Gastroesophageal Reflux Disease (G.E.R.D.)

Your uncomfortable symptoms; “heartburn”, sore throat, cough, hoarseness, and throat clearing, may be caused by a condition known as “gastroesophageal reflux disease” or “GERD.”  This painful condition has nothing to do with the heart, but rather is caused by stomach acid.

When you eat, your stomach makes acid to help digest your food.  If this acid flows backward – from your stomach into your esophagus, the tube from your moth to your stomach, irritation can occur.  This can cause burning pain under the breastbone, belching, and unpleasant or “acid” taste in the mouth.  This can also cause chronic irritation that some patients recognize as a foreign body sensation: they fell that “something is stuck” in the back of the throat.

The bad news is that GERD doesn’t usually go away on its own, it is usually a continuing condition requiring on-going treatment.  The good news is that you can make some simple but important changes in your daily habits that can help control GERD.

The lifestyle changes presented in this brochure are the first and most important part of treating GERD.  Even if other therapy is needed, these recommended lifestyle changes will help you to get the most benefit from treatment.  Many people with mild or moderate GERD may be able to avoid additional therapy, such as drug therapy or surgery, by following the recommendations listed below.  Please read this information all the way through.  If you have any questions, ask your doctor.  You may wish to get the advice of your regular medical doctor before you make any major changes in your diet or before starting a very active exercise program.
WHAT YOU CAN DO ABOUT GERD

Here are some simple but important changes in your daily habits that can go a long way toward preventing the painful symptoms of GERD.  Although this may seem to be a long list, please keep in mind that lifestyle changes can make a real difference in how you feel, and may even help you avoid the need for more complicated therapy.

WHAT AND WHEN TO EAT

· EAT SMALL MEALS.  Eat small meals and eat more often.  Instead of eating three large meals each day, try eating four to six small meals.  Big meals in crease the pressure in your stomach and this can cause stomach acid to back up (reflux).

· SKIP LATE NIGHT SNACKS.  This one bears repeating: avoid eating within 3 hours of bedtime.  Lying down while you have food in your stomach can bring on GERD symptoms.

· KNOW WHAT FOODS MAKE YOUR SYMPTOMS WORSE.  Certain foods may bring on GERD symptoms.  Watch what you eat and avoid those foods that do this.  

· Avoid acidic foods such as; citrus fruits, citrus juices, tomatoes, pickled fruits or vegetables, and salads or salad dressing containing a lot of vinegar.  

· Avoid spicy, fatty, and fried foods, chocolate and peppermint can also help prevent GERD symptoms.

· Avoid caffeine.  Caffeine is found in regular (even decaffeinated) coffee, tea, and cola drinks.  AVOID THESE.  Caffeine is also in some non-prescription medications like headache remedies, diet aids, and especially fatigue remedies.  Become label conscious.  Read the label of any packaged beverage or non-prescription medicine before you buy it or use it.  Ask your pharmacist for assistance.  Carbonated beverages increase the pressure in your stomach and can cause stomach acid to back up (reflux).  Avoid or strictly limit these drinks.
WHAT ABOUT SMOKING…DRINKING?

Cigarette smoking can relax the muscle between your stomach and esophagus and this may allow acid to back up (reflux).  The best advice is to quit smoking.

Alcohol can irritate your stomach and esophagus and make your GERD symptoms worse.  Avoid drinking alcoholic beverages or at least limit your intake.  Do not drink alcohol while taking Zantac or Tagamet.  These drugs increase alcohol’s effects.

WATCH YOUR WEIGHT

If you are overweight, reach and maintain your ideal body weight with a sensible diet and exercise plan.  For many patients, even losing some (as little as 5 pounds) of their extra weight can really help make GERD less of a problem.

Put away tight clothing (including tight girdles and belts).  Tight clothing can make GERD worse.  

OTHER MEDICATIONS

Please ask your doctor if any of your prescription or over the counter medications may lead to reflux.

BEFORE YOU TURN OUT THE LIGHT

Raise the head of your bed by 6-8 inches (use 2X4 wood blocks, bricks, or large coffee cans filled with sand for each leg at the head of the bed).  If you can’t raise your bed, raise your head by sleeping with a foam rubber wedge under your head and shoulders.  This helps keep the acid in your stomach, where it belongs.  (Foam rubber wedges are available at stores which sell foam mattresses, pillows, etc.)  simply raising your head with pillows does not work.

LAST WORDS

By knowing what’s causing your symptoms, you can take steps to control and prevent them.  The next page includes a Reflux Regimen that, if followed, will help you feel better.

REFLUX REGIMEN
1. Avoid smoking, caffeine, alcohol, spicy, acidic, or fatty foods, chocolate and peppermint

2. Eat small meals 4-6 times a day.  Finish your last meal 3 hours before sleeping.

3. Avoid foods that you know cause your symptoms of reflux or stomach upset.

4. Avoid carbonated beverages.  Gas build up can cause pressure and reflux.
5. Avoid tight fitting clothing.

6. Try to lose weight.  Ideal weight is the best, losing just 5 pounds may make a difference.

7. Treat your symptoms with antacids and Gaviscon:

a. Antacids: Mylanta II: Take 1 tablespoon one and three hours after you eat and at bedtime.  Refrigerate to improve taste.

b. Gaviscon: Take 1-2 tablespoons before going to bed.  Refrigerate to improve taste.

