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Introduction 

 In the world of canine emergencies, few conditions strike fear into veterinarians and 

dog owners alike as much as Gastric Dilatation and Volvulus—better known as GDV or 

simply “bloat.” It’s a condition that can transform a happy, healthy dog into a critically ill 

patient within hours. Despite more than a century of veterinary research, GDV remains a 

formidable challenge, claiming lives even with advanced medical care.  

What Exactly Is GDV?  

 At its core, GDV is both a mechanical and physiological catastrophe. It begins when 

the stomach fills with gas, food, or fluid, leading to massive distension. In susceptible dogs, 

the stomach then twists (volvulus), cutting off both its inflow and outflow tracts and strangling 

its blood supply. This rotation blocks venous return to the heart, leading to systemic shock. 

 As the pressure rises, blood flow to vital organs diminishes, tissue begins to die, and 

toxins flood the bloodstream. According to veterinary surgeon Dr. Daniela Rosselli in 

Veterinary Clinics of North Americ (2022), this combination of shock, ischemia, and 

endotoxemia makes GDV one of the deadliest emergencies in veterinary medicine. 

Who’s at Risk?  

 While GDV can occur in any dog, large and deep-chested breeds like Great Danes, 
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Weimaraners, German Shepherds, and Standard Poodles are most at risk. In a 2025 study 

published in Animals, researchers at an Italian veterinary hospital found that 70% of GDV 

cases occurred in giant breeds, particularly older males.  

 Age, body shape, and temperament also influence susceptibility. Dogs over seven 

years old, those with a deep chest-to-width ratio, and anxious or “nervous” personalities are 

statistically more likely to develop GDV. Behavioral stress—such as separation anxiety or 

excitement around feeding—causes air swallowing, which increases gastric pressure and 

predisposes to twisting.  

 Feeding habits play a surprisingly strong role. Dogs fed one large meal per day, or 

those using elevated feeding bowls, are at significantly higher risk. A 2024 review by 

veterinarians V. Remya and S. Sooryadas highlighted that feeding multiple smaller meals and 

avoiding post-meal exercise substantially reduces GDV incidence.  

Radiographic Diagnosis: Seeing the Twist  

 When a dog presents with signs of GDV, radiography (X-rays) is the diagnostic 

gold standard. A right lateral abdominal radiograph is typically the most revealing. 

Veterinarians look for the unmistakable “double bubble” or “Popeye arm” sign—a gas-filled 

stomach divided into two compartments by the twisted pylorus and body of the stomach. This 

diagnostic image shows a distinct separation between the gas-filled fundus (upper stomach) 

and the displaced pylorus, which often moves cranially and dorsally. The result is a dramatic, 

almost cartoonish shape that immediately confirms the presence of torsion (Fig. 1). 

In contrast, simple gastric dilatation without torsion shows a uniformly enlarged stomach 

without compartmentalization. Recognizing this difference is crucial, since simple bloat can 

often be managed medically, while GDV always requires emergency surgery. 

 Radiographs may also reveal displacement of the spleen and compression of the caudal 

vena cava, further supporting the diagnosis. As veterinary radiologist Dr. C.J. Broome 

emphasized in a 2003 paper in the New Zealand Veterinary Journal, “The right lateral view is 

diagnostic in nearly every true GDV case, while dorsoventral radiographs can help assess 

organ displacement and secondary complications.”  

 Emergency Treatment: A Matter of Minutes  

 Once GDV is confirmed, every second counts. Treatment begins with stabilization—

restoring circulation and decompressing the stomach. Intravenous fluids are administered in 

large volumes to combat shock, and the stomach is decompressed by passing a tube through 

the esophagus or inserting a trocar (needle) directly into the distended abdomen. 

  After stabilization, the dog is rushed into surgery. The surgeon untwists the stomach, 
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assesses its viability, and removes any dead tissue. A gastropexy-suturing the stomach to the 

body wall—is then performed to prevent recurrence. This procedure has saved thousands of 

dogs’ lives and is now a standard part of GDV surgery.  

 According to Dr. Yaron Bruchim’s 2014 study on postoperative care, dogs recovering 

from GDV require continuous monitoring for arrhythmias and infection, as up to 40% develop 

cardiac complications within the first 24 hours.  

The Road to Recovery  

 With timely surgery and intensive care, many dogs recover fully. Survival rates have 

improved dramatically, with studies like the 2025 Animals report showing over 80% survival 

among dogs treated within six hours of onset. Recovery, however, demands careful 

postoperative management—fluid therapy, pain control, and cardiac monitoring. Dogs are 

often kept in the hospital for 2–3 days before discharge. Veterinarian Jeimy Rivera-Falcon, in 

her 2016 report from Mississippi State University, emphasized the importance of early 

mobilization and nutrition post-surgery to restore gut motility and reduce hospital stay. 

Preventing GDV: Protecting At-Risk Dogs  

 For breeds at risk, preventive gastropexy is now strongly encouraged. This surgical 

procedure can be performed prophylactically—often during spay or neuter operations—and 
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virtually eliminates the chance of the stomach twisting in the future. Laparoscopic approaches 

have made this option less invasive and faster to recover from. 

 

Preventive lifestyle strategies also help:  

Feed two to three small meals a day instead of one large one.  

      -Avoid exercise one hour before and after meals.  

     - Do not use elevated feeding bowls.  

     - Manage stress and anxiety in nervous dogs.  

      As Dr. Rosselli’s 2022 review concluded, “Preventive gastropexy remains the single most 

effective intervention for high-risk breeds and is now considered a standard of care.” 

New Insights from Science  

 Modern research is exploring why GDV occurs in some dogs and not others. A 2022 

literature review by A. Pike and T. Smalle suggested that gut microbiota imbalances could 

affect gas production and gastric motility, potentially contributing to GDV risk. 

Meanwhile, researchers are identifying genetic markers associated with ligament laxity and 

stomach motility disorders. Biomarker studies have shown that dogs with blood lactate levels 

below 6 mmol/L at hospital admission have significantly better survival outcomes. These 

findings are helping veterinarians make faster, more informed treatment decisions. 

 Living With (and Beyond) GDV  

 For owners, experiencing GDV with their dog is harrowing—but it’s not the end. With 

surgical correction and preventive gastropexy, recurrence is rare, and most dogs return to 

normal life within weeks. Still, awareness remains the best defense. Any dog showing 

abdominal swelling, retching without vomiting, or sudden restlessness after eating should be 

treated as an emergency. “GDV is a race against time,” says Dr. Rosselli. “But it’s one that 

we can increasingly win—if owners recognize the signs and act fast.” 
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