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Abstract: GERD is a disease which affects millions of people 
worldwide.  It is caused by a relaxation in a special muscle 
located between the esophagus and stomach, called the lower 
esophageal sphincter (LES).  When the LES relaxes stomach acid is 
allowed to return into the esophagus which causes symptoms of 
heartburn.  There are diet changes and lifestyle modifications 
which can be tried along with prescription medications to relieve 
the symptoms. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 
Primary Care Clerkship at the University of Minnesota Medical 

School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 
to present information on a medical topic in the format of a 

patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect the 



 

 

views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians 
and faculty.  These materials are provided for informational 

purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the 
advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  
The information provided may no longer be up to date since it has 
not been reviewed since the date of creation.  The information 
provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 

disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of 
a medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
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What it is, why it 
happens, and how to 

treat it 

What can I do before 
trying prescription 

medications? 

Dietary and lifestyle changes can help to 
decrease the symptoms of GERD.  If these 
measures do not work there are many 
medications which can help. Try the 
following changes before or with 
prescription medications: 

 Avoid foods or drinks that make your 
symptoms worse 

 Lose weight if you are overweight 

 Stop smoking 

 Raise the head of your bed 6 inches 

 Eat smaller and more frequent meals 

 Drink at least six 8 oz glasses of water 
per day 

 Don’t wear clothing that is too tight 
around the waist 
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When Should I see a 
Doctor? 

If you experience any of the following 
symptoms you should make an appointment 
with your doctor because more serious 
problems may be causing your symptoms and 
need further evaluation. 

 If you vomit blood 

 If you have prolonged nausea or 
vomiting 

 If you have bloody or dark black stools 

 If your pain is not relieved by over the 
counter antacid medications 

 If you have chest pain along with other 
symptoms like shortness of breath, arm 
pain or jaw pain 
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What is GERD? 

Gastoesophageal Reflux Disease (GERD) 
is a common disease which affects 
millions of people worldwide.  Gastro 
refers to the stomach, while esophageal 
refers to the esophagus, or food pipe.  
Reflux means “to return”.  The job of the 
esophagus is to transfer food from the 
mouth to the stomach and prevent 
backflow of stomach contents.  Between 
the esophagus and stomach is a special 
muscle called the lower esophageal 
sphincter (LES) whose purpose is to 
prevent acidic stomach juice from 
returning to the esophagus.  GERD occurs 
when the LES is no longer able to prevent 
stomach juice from going back into the 
esophagus. 

 

 

Symptoms 

The main symptom of GERD is heartburn.  
This actually has nothing to do with your 
heart, but is caused by acidic stomach 
contents irritating the lining of your 
esophagus.  Heartburn feels like a burning 
chest pain which starts behind the breast 
bone and moves up into the neck or the 
throat.  Other symptoms include: 

 A bitter taste in the mouth 

 Coughing or wheezing 

 Sore throat or hoarse voice 

 Difficulty swallowing 

 Repeatedly clearing your throat 

 Shortness of breath 

 

Diagnosis 

Your doctor may be able to diagnose you based 
on your symptoms.  Further testing may be 
needed if your symptoms are severe, or they do 
not respond to treatment.  More complete 
evaluation may include: 

 An upper GI series – a special type of x-
ray using dye to look at your esophagus, 
stomach and intestines.  This can rule out 
other conditions like ulcers (holes in the 
lining of organs). 

 Endoscopy – a procedure where a special 
tube with a tiny camera attached is placed  
into your nose to look into your esophagus 
and stomach so irritation and 
inflammation can be seen. 

 24 hour esophageal pH monitoring test – 
measures the level of acid in your 
stomach.  The test requires a small tube to 
be inserted in your nose and into the 
esophagus. 

 Pressure measurement – finds out the  
pressure in the LES and any problems 
with the muscle contractions of the 
esophagus.   
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