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Cytological diagnosis of Chlamydia felis-associated 
conjunctivitis with unilateral proptosis in a young cat 
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ABSTRACT: Feline chlamydiosis is an important cause of conjunctivitis in young cats and may be difficult to distinguish 
clinically from other feline upper respiratory tract infections. This case report describes a 7-month-old male domestic cat who 
presented with unilateral mucopurulent ocular discharge, conjunctival hyperemia, nasal discharge, ocular scratching, and partial 
globe protrusion. The general physical examination results were unremarkable. Direct conjunctival cytology stained with Diff-
Quick revealed marked neutrophilic inflammation and basophilic intracytoplasmic inclusion bodies within the conjunctival 
epithelial cells, supporting a presumptive diagnosis of Chlamydia felis-associated conjunctivitis. Differential diagnoses included 
feline herpesvirus-1, feline calicivirus, and Mycoplasma spp. The cat was treated with oral doxycycline, topical tetracycline 
ophthalmic ointment, and supportive ocular care. Clinical improvement was observed after therapy. This case highlights 
conjunctival cytology as a rapid and practical diagnostic aid for feline chlamydial conjunctivitis, particularly where molecular 
testing is not immediately available. 

Keywords: 
cat, conjunctival cytology, doxycycline, feline chlamydiosis, ocular proptosis

■ INTRODUCTION 

Chlamydia felis is an obligate intracellular bacterium that 
infects the conjunctival epithelium of cats and causes acute, 
chronic, and recurrent conjunctivitis in kittens and young cats 
(Sykes 2005). Formerly classified as Chlamydophila felis, it 
is now known as Chlamydia felis (Borel et al. 2018). 
Affected cats may develop discharge, conjunctival 
hyperemia, chemosis, blepharospasm, and follicular 
conjunctivitis, and infected cats in multicat environments 
may contribute to pathogen transmission (Gruffydd-Jones et 
al. 2009). 

Recognizing C. felis infection is difficult. Similar ocular 
signs occur in feline herpesvirus-1, feline calicivirus, 
Mycoplasma spp., and mixed respiratory tract infections 
(Sykes 2005). Polymerase chain reaction (PCR) of 
conjunctival swabs is preferred for confirmation because of 
its sensitivity and specificity (Sjödahl‐Essén et al. 2008). 
However, PCR is not available in some first-line veterinary 
settings. Conjunctival cytology remains useful because 
intracytoplasmic chlamydial inclusion bodies in epithelial 
cells provide presumptive evidence that supports early 
therapeutic decisions (Hillström et al. 2012). This report 
describes the clinical presentation, cytological diagnosis, 
treatment, and outcomes in a young cat with C. felis-
associated conjunctivitis complicated by unilateral proptosis. 

■ CASE 

Signalment and anamnesis: The owner of a 7-month-old 
male domestic cat, which was not neutered and weighs 1.5 

kg, noted a week-long history of eye discharge, frequent 
itching, increasing swelling, and a decrease in appetite. 
Partial globe protrusion followed by persistent rubbing. No 
previous vaccination history was available for this patient. 

Present status and clinical examination: On presentation, 
the cat was alert but uncomfortable with ocular handling. The 
rectal temperature was 39.2°C, respiratory rate was 40 
breaths/min, and pulse rate was 152 beats/min. Mucous 
membranes were pink, capillary refill time was 2 s, and skin 
turgor was normal. Abnormalities included unilateral globe 
protrusion, conjunctival hyperemia, mucopurulent ocular 
discharge, periocular irritation, and mild nasal discharge. 

Supporting examinations: Conjunctival samples were 
collected aseptically from the eye with a sterile swab. The 
samples were smeared on glass slides, air-dried, stained with 
Diff-Quick, and examined microscopically. Cytological 
examination revealed neutrophilic inflammation, 
conjunctival epithelial cells, and basophilic intracytoplasmic 
inclusion bodies, consistent with feline chlamydial 
conjunctivitis (Figure 1). Ancillary tests were not performed 
owing to clinical and facility limitations. 

Differential diagnosis, diagnosis, and prognosis: 
Differential diagnoses included feline herpesvirus-1, feline  
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Figure 1. Cytological features of ocular exudate from a cat with 

presumptive Chlamydia felis-associated conjunctivitis. Diff-Quick 
stain, x400 magnification. Red arrows indicate basophilic 

intracytoplasmic inclusion bodies within conjunctival epithelial cells.  

calicivirus, Mycoplasma spp. conjunctivitis, secondary 
bacterial conjunctivitis, and traumatic proptosis. Clinical 
signs and cytology supported C. felis-associated 
conjunctivitis with unilateral proptosis, which was likely 
worsened by self-trauma. Prognosis was favorable for 
improvement but guarded for ocular integrity and vision. 

Therapy and clinical progression: The treatment consisted 
of oral doxycycline 5 mg/kg twice daily for 14 days, 
tetracycline ophthalmic ointment twice daily for 7 days, 
ocular cleaning, and prevention of further scratching. 
Follow-up examination revealed decreased ocular discharge, 
reduced conjunctival hyperemia, improved appetite, and 
reduced globe protrusion. 

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The findings were compatible with feline chlamydial 
conjunctivitis. C. felis causes conjunctival disease rather than 
systemic illness, and cats remain stable despite ocular signs 
(Sykes 2005). Normal hydration, pink membranes, and no 
systemic abnormalities were observed. Nasal discharge may 
reflect involvement or co-infection and should be considered 
(Gruffydd-Jones et al. 2009). Basophilic intracytoplasmic 
inclusion bodies in conjunctival epithelial cells are key 
findings. Chlamydial inclusions can be detected in 
conjunctival smears during infection (Raskin & Meyer 
2010). When PCR is unavailable, treatment can be justified; 
however, cytology remains presumptive. PCR is 
recommended for chronic, recurrent, subclinical, or multicat 
cases (Sjödahl‐Essén et al. 2008). 

Unilateral globe protrusion in this cat should be interpreted 
cautiously. Proptosis is not a typical primary manifestation 
of C. felis infection and is more commonly associated with 
trauma, orbital disease, and increased retrobulbar pressure 
(Gelatt et al. 2021). The owner observed persistent 
scratching before protrusion, suggesting that chlamydial 
conjunctival irritation promoted rubbing and self-trauma. 

Doxycycline is recommended for feline chlamydiosis 
because tetracyclines are effective against Chlamydia spp., 
and systemic therapy is more reliable than topical therapy 

alone (Gruffydd-Jones et al. 2009). The 14-day regimen was 
associated with improvement, but guidelines recommend 
longer treatment, often approximately four weeks, to reduce 
recurrence and transmission risk in multi-cat settings 
(Gruffydd-Jones et al. 2009). Topical tetracycline may 
reduce ocular discharge but should be adjunctive. A 
limitation of this study is the absence of PCR confirmation 
and ophthalmic evaluation. Nevertheless, cytological 
findings, clinical responses, and chronology support 
conjunctival cytology for rapid decision-making in primary 
veterinary practice. 

■ CONCLUSION 

Conjunctival cytology suggested C. felis-associated 
conjunctivitis in a cat with unilateral ocular proptosis. 
Molecular confirmation remains preferable, but cytology can 
support treatment when PCR is unavailable, and proptosis 
should be assessed as a traumatic complication. 
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