
 

 

Food allergy 
 

 

Food allergy is an abnormal reaction following ingestion of an ingredient or a food additive. This allergic 
reaction can occur at any age even though there has not been any dietary change. 

Dogs and cats can be allergic to different ingredients, including beef, dairy products, wheat, eggs, 
chicken, lamb, fish, etc.  

Symptoms of food allergy are mainly skin problems: itching (scratching, biting, licking excessively), skin 
infections (bacterial, yeast), and recurrent otitis. Food allergic cats can also develop skin lesions called 
eosinophilic plaques and eosinophilic granulomas, as well as lip ulcers. Approximately 10-15% of cases 
will also experience vomiting and/or diarrhoea. 

 

 

 

Diagnostic testing 

Currently, the only reliable test to diagnose food allergy is to feed the 
animal with a hypoallergenic diet for a period of 6-8 weeks. There is actually 
no reliable skin or blood test that can diagnose food allergy in animals.  

 

Inflamed skin between footpads of a dog with 
excessive licking of the feet. 

Inflamed facial skin and hair loss in an affected cat. 
The itchiness is intense. excessive licking of the feet. 



 

Several criteria have to be followed to choose the best diet for the patient: 

 The choice of a given diet is based on your pet’s previous diet history. The diet must be made of 
ingredients that he has never eaten before. Home cooked diets are usually prepared with one 
source of protein (for exemple horse meat, rabbit) and one source of carbohydrates (for 
exemple lentils, sweet potatoes). They are not balanced and are not recommended for young 
growing animals and for more than 10 weeks in adults.  

 Home cooked diets are considered more reliable in comparison to commercial hypoallergenic 
diets, which are more convenient but only accurate in about 80% of the cases.  

 Commercial hypoallergenic diets are not all made equal. Usually, veterinary prescription diets 
are more reliable.  

 Please contact your veterinarian or veterinary dermatologist to follow his recommendations. If 
you choose to do a home cooked trial, a recipe will be provided to you.  

 

Whichever option is chosen (commercial diet or home cooked diet), it is essential to strictly administer 
only the special diet for the duration of the diagnostic trial. Your animal should not eat anything else 
but the diet. Cookies, raw hides, toothpaste, access the other pet food of the household should be 
prevented. Even a small treat can ruin the trial.  
 

Treatment of food allergic animals 

It the itchiness completely disappears or decreases significantly during the trial diet (a diminution of at 
least 50%), it is likely that your animal has food allergy. To confirm this presumption (for the courageous 
ones!), the previous food can be reintroduced in the pet’s meals. The diagnosis will be confirmed if the 
itchiness recurs the following days.  

In general, once diagnosis is made, the pet will remain comfortable on a commercial hypoallergenic 
formulation. In some cases, different diets will have to be tried before finding the right one. Some 
owners will prefer to continue to administer a home cooked diet. However, the recipe will have to be 
balanced with appropriate nutritional supplements to avoid nutritional deficiencies. Please contact your 
veterinarian or your veterinary dermatologist to get a complete recipe and a nutritional supplement. 

 

 

  


