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The Mechanics of Swallowing
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Swallowing is one of the body’s most complex functions:
Every time you swallow, more than 50 pairs of muscles
and thousands of nerve impulses work together to push
food and liquid from the mouth into the stomach.
A swallow begins in the mouth. The tongue moves food
around for chewing, which breaks food into smaller pieces
and mixes it with saliva. These actions create a bolus, a
rounded mass of softened food. The food is chewed until
the bolus is small enough to fit through the pharynx (the
canal that connects the mouth with the esophagus) and
the esophagus (the long, narrow canal that leads to the
stomach).

The tongue collects the bolus and pushes it to the back
of the mouth. This action triggers the swallowing reflex,
which pushes the bolus toward the esophagus and then to
the stomach. At the same time, the larynx (voice box) closes and breathing stops to prevent food or liquid from entering the lungs.
Each time you swallow, constricting muscles (sphincters) at the top and bottom of the esophagus open to allow food to pass and then quickly close. Food usually
passes through the esophagus in about three seconds,
but the time can vary depending on the texture and consistency of the bolus.

structural problem or by disruption of esophageal motility (movement). Structural problems refer to a narrowing of the esophagus as
a result of cancer; strictures (abnormal narrowing due to scar tissue);
or esophageal diverticula, rings, or webs. Esophageal rings and webs
are thin, fragile mucosal folds that partially or completely block the
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