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The physiology of gastrointestinal reflux
Reflux is a normal physiological event that occurs in all populations in the UK. Previous studies have suggested that gastro-oesophageal reflux occurs more frequently in older (>40 years) non-symptomatic individuals. A wide range of reflux-associated medical conditions also appear to occur in prevalence in older people. Reflux therefore represents a challenge to the health of an older population. Reflux of gastric contents is a frequent physiological event that occurs in the vast majority of the population. This refluxate can contain potentially damaging digestive juices, ingested bacteria and food particles. The reflux of gastric/mixed gastric and duodenal contents proximally has been associated with the aetiology/progression of every major upper airways, pulmonary and oesophageal disease, including sinusitis, otitis media, asthma, lung transplant rejection, oesophagitis and oesophageal and laryngeal cancers. However, within most individuals, reflux appears to be a benign event. This therefore suggests that some individuals may be more susceptible to reflux-aggravated disease, either due to decreased bodily defensive potential to reflux, or increased tissue exposure to damaging agents in the reflux. To date, physiological parameters pertaining to reflux have been poorly characterised. Certain foods have been associated with worsening reflux or heartburn, but their association has neither been validated nor quantified previously. We hypothesise that the exposure of proximal oesophageal/airways tissues in patients with associated health issues is greater than in the normal (non-symptomatic) individual. Therefore, the main aim of this study is to characterise what the "normal" frequency, volume and content of reflux are, and subsequently to use these data to differentiate the abnormal. Further from this, we aim to assess whether food intake affects reflux characteristics.

Methodologies involved : 

24 hour impedance measurement of reflux in human subjects; measurement of biomarkers of reflux  in sputum and gastric juice; Lateral flow ELISA; activity assays; enzyme based and tandem mass spectroscopy assays for bile salts. In addition collection and analysis of patient/subject data and questionnaires.
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