Changing Your Lifestyle for GERD



Experiment with modifications to see what fits your situation best
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	· 


Tell your health care provider you've got heartburn, and chances are he or she will suggest that you make some changes in your life. Avoid coffee, citrus fruits, spicy and fatty foods. Eat smaller meals and don't lie down for a couple of hours afterward. Elevate the head of your bed. Stop smoking. And that perennial favorite: Lose weight if you're carrying around too much.

Trying lifestyle modifications to douse the fire of heartburn brought on by gastroesophageal reflux disease, or GERD, is "reasonable," according to treatment guidelines from the American College of Gastroenterology. But those guidelines, and many gastroenterologists, acknowledge there's little firm evidence to indicate just how effective lifestyle changes are for people with GERD, who often suffer heartburn when stomach contents splash, or reflux, into their throats.

That doesn't mean you shouldn't make the changes, says Dr. Joel E. Richter, chief of the gastroenterology department at the Cleveland Clinic. For some people who have occasional heartburn, adopting a few of the strategies may take care of the problem. For those who have GERD, often suspected when heartburn occurs more than twice a week, Richter says the changes may help ensure that behavior doesn't detract from the effect of medications. But you may have to experiment until you find the lifestyle changes that help you.

"What I say to the patients is, ‘This is information that you may find useful in helping to relieve symptoms,'" says Dr. Philip O. Katz, incoming chief of gastroneurology and of gastroenterology at Albert Einstein Medical Center in Philadelphia. "Try each individually to assess its benefit." And understand, he adds, that if you have GERD, you'll most likely have to take medication, too.

What changes to try depends on your symptoms. If your heartburn bothers you mainly in the evening or awakens you at night:

· Wait three to four hours after a meal before lying down. "I don't care what you eat," says Richter, "but I want you to go to bed on an empty stomach." And he really means an empty stomach: Nothing but water for those three-to-four hours before bed. No ice cream. No cookies. No bedtime snack. 

· Elevate the head of your bed 6-to-8 inches. If you wake up at night with acid backing up into your throat, use gravity to help keep it where it belongs. Put the head of your bed up on blocks, or use a foam wedge under the mattress. Extra pillows won't work. They elevate only your neck. You want to elevate the upper torso. 

· If possible, sleep on your left side. 

What about diet? Both Richter and Katz say how and when you eat may be more important than what you eat, but individuals may find they're bothered by certain foods:

· Note which foods seem to trigger your symptoms, and avoid them. Some people find heartburn worsens after drinking coffee and other caffeinated beverages. Some are bothered by onions, garlic, chocolate or mint. Citrus fruits and other foods that are high in acid, as well as spicy foods and fatty foods, also are potential triggers. Cut them out, and you may help your symptoms. Then again, you may be one of the lucky few who can drink orange juice while eating a plate of extra hot chimichangas without trouble. 

· Eat smaller meals, and eat slowly. Food in the stomach prompts the production of acid. It also distends the stomach, which causes the lower esophageal sphincter, or LES, to relax. Smaller meals eaten slowly may help on both counts. 

· Quit smoking. There's little strong evidence that people with GERD suffer more reflux when they smoke, says Richter, but its clear nicotine in tobacco does affect the lower esophageal sphincter, so some people may notice a difference in heartburn after quitting. Besides, he says, you should quit to improve your health — GERD or no GERD. 

· Lose weight. The more you weigh, the more likely you are to have problems with acid reflux. But does that mean losing weight will lessen reflux? The answer, again, may depend on the individual. Richter says he tries to get to the root of the problem: Did worsening of heartburn coincide with weight gain? If so, losing some weight may help.

In the end, changing your habits to change your symptoms comes down to taking the advice your health care provider gives you and applying it to your own set of circumstances.

"What I generally tell people," says Katz, "is utilize common sense."

