
 VOMITING AND DIARRHEA 
 
As a parent, I absolutely hate it when my children get the dreaded “stomach flu”.  Infants and young 
children often aren’t able to make it to a sink or toilet before the vomiting begins, and they usually don’t 
give you a lot of notice.  This often leaves the parent either covered with vomit or needing to clean the 
floors while at the same time needing to care for the needs of the child.  Diarrhea isn’t much better, because 
often even in diapered children, it ends up running up their back or down their legs.  But that’s not the 
worst part.  Somehow in the midst of all the vomiting, diarrhea and cleaning, you still have to find a way to 
get enough fluids in them to keep them from becoming dehydrated. 
 
Although many people think of vomiting and diarrhea as “the flu”, in reality it is quite different from 
influenza for which we receive the flu shot each year.  It is more accurate to refer to this type of illness as 
“gastroenteritis”.  Most commonly gastroenteritis is caused by a virus.  Different viruses can cause it at 
different times of the year, so gastroenteritis is really a year-round problem.  There can be other causes of 
vomiting and diarrhea as well, such as food-poisoning, certain bacterial infections and parasites like giardia.  
Initially these other causes may act just like the viral form, but they are distinguished by their course and 
duration.  Occasionally lab tests may need to be done to determine the cause. 
 
Most viral causes of gastroenteritis will consist of vomiting for 1-5 days, with diarrhea starting a day or two 
after the vomiting.  The diarrhea can last anywhere from a couple of days to a couple of weeks.  Anytime 
blood is noted in the vomit or the stool, your child should be seen to look for other causes of the illness 
(bacteria, parasites, etc).  If the diarrhea persists beyond about 2 weeks, your child should be seen by her 
physician.  Often there will also be a fever (see link about fever) for the first couple of days.  The fever can 
best be treated with acetaminophen (e.g. Tylenol).  Of course if you are concerned that your child is 
becoming dehydrated (see link on dehydration), you should have her evaluated as well. 
 
If your child’s illness is caused by a virus, there is usually no specific treatment needed.  Special attention 
should be paid to maintain adequate hydration, and the illness will pass in a matter of days.  I generally don’t 
recommend over the counter medications for vomiting and diarrhea in children under 10-12 years old.  If 
your child is younger than this, and you feel she needs treated, an appointment should be made to have her 
seen.  If she is older than 10-12 years old, you can try children’s dosing of medications such as Pepto-Bismol 
or Imodium.  If you have questions about whether this would be appropriate for your child or about the 
dose, please contact your provider. 
 
When the illness is caused by a bacteria or parasite, occasionally medication is needed to eliminate the bug.  
For some infections, though, watchful waiting is the best approach.  When the cause is identified, your 
physician will let you know if your child needs medication to specifically treat her illness. 
 
The best way to initially treat vomiting at home is by giving your child clear liquids.  Examples of clear 
liquids include Pedialyte, diluted Gatorade or Powerade, Sprite, ginger ale and water.  In general I do not 



recommend using juices, since most children will eventually develop some degree of diarrhea, and juice can 
make the diarrhea worse.  If your child is vomiting the clear liquids, try giving just sips (no more than ½ 
ounce or 15 ml) at a time, but give it about every 20-30 minutes.  Once she is tolerating this, you can again 
increase the amount you give.  You can also try popsicles since these are nice slow-release liquids as well.  
After your child has been keeping down the clear liquids for 6-8 hours, you can try giving other bland foods 
(breads, crackers, etc).  Again, start slowly to make sure your child will tolerate the food.  Fatty foods and 
high protein foods should be started last as these are most likely to upset her stomach. 
 
If your child has diarrhea, the above principles apply as long as she is vomiting.  If she is not vomiting and 
the diarrhea has been present less than a week, I am OK with her eating and drinking anything she wants 
except juice.  If the diarrhea is occurring multiple times daily for more than a week, she may benefit from a 
dairy-free diet for the remainder of her diarrhea, since she may have lost the enzyme that breaks down 
lactose (milk-sugar).  This is usually back to normal a couple of days after the diarrhea has resolved.  If the 
diarrhea persists for more than 2-3 weeks or if she becomes dehydrated you should have her seen by her 
physician. 
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