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How stress impacts gastroesophageal reflux disorder and ways to cope.
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Introduction
Gastroesophageal reflux disorder (GERD) is a chronic 
digestive condition characterized by the backward flow of 
stomach acid into the esophagus, causing symptoms such 
as heartburn, regurgitation, and chest discomfort. While 
dietary and lifestyle factors are well-known contributors to 
GERD, stress also plays a significant role in exacerbating 
this condition. Understanding how stress impacts GERD 
and exploring effective coping mechanisms can help manage 
symptoms and improve overall well-being [1].

Stress affects the body in numerous ways, and its impact on the 
digestive system is profound. When an individual experiences 
stress, the body enters a state of heightened alertness known as 
the fight-or-flight response. This response triggers the release 
of stress hormones like cortisol and adrenaline, which prepare 
the body to deal with perceived threats. While these hormones 
are essential for survival, chronic stress can lead to prolonged 
exposure, disrupting various bodily functions, including 
digestion [2].

One of the primary ways stress influences GERD is by 
affecting the lower esophageal sphincter (LES), the muscle 
that acts as a barrier between the stomach and esophagus. 
Under normal conditions, the LES opens to allow food to 
pass into the stomach and then closes to prevent stomach acid 
from flowing back into the esophagus. However, stress can 
cause the LES to relax or weaken, making it more likely for 
acid reflux to occur. This increased reflux can lead to more 
frequent and severe GERD symptoms [3].

Additionally, stress can increase stomach acid production. 
The body's response to stress includes an increase in gastric 
acid secretion, which can exacerbate GERD symptoms. This 
excess acid can irritate the lining of the esophagus, leading 
to inflammation and discomfort. Moreover, stress can affect 
digestion by slowing down the process, causing food to remain 
in the stomach longer. This delay can increase the likelihood 
of acid reflux, as the stomach contents have more time to push 
against the LES [4].

Another way stress impacts GERD is through behavioral 
changes. Individuals under stress may adopt unhealthy coping 
mechanisms such as overeating, consuming comfort foods 
high in fat and sugar, or smoking and drinking alcohol. These 
behaviors can further aggravate GERD symptoms. Overeating, 
for example, increases the pressure on the stomach, making it 
easier for acid to reflux into the esophagus. Fatty and sugary 
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foods can also relax the LES, while smoking and alcohol can 
irritate the esophagus and increase acid production [5].

Recognizing the connection between stress and GERD is 
crucial for effective management of the condition. Developing 
strategies to cope with stress can help reduce the frequency 
and severity of GERD symptoms, improving overall quality 
of life. Several techniques can be employed to manage stress 
and its impact on GERD [6].

Regular physical activity is another powerful tool for managing 
stress. Exercise stimulates the production of endorphins, 
which are natural mood lifters, and can help reduce the levels 
of stress hormones in the body. Engaging in activities like 
walking, jogging, yoga, or swimming can improve physical 
fitness and reduce stress levels. Exercise also aids in digestion 
by promoting regular bowel movements and preventing 
constipation, which can contribute to GERD symptoms [7].

Maintaining a healthy diet is essential for managing both 
stress and GERD. Consuming a balanced diet rich in fruits, 
vegetables, whole grains, lean proteins, and healthy fats can 
support overall health and reduce the risk of GERD symptoms. 
It is also important to avoid trigger foods that can exacerbate 
acid reflux, such as spicy foods, fatty foods, chocolate, caffeine, 
and acidic foods like citrus fruits and tomatoes. Eating smaller, 
more frequent meals can help prevent overeating and reduce 
pressure on the stomach [8].

Adequate sleep is crucial for managing stress and GERD. 
Poor sleep can increase stress levels and exacerbate GERD 
symptoms. Establishing a regular sleep schedule, creating a 
calming bedtime routine, and ensuring a comfortable sleep 
environment can improve sleep quality. Avoiding heavy 
meals, caffeine, and alcohol close to bedtime can also help 
prevent nighttime reflux [9].

Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is a psychological 
intervention that can be effective in managing stress and 
GERD. CBT focuses on identifying and changing negative 
thought patterns and behaviors that contribute to stress. By 
working with a therapist, individuals can develop healthier 
coping strategies, improve stress management skills, and 
reduce the impact of stress on GERD symptoms [10].

Conclusion
Stress significantly impacts gastroesophageal reflux disorder 
by affecting the lower esophageal sphincter, increasing stomach 
acid production, and influencing behaviors that can exacerbate 
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symptoms. Understanding this connection and implementing 
effective stress management techniques can help reduce the 
frequency and severity of GERD symptoms. Mindfulness 
and relaxation techniques, regular physical activity, a healthy 
diet, adequate sleep, stress-reducing activities, social support, 
biofeedback, cognitive-behavioral therapy, and medication, 
if necessary, are all valuable strategies for managing stress 
and improving overall well-being in individuals with GERD. 
By addressing both stress and GERD together, individuals can 
achieve better symptom control and enhance their quality of life.
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