Food Allergy

Food allergy, also known as food hypersensitivity, is an adverse immunologic reaction to a specific food allergen.  Allergies require prior exposure or sensitization.  Food allergies can occur at any time or age.  They can develop after long term exposure to one brand of pet food.  They can occur after ingestion of even a small amount of food allergen.

Food allergy is an abnormal immunologic response to a normal food.  In contrast, food intolerance can be a normal reaction to an abnormal food such as spoiled food.

In practice, determining whether a pet has a food allergy or a different cause of allergic dermatitis is difficult.  Dermatologic signs of food allergy often mimic other common skin conditions such as pyoderma, atopy and external parasite infestations.  

What are food allergens?  A food allergen (a substance capable of inducing allergy or specific hypersensitivity, almost any substance in the environment can be an allergen but when it comes to food, responses are usually to protein) or antigen (a cell or organism that is not self, a structure on a cell membrane that the healthy body recognizes as foreign and initiates an immune response.)  is typically a protein that triggers an allergic reaction.  Food allergens are almost are almost always naturally occurring proteins, so all proteins are potential allergens.  Each dietary ingrdient may contain thousands of unique proteins, all of which can be potential allergens.

A protein’s ability to elicit an allergic reaction appears to depend on the protein’s size and structure.  Most food allergens are water soluble glycoproteins.  These proteins are large enough to cause an allergic reaction, yet small enough to pass through the GI mucosa, especially if inflamed. Allergenic proteins tend to be very stable molecules that resist digestion and food processing

The most common ingredients that are recognized as potential allergens for canines:

Beef, dairy products, chicken.

The most common ingredients that are recognized as potential allergens for felines:

Fish, beef, dairy products.

In dogs, non seasonal pruritis (itching) is the most common clinical sign of food allery.   Cats often present with non-seasonal pruritis of the face and neck.  Self induced alopecia of the abdomen, groin, thorax, and thighs may be seen.

In both dogs and cats, vomiting, diarrhea and increased frequency of defication are prominent GI signs of food allergy, however signs may be as minor as excess gas.

The initial treatment for a food allergy is to replace the protein causing the allergic response with a new or novel protein.  A food trial entails replacing food for a minimum of one month to see if symptoms subside.  Skin testing is also a viable option, but are not as accurate for food allergies as for inhalation allergens.  It is also cost prohibitive.

Nutritional factors that benefit skin health.

Good nutrition is essential to skin health.  Healthy skin requires protein, fatty acids, zinc and vitamin A and E.

Zinc:  One of the most prevalent microminerals in the body. Zinc is important tissues with rapid cell turnover, such as skin and is key to vitamin A metabolism, fatty acid production, wound healing and normal immune system function.

Zinc deficiencies results in dermatitis, alopecia, scaling and crusting and pruritis.

Fatty acids can reduce inflammation

Vitamins A and E are essential for normal immune function.  One of the functions of vitamin A is to maintain intact epithelial surfaces.  It also plays a role in cell growth.

Vitamin E appears to have anti-inflammatory effects that may be related to cell membrane protection against oxidative damage.

