
Diagnoses as food-, antibiotic- or immunosuppressant-responsive 
enteropathy may be based on treatment response, histopathological 
examination of intestinal biopsies, or both.5 Feline food-responsive 
enteropathy includes cats with adverse food reactions (i.e., food allergy and 
food intolerance), as well as mild intestinal inflammatory conditions that 
benefit from properties of a different diet.2,6

Cats with food-responsive enteropathy can present with any combination of 
clinical signs, including diarrhea, vomiting, changes in appetite, weight loss 
and/or lethargy.1,2,7,8 Since these signs are nonspecific and overlap with many 
other gastrointestinal (GI) and non-GI conditions, dietary elimination trials 
are recommended for most cats with chronic (≥ 3 weeks) GI signs of mild to 
moderate severity for which no other causes (e.g., parasites, infectious 
agents) are identified.6,8

The goal of an elimination diet trial is to provide complete and balanced 
nutrition while avoiding known allergens or ingredients that cause adverse 
reactions, intestinal inflammation and/or clinical signs.

Cats whose clinical signs resolve during an elimination diet trial and relapse upon challenge with the original diet (or 
its components) are classified as having food allergy or food intolerance. Other diet-responsive cats may have mild to 
moderate intestinal inflammation (e.g., gastritis, enteritis, colitis or enterocolitis) that benefits from the therapeutic 
aspects of highly digestible food.6,8 These cats should be continued on dietary therapy for maintenance of their 
food-responsive condition.

Gastrointestinal Disorders

FOOD-RESPONSIVE 
ENTEROPATHY IN 
CATS
Feline chronic enteropathy encompasses food-responsive 
enteropathy, antibiotic-responsive enteropathy, 
immunosuppressant-responsive enteropathy (i.e., steroid-
responsive enteropathy or inflammatory bowel disease) and 
alimentary small cell lymphoma.1-4

THERAPEUTIC NUTRITION

Up to 50% of cats with 
chronic idiopathic GI 
problems may have a food-
responsive enteropathy 
that benefits from diet 
modification.2
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Key Messages

 	� Many cats with chronic idiopathic GI signs may be managed simply by changing their diet to a highly digestible, 
commercial gastrointestinal diet.9–11

 	� High digestibility helps improve nutrient absorption in the proximal small intestine and minimize complications 
associated with undigested food (e.g., osmotic diarrhea or altered colonic microbiota).10–11

 	� Purina studies have shown that diet changes can result in clinical improvement in cats’ diarrhea.9–11

 	 For cats with suspected food-allergic enteropathy, protein is the nutrient of greatest concern. Hydrolyzed or novel 
protein diets can be used in these cases, especially if a cat has failed to respond to a highly digestible food.

 	� A true food allergy (food hypersensitivity) is an adverse reaction mediated by the immune system following 
ingestion of food.2,6,12–14

 	� In most cases of feline food allergy, the allergen is a dietary protein.12,13 Common food allergens in cats are beef, 
fish, chicken, dairy products and even lamb.12–15 Allergies can form to any protein, since allergies are an 
inappropriate immune reaction to a normal protein.

 	� Although a comprehensive diet history is not critical to the selection of a hydrolyzed protein diet, it is necessary to 
identify a novel protein diet.

 	� Food intolerance is an adverse reaction to food or food additive in which there is no immune system involvement. 
Food intolerance can be:

 	 a non-immunological response to some component of the diet such as disaccharides (e.g., lactose intolerance)

 	 a reaction to the pharmacological effects of a food component (e.g., vasoactive amines converted to histamine by 
the microbiota)

 	 an idiosyncratic response to a food additive or other component (e.g., preservative, food coloring, gelling agent)

 	� Increased levels of omega-3 fatty acids, which have anti-inflammatory and immune response-modulating effects, 
may benefit cats with food-responsive enteropathy.1,6,10

 	� Prebiotics, probiotics or synbiotics may help cats with food-responsive enteropathy by influencing the composition of 
the GI microbiome.6,10,12

 	� Exclusive feeding of the recommended diet is essential to managing cats with food-responsive enteropathy, 
especially if the underlying cause is food allergy or intolerance.

 	� Although improvement in dermatological signs often requires a diet elimination trial lasting 8 weeks or longer, 
improvement in gastrointestinal signs may be seen within 1 to 4 weeks.2,6,16

 	� Some cats with food-responsive enteropathy can be transitioned back to their previous diet after their clinical signs 
resolve while eating a hydrolyzed or novel protein diet.6,12 Other cats, however, may need to continue eating a 
hydrolyzed or novel protein diet for the remainder of their lives.
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The Purina Institute aims to help put nutrition at the forefront of pet health discussions by 
providing user-friendly, science-based information that helps pets live longer, healthier lives.
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