
Addressing the lack of palatability of conventional therapeutic diets in a safe and ideal way.

In general, acceptance of a diet by dogs and cats provokes a lot of problems for the animal
and the pet owner. It starts to be even a bigger problem when cats or dogs need to be treated
by the vet through a therapeutic diet, mainly linked to liver, heart, renal or kidney problems.

Difficulty substituting a restricted therapeutic diet for regular commercial pet food diets is
commonplace in small animal practice and can create significant medical problems. In a 1984
study, Finco and Barsanti comparing protein-restricted commercial diets in renal patients found
"partial anorexia occurred due to the diet's poor palatability" in referring to a markedly restricted
protein diet.(1) In a 1991 study of the effect of undigestible components used to lower calorie
density in cat food, a generalized decrease in acceptance took place with increasing
percentages of the indigestible component.(2)
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This advent of dietary management of disease in dogs and cats has highlighted the importance
of pet food palatability. Nutrient components that correlate positively with palatability (fat,
protein, sodium) are often decreased in special diets in order to achieve therapeutic objectives.
Substitution of crude fiber and carbohydrates for fat and protein causes a decrease in
palatability.

What is Palatability?

The palatability of food is its degree of acceptability to an animal, as determined by the sensory
response to specific chemical and physical characteristics - namely smell, taste and texture. The
combination of smell and taste is referred to as 'flavor'.1

The relative importance of these sensory qualities that determine food preference differs slightly
in dogs and cats. In dogs, the ranking is smell, taste and texture; in cats, smell, texture and taste.
Both species are particularly sensitive to odors and tastes associated with meat,2 but the
appearance of the food is of little importance. Dogs have taste bud receptors for sweet, bitter
and salty. Cats have no preference for sweet (sucrose) as do most mammals, but this is not
unexpected in a strict carnivore. Dogs prefer (most to least) beef, pork, lamb, chicken,
horsemeat and prefer a meat diet to a high-protein non-meat diet.7 Cats prefer fish to meat and
are extremely sensitive to small differences in diets.

Faced with a choice of foods, dogs will smell them and almost immediately decide which one
they want to eat. However, they will periodically sample the others, even when one food is
strongly preferred. If the food originally chosen is more palatable, they will quickly return to
eating it.3 In general, dogs will pick up the food with their teeth.



On the other hand, cats will not only smell all the foods that are available, but also taste each
one before they decide which to eat, unless the odor of one is significantly more attractive.4

Cats will then pick up the food with their tongue, not their teeth. While eating, cats may change
their minds several times. Both dogs and cats sniff unfamiliar foods extensively before eating,5

which greatly increases the air flow across the olfactory mucosa.6
Often called "mouth feel" by industry experts, it relates to the friction, viscosity and smoothness of
the food as it contacts the surfaces of the mouth. Fat and moisture positively impact the mouth
feel aspect of palatability. As a rule canned food (75% moisture) is more palatable than soft-
moist food (30% moisture) which is generally more palatable than dry dog food (10% moisture).7
Fat also contributes to a positive mouth feel in food, and palatability of fat-restricted diets suffer
accordingly. A fat-free diet prepared as a gel with 50-60% water proved acceptable to cats.8 It
seems that fat can be reduced in a diet as long as the texture is maintained.
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