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A hiatus hernia is the term used to describe a condition where part of the stomach pushes up into the lower 
chest through a weakness in the diaphragm.

Not everyone with a hiatus hernia develops symptoms. However, if you have a hiatus hernia you are more 
prone to reflux acid into your gullet (oesophagus), which can cause heartburn and other symptoms. If 
symptoms do occur, treatment with acid-suppressing medication usually works well.

What is a Hiatus Hernia?
A hiatus hernia occurs when part of one of 
the organs in the tummy protrudes through 
the diaphragm. Most commonly this is a part 
of the stomach; however, it may be other 
organs, such as the pancreas, spleen or the 
upper gut (small intestine).

Types of Hiatus Hernia
Sliding Hiatus Hernia 
This is the most common type. In this 
situation, the sphincter muscle at the bottom 
of the gullet (oesophagus) and the top of 
the stomach protrudes through the hole 
(hiatus) opening in the diaphragm. This is 
the muscle separating the lungs from the 
tummy (abdomen).

The hernia may slide up and down, in 
and out of the lower chest. It is often quite 
small. This type of hiatus hernia tends to be 
associated with symptoms of acid reflux.

Para-oesophageal (Rolling) Hiatus Hernia 
Also known as a rolling hiatus hernia, this 
type is less common. In this situation, a 
part of the stomach pushes (protrudes) up 
through the hole in the diaphragm next to 
the oesophagus.

Other organs from the tummy can also 
protrude through the hole in some cases. 
This could be the pancreas, the spleen or the upper 
gut (small intestine).

This is not the normal type of hiatus hernia, and it is 
much less common than a sliding hiatus hernia.



Symptoms
Often, many people have no hiatal hernia 
symptoms. However, if you have a hiatus hernia you 
are more prone to acid reflux (gastro-oesophageal 
reflux).

Acid reflux symptoms 
Symptoms of acid reflux (gastro-oesophageal reflux 
disease or GORD) include:
• �Heartburn: this is the main symptom. This is a 

burning feeling which rises from the upper tummy 
(abdomen) or lower chest up towards the neck

• Pain in the upper abdomen and chest
• Feeling sick
• An acid taste in the mouth
• Bloating
• Belching
• Difficulty in swallowing (dysphagia)
• A burning pain when you swallow hot drinks

These symptoms tend to come and go and tend to 
be worse after a meal.

What causes a Hiatus Hernia?
The cause of hiatus hernia is not clear. It is 
thought that most develop in people over the age 
of 50 years. It may be that the diaphragm muscle 
weakens with age. This allows part of the stomach 
to protrude through the hole in the diaphragm.

Risk Factors

Factors which increase the pressure in the tummy 
(abdomen), and may increase the risk of developing 
a hiatus hernia include:
• Regular coughing
• Repeated lifting of heavy objects
• Obesity
• Family history of hiatus hernias

How common is a Hiatus Hernia?
The exact number of people with a hiatus hernia is 
not known, as many people with a hiatus hernia do 
not have symptoms. However, they are thought to 
be common. Some studies suggest that up to half of 
people having tests for indigestion (dyspepsia) are 
discovered to have a hiatus hernia. are discovered 
to have a hiatus hernia.

How is a Hiatus Hernia diagnosed?
The standard tests used to diagnose a hiatus hernia 
are now endoscopy with or without manometry. 
A hiatus hernia may be seen on incidentally on a 
chest X-ray or on a CT scan.

Endoscopy 
Endoscopy is increasingly being used for diagnosis. 
An endoscope is a thin, flexible telescope which 
is passed down the gullet (oesophagus) into the 
stomach. This allows a clinician to look inside. A 
hiatus hernia may be seen. Occasionally other tests 
are needed.

Barium swallow test 
A hiatus hernia may be diagnosed if you have tests 
for symptoms of reflux. A special X-ray test called 
a barium swallow is sometimes used to confirm the 
presence of a hiatus hernia.
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Hiatus Hernia treatment
If you have no symptoms, in most cases you do not 
need any treatment for a hiatus hernia. The hernia 
usually causes no harm. However, if you have 
symptoms of acid reflux or your hernia is causing 
discomfort you be advised or offered the following:

Lifestyle changes
• �If you have reflux symptoms, you should aim to 

lose weight if you are overweight.
• �Avoid anything that causes pressure on your 

stomach, such as tight clothing and corsets.
• �If you are a smoker you should aim to stop. If you 

drink a lot of alcohol, it also helps to cut down on 
alcohol.

• �Avoid laying your head flat. Raising the head of 
your bed may help with symptoms at night.

• �Avoiding eating your dinner too close to bedtime 
may also help with symptoms at night. Aim to have 
your dinner at least three hours before you go to 
bed ideally.

• �Smaller meals may be helpful, as may avoiding 
foods which you find make the reflux worse.

Medication
If changing your lifestyle does not help, you may 
need medication. Medicines which reduce the action 
or production of stomach acid may help.

The most effective medicines are Proton Pump 
Inhibitors (PPIs) PPIs often used are:
• Lansoprazole
• Omeprazole

If these do not suit you, your doctor will offer other 
options.

The current advice is to take PPIs at the lowest 
dose and for the shortest period of time possible; 
some people find they can get by taking them 
occasionally rather than every day. However, if other 
medicines do not help and your symptoms cause 
persistent problems, you should carry on with them 
for as long as required.
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Guts UK is the national charity for the digestive system – https://www.gutscharity.org.uk

Digestive diseases are conditions that affect the gut, liver and pancreas.

Collectively, they are a factor in 1 in 8 deaths in the UK. Guts UK funds life-changing medical research 
into the whole digestive system.


