Gastroparesis

What is Gastroparesis?

Gastroparesis is a digestive disorder in which the motility of the stomach 1s abnormal or
absent. When the stomach is functioning normally, contractions of the stomach help to
crush indigested food and propel it into the small intestine where further digestion and
absorption of nutrients occurs. However, with gastroparesis the stomach is unable to
contract normally, and therefore the stomach requires significantly more than the usual ]
to 2 hours emptying time and normal digestion may not occur.

Causes of Gastroparesis

Gastroparesis occurs when the nerves to the stomach are damaged or do not work.
Diabetes is the most common cause. Other causes include infections, endocrine
disorders, anorexia, bulimia, scleroderma, cancer, past radiation of the chest and
abdomen, some forms of chemotherapy, and prior surgery of the upper intestinal tract.
Surgery on the esophagus, stomach, or duodenum may result in injury to the vagus nerve.
The vagus nerve sends neurotransmitter impulses to the smooth muscle of the stomach
that result in the contractions necessary to digest food. In many cases gastroparesis is
idiopathic or without a known cause.

Certain medications may cause delayed gastric emptying, mimicking the symptoms of
gastroparesis. It is important to have the names of all your medications recorded and
with you when you see a physician for evaluation of gastrointestinal symptoms.

Medication associated with impaired gastric emptving

Narcotic pain medications

Tricyclic antidepressants

Calcium channel blockers

Clonidine

Dopamine agonists

Lithium

Nicotine

Progesterone containing medications
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What are the symptoms of Gastroparesis?

Symptoms include bloating, nausea and vomiting, early fullness while eating meals,
heartburn. and epigastric pain. A person with this condition may regurgitate or vomit
undigested food many hours after their last meal. Weight loss may occur due to the poor
absorption of nutrients or taking in too few calories. Ingestion of solid foods. high fiber
foods such as raw fruits and vegetables. fatty food, or drinks high in fat or carbonation
may cause symptoms.



How is Gastroparesis diagnosed?

A history of the above symptoms would prompt an evaluation to determine the cause of
your symptoms. Diagnostic testing would be performed to eliminate other potential
causes of your symptoms such as inflammation, ulcer disease, or obstruction by taumor.
Gastroparesis itself is usually diagnosed by a gastric emptying study. This is a widely
used nuclear medicine study that examines the rate of emptying of solid or liquid maternial
from the stomach. Subjects consume an egg or oatmeal meal containing a tiny amount of
radioactive material. This material shows up on a special image, allowing the doctor to
see food in your stomach and watch how quickly it leaves your stomach.

How is Gastroparesis treated?

There are two aspects of treatment for this condition including diet and medications. Diet
is one of the mainstays of treatment for those who suffer from gastroparesis. Some foods
are more difficult to digest than others. Fatty foods take a longer time to digest, as do
food that are high in fiber, like raw fruits and vegetables. People with gastroparesis
should limit or eliminate these foods. Fiber when eaten should be chewed well and
cooked until soft. Fortunately, even when the stomach emptying is significantly
impaired, thick and thin liquids (e.g. pudding and nutrient drinks) are usually tolerated
well. Also small, more frequent meals as opposed to three large meals a day are more
easily tolerated.

There are several medications approved to treat gastroparesis. In the case of some the use
of these medications can be limited by undesirable side effects and limited effectiveness.
The best choice in medication will be made by your physician after considering your
other health conditions and medications you are currently taking.

Additional information can be found at the American College of Gastroeneterolgy
website at http://www.acg.gi.ore. Then click on “patients” and search
“Gastroparesis”.







