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Understanding GERD: A Guide
to Digestive Health

Gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD) is a common condition that affects the digestive system.
It occurs when stomach acid frequently flows back into the esophagus, causing discomfort and
potential complications. This guide explains GERD, its symptoms, causes, treatments, and ways to
manage it.

What is GERD?

GERD happens when the lower esophageal sphincter (LES)—a muscle
between the esophagus and stomach—doesn’t close properly. This allows
stomach acid to travel back up (reflux), irritating the lining of the esophagus.

Signs and Symptoms

Common symptoms of GERD include:
A@k « Heartburn: A burning sensation in the chest, often after eating.

. Regurgitation: Acid or food coming back into the throat or mouth.
. Difficulty swallowing.

. Sore throat or hoarseness.

« Chronic cough or frequent throat clearing.

« Feeling of a lump in the throat.
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What Causes GERD?

. Weak LES: If the muscle doesn’t close properly.

. Obesity: Extra pressure on the stomach can push acid upward. 3

. Pregnancy: Hormonal changes and pressure from the growing baby. 82

. Diet: Foods like spicy dishes, citrus, caffeine, and fatty foods can trigger \\/
symptoms.

. Smoking: Weakens the LES and increases acid production.

Complications of Untreated GERD
If left untreated, GERD can lead to:
. Esophagitis: Inflammation of the esophagus.
. Esophageal stricture: Narrowing of the esophagus from scar tissue.
. Barrett's esophagus: Changes in the esophagus lining, increasing cancer risk.
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Treatment Options

Lifestyle Changes
Making small changes can significantly reduce GERD symptoms:
. Avoid trigger foods: Spicy, acidic, or fatty foods.
. Eat smaller meals: Large meals increase pressure on the LES.
. Wait before lying down: Avoid lying down for 2-3 hours after eating.
. Raise your bed: Elevate the head of your bed by 6-8 inches to prevent reflux at night.
« Quit smoking: Improves LES function and reduces acid.
Medications
If lifestyle changes aren’t enough, medications can help:
. Antacids: Provide quick relief by neutralizing stomach acid.
« H2 blockers: Reduce acid production (e.g., ranitidine, famotidine).
« Proton pump inhibitors (PPls): Stronger acid reducers (e.g., omeprazole, lansoprazole).
. Prokinetics: Help the stomach empty faster.

Surgery
For severe GERD, surgery might be an option, such as fundoplication, which strengthens the
LES.
Tips for Managing GERD When to See a Doctor
Foods to Limit or Avoid Seek medical advice if you:
. Spicy foods and peppers. . Have heartburn more than twice
« Acidic fruits like oranges and tomatoes. a week.
. Fried or fatty foods. . Experience trouble swallowing or
. Chocolate, caffeine, and alcohol. persistent chest pain.
Healthy Habits « Notice symptoms that disrupt
. Maintain a healthy weight. your daily life or worsen over
. Wear loose-fitting clothes to reduce stomach time.
pressure.

. Stay hydrated and chew food thoroughly.

Take Control of Your Digestive Health

GERD can be managed with the right approach. By understanding your triggers and
seeking appropriate care, you can reduce symptoms and protect your esophagus.

Contact Valley Health System today to schedule an appointment with our
digestive health experts.



