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From Bowl to — Back Again?
Understanding Regurgitation vs.
Vomiting

Discover the difference between these two issues, and the many reasons why they happen — plus, practical steps to help your dog stay
healthy (and your floors mess-free).

Reviewed by Dr. Elizabeth Hardoon

STORY AT-A-GLANCE

e Dogs can bring food back up in two ways — vomiting or regurgitation. Though similar in appearance, they

have different causes, processes, and implications for your pet's health

e Vomiting is an active process involving stomach contractions, retching, and heaving. The expelled food is
partially digested, often mixed with bile, and typically leaves your dog feeling unwell afterward

e Regurgitation is passive, occurring without warning when food in the esophagus or in upper part of the
stomach flows back through the LES (lower esophageal sphincter) and comes back out undigested. Dogs
usually resume normal behavior immediately after spitting it out and do not show discomfort

e \omiting can signal minor issues like dietary indiscretions or serious conditions including an intestinal
obstruction, parasites, infections, toxins, and organ disease. Regurgitation often relates to esophageal

problems, swallowing issues, or eating too quickly

e While occasional episodes may not be alarming, frequent or severe vomiting or regurgitation requires
veterinary care. Recognizing red flags ensures timely treatment and helps safeguard your dog's long-term
health

Sharing your life with a dog means sharing in their joy, companionship, and sometimes, their messes. Few things
unsettle a pet parent more than seeing their pup suddenly bring food back up — whether it's right after a meal or
hours later. One moment your dog is happily munching, the next you're cleaning their undigested dinner off the

carpet.

But here's the important part — not all "throwing up" is the same. Sometimes it's true vomiting, other times it's
regurgitation. These two issues may look similar, but they have very different causes and meanings for your dog's
health. Knowing which is which can save you unnecessary worry — and in some cases, get your pup lifesaving care.

Why Do Dogs Throw Food Back Up?

You might assume that if your dog brings food back up, they're "throwing up." But dogs have two main ways food can
make its way back out — vomiting and regurgitation. Understanding the difference is crucial, because the underlying
causes and concerns aren't the same. Dogs can't tell you what's wrong, but their bodies give you clues. By watching

closely, you can usually figure out which is which.'
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e Vomiting is an active process where the stomach expels contents upward, often after digestion has already
started. When your dog vomits, you'll see or hear it before it happens, because your dog will gag, retch, or
heave. This is because their belly muscles contract forcefully. You may also notice their behavior becoming
strange — they may look uncomfortable, pacing, drooling, whining, or their tail tucked.

When the food comes out, you'll notice that it's usually mushy or foamy and mixed with stomach fluids; it may
appear white, yellow or green from bile, and will smell sour or acidic. Your dog will sometimes act tired or
unwell afterward; they may avoid food or lie down quietly.

e Regurgitation is a passive process where food comes back up the esophagus undigested. There's no
warning — no heaving or retching from your dog. Your pup may look fine one second, then simply spit out
food the next.

Regurgitated food often looks exactly as it did when swallowed — whole, undigested, and sometimes in
tubular shapes from the esophagus. Meanwhile, your dog will go back to normal immediately, as if nothing
happened.

Why Do Dogs Vomit?

Vomiting has dozens of possible triggers — from mild, one-time upsets to serious conditions requiring urgent care.

Here are the most common:2-3

1. They ate something they shouldn't — Most dogs are curious eaters. Garbage, spoiled food, sticks, mulch,
toys, socks — you name it, some dogs will swallow it. This can irritate the stomach or cause dangerous
blockages.

2. Eating rich or fatty foods — Greasy or fatty foods can upset your dog's digestive system and even cause
pancreatitis (an inflammation of the pancreas). Too much rich food often leads to vomiting and diarrhea —
think of it as your dog's version of food poisoning after sneaking a plate of bacon.

3. Food allergies or sensitivities — Some dogs can't tolerate common ingredients like chicken, beef, dairy, or
wheat. Their immune system reacts, irritating the stomach and intestines and causing vomiting (and/or
diarrhea).

4. Parasites and infections — Roundworms, hookworms, parvovirus, or bacterial infections can inflame the
digestive tract and trigger vomiting (and/or diarrhea). Puppies are especially vulnerable, which is why regular
vet visits to screen for parasites and preventative care which may include deworming and vaccinations are so

important.

5. llinesses in other organs — Liver, gallbladder and kidney disease, among others, can also cause vomiting.
These are serious conditions and usually come with other symptoms like weight loss, lethargy, or changes in

appetite, and are more common in older pets.

6. Toxins and poisons — Dogs may lick up antifreeze, pesticides, medications, or toxic plants. Vomiting is often
one of the first warning signs of poisoning, and in these cases, it's an emergency.

7. Motion sickness and stress — Just like humans, dogs can feel queasy in the car and be prone to vomiting.

Anxiety or overexcitement can also upset their stomach and cause vomiting.



Why Do Dogs Regurgitate?

On the other hand, regurgitation is less about the stomach and more about the esophagus and the LES (lower
esophageal sphincter). Common reasons include:*

1. Eating too fast — Many dogs inhale food like it's a race. Large mouthfuls don't always make it smoothly to
the stomach, so they come back up almost immediately.

2. Eating too much — Overfilling the esophagus or stomach can cause food to back up. Smaller meals can help
prevent this. Also feeding dry food without moistening it can cause it to expand in the esophagus and
stomach and come back up as regurgitation.

3. Stress and excitement — Just like stress affects human digestion, it can disrupt the way a dog's esophagus
pushes food downward.

4. Megaesophagus — This condition causes the esophagus to dilate and lose its ability to move food into the
stomach. Food simply sits there until it comes back up. A dog with megaesophagus requires lifelong
management under veterinary care.” Young dogs with this condition may also show other symptoms such as
failure to gain weight or stunted growth.

5. Esophageal disorders — Inflammation, scarring, sphincter dysfunction or blockages in the esophagus can
interfere with food passage, leading to regurgitation.

When Should You Worry?

One-off regurgitation or vomiting isn't always cause for alarm. But there are clear red flags that mean it's time to call

the vet:®’

e Vomiting or regurgitation happens multiple times in one day.

e Your dog can't keep even water down.

e Blood is present in vomit.

e Your dog also has diarrhea, weight loss, or lethargy.

e Your dog's belly looks bloated or swollen.

e Your dog is trying to vomit but nothing comes out (possible bloat, which is life-threatening).

e Persistent regurgitation with risk of aspiration (food entering lungs).

Remember — dehydration happens quickly in dogs, and repeated vomiting or regurgitation isn't something to "wait
out." If your pet has vomited or regurgitated a few times, bring them to the vet immediately.

What You Can Do at Home

For mild, occasional episodes, you can take some steps to ease your dog's stomach:8?

1. Pause food and water briefly — Giving the digestive system a rest for several hours may help. But never
withhold water if your dog seems thirsty unless your vet advises.

2. Offer bland food — A temporary diet of plain boiled chicken and rice or turkey and pumpkin or sweet
potato can give the stomach a break.



3. Hydrate — Make sure fresh water is always available. Ice cubes can be easier to keep down if your dog is

nauseous.
4. Slow feeding — Use slow-feed bowls, puzzle feeders, or smaller, more frequent meals.
5. Limit table scraps and rich treats — Stick to dog-safe foods to reduce risk of irritation.

6. Manage stress — Create a calm eating environment; no rushing, no competition with other pets.

If symptoms persist, it's best to let your vet evaluate. Your vet may conduct a physical exam and check bloodwork or
stool samples for infection and organ function; or take X-rays or ultrasounds to check for blockages or esophageal
issues. They may also administer fluids for dehydration as well as anti-nausea medications. A holistic vet may advise
slippery elm or natural herbs or acupuncture to help with vomiting and nausea.

For chronic conditions like megaesophagus, your vet may recommend special feeding techniques, such as feeding
your dog in an upright position so gravity helps food reach the stomach.

Final Thoughts

Seeing your dog bring food back up is never pleasant, but remember: not every episode is a medical emergency.
Understanding the difference between vomiting and regurgitation helps you stay calm, make smart decisions, and

know when to seek veterinary care.

Your dog depends on you to read their signals. Occasional mishaps may just be quirks of fast eating, but frequent or
severe episodes need professional attention. Above all, trust your instincts. If something feels wrong, it's always safer
to call your vet. Your furry friend's health — and your peace of mind — are worth it.
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