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The Impact of Dry Cat Food on Feline Hydration:
A Dual Mechanism of Moisture Deprivation

- Doug Hines -

Introduction
Cats, as obligate carnivores descended from desert-dwelling ancestors, have evolved to derive 
a significant portion of their daily water intake from their diet rather than through voluntary 
drinking. This physiological adaptation makes the moisture content of their food a critical factor 
in maintaining proper hydration and overall health. Dry cat food, commonly known as kibble, 
presents a unique challenge in this regard. Not only does it lack substantial inherent moisture—
typically containing only 5-10% water—it also actively draws upon the cat’s existing bodily 
fluids during digestion. This creates a “double danger” scenario: an absence of initial moisture 
provision combined with the depletion of internal hydration resources. In contrast, wet cat food, 
with its 70-80% moisture content, more closely mimics the hydration profile of natural prey. This 
report examines these dynamics, drawing on veterinary and nutritional insights to highlight the 
implications for feline well-being.[1][2][3]

Moisture Content: The Initial Deficit in Dry Food
Dry cat food is formulated through extrusion processes that remove most water to enhance shelf 
life and convenience, resulting in a product with minimal moisture (approximately 5-10%). This 
starkly contrasts with wet food, which retains 70-80% water, aligning more closely with the 60-
70% moisture found in the wild prey that cats are biologically adapted to consume.[1][2][4] Cats 
on exclusively dry diets often fail to compensate by increasing water intake, as their thirst drive 
is inherently weak compared to other animals like dogs. Studies indicate that cats fed dry food 
consume only about half the water volume of those on moisture-rich diets or wild prey, leading 
to chronic low-level dehydration.[5] This initial moisture exclusion can impair kidney function, 
promote concentrated urine, and increase susceptibility to conditions such as constipation and 
urinary tract disorders.[2][6]

The Secondary Effect: Moisture Absorption in the Stomach
Beyond its lack of inherent hydration, dry kibble exacerbates the issue by acting as a moisture 
absorbent once ingested. Cats’ dental structure—characterized by scissor-like teeth suited for 
tearing rather than grinding—means they often swallow kibble whole or with minimal chewing.
[3] In the stomach, these pellets rapidly absorb water from saliva and gastric juices, causing them 
to swell and expand significantly, sometimes beyond the stomach’s comfortable capacity.[2][3] 
This expansion stretches the stomach walls and stimulates nerve fibers, triggering a vomit re-
flex via the brain’s medulla oblongata as a protective mechanism against overdistension.[3] The 
regurgitated material often appears as tubular, moistened kibble, indicating incomplete digestion 
and mechanical strain.[3][7]
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This absorption process depletes the cat’s internal fluid reserves, intensifying dehydration risks. 
Veterinary observations note that this “mechanical effect” can disrupt the gastrointestinal lining, 
allowing undigested particles, allergens, or bacteria to breach the mucosal barrier and enter the 
bloodstream.[3] Over time, repeated exposure may foster inflammation, immune responses, and 
conditions like food allergies or inflammatory bowel disease, manifesting as intermittent vomit-
ing, diarrhea, or chronic gastrointestinal distress.[3]

Health Implications: Compounding the Double Danger
The dual mechanisms of moisture exclusion—initial absence and subsequent absorption—pose 
compounded risks to feline health. Chronic dehydration from dry diets is associated with elevat-
ed incidences of feline lower urinary tract disease (FLUTD), urethral obstructions, and kidney 
strain, as insufficient fluid intake leads to highly concentrated urine prone to crystal and stone 
formation.[2][5][6][8] Additionally, the high carbohydrate content often found in dry foods (to 
facilitate extrusion) can contribute to obesity and diabetes, further aggravated by dehydration’s 
metabolic effects.[9][10] Research suggests that switching to high-moisture diets reduces recur-
rence rates of conditions like idiopathic cystitis and supports better weight management.[5]

While specially formulated dental dry foods may offer modest benefits such as tartar reduction 
through enhanced textures and additives, these are often outweighed by hydration-related draw-
backs and do not replace comprehensive dental care.[14][15][16] Read more on that subject 
below.

Mitigating strategies, such as adding water to kibble before feeding, can promote pre-expansion 
outside the stomach, improve palatability, and enhance hydration—though care must be taken to 
avoid bacterial growth by not leaving moistened food out for extended periods.[12][13]

ON A RELATED SUBJECT...
That dry cat food provides dental benefits through its abrasive texture—is overstated in popular 
belief. Said another way... Dry food as a dental panacea is largely a myth.

Based on a review of veterinary guidelines, studies, and expert analyses, the evidence shows 
that standard dry kibble offers minimal, if any, meaningful tartar reduction for most cats. This is 
largely because cats typically swallow kibble with little chewing due to their carnivorous dental 
structure (sharp, shearing teeth rather than grinding molars), limiting contact with tooth surfaces, 
especially at the gumline where plaque accumulates.[17]

While some older studies suggest dry diets may result in modestly less tartar buildup compared 
to wet food (possibly due to reduced residue for bacterial growth rather than true abrasion), this 
effect is inconsistent and insufficient to prevent periodontal disease without additional care.[18]
[19] Organizations like the American Animal Hospital Association (AAHA) and World Small 
Animal Veterinary Association (WSAVA) explicitly state that assuming standard dry food cleans 
teeth is inaccurate, as it does not significantly decrease periodontitis risk.[20][21]
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CONCLUSION
Dry cat food’s negligible moisture content not only fails to provide essential hydration but also 
compounds the problem by absorbing gastric fluids, leading to expansion, mechanical stress, and 
heightened dehydration risks. This “double danger” underscores the importance of incorporating 
wet food or hydration-enhancing practices into a cat’s diet to align with their biological needs. 
Cat owners should consult veterinarians for personalized feeding recommendations, particularly 
if signs of gastrointestinal upset or urinary issues arise.
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