reflect how commonly these ingredients have traditionally 
been found in commercial diets. Grain glutens are not more or less 
allergenic than any other protein.

Since other grains, e.g., corn (or maize), rice, millet and 
sorghum do not contain gliadin, they are typically referred to as 
'gluten-free' and are safe for people with celiac disease and for pets 
with wheat gluten sensitivities. 

'Corn gluten meal' is a name given by regulatory authorities to a 
specific ingredient that is a by-product of corn (or maize) and often 
used in pet foods as a good source of protein with high levels of 
leucine and methionine. However, the term may be misleading, as 
corn gluten meal does not contain gliadin, only corn proteins.  

The gluten found in wheat, barley and rye is one of the factors 
that can trigger an allergic response in humans with celiac 
disease.1 Celiac disease is a human autoimmune disease that 
affects genetically susceptible individuals.5 Importantly, celiac 
disease has not been identified in dogs or cats, but because of 
its notoriety, pet owners frequently inquire about gluten as a 
potential cause of health issues in their pets.6 

Wheat grain

Gluten

Gliadin  
= soluble component of 

gluten 
Triggers an allergic 

response in humans with 
celiac disease

= the protein component

Glutenin  
= insoluble component  

of gluten

Grain Safe for gluten
sensitivities

Wheat 
(including varieties like spelt, kamut, 
farro, durum, and products like 
bulgur wheat, semolina etc.)

Barley

Rye

Triticale 
(a hybrid of wheat and rye)

Oats ?
Corn/Maize

Millet

Rice

Sorghum

Gluten allergies are extremely rare in dogs and have 
not been identified in cats.

Only a very specific family line of Irish Setter dogs11 and a group 
of Border Terrier dogs12,13 have been diagnosed with a type of 
gluten sensitive enteropathy. For these breeds, a gluten-free diet 
containing corn (or maize) or rice are good options.

Wheat gluten is a source of highly digestible protein14 
and provides texture and elasticity to pet food.  


