
Healthy Living: 
Heartburn

You can prevent most heartburn symptoms with these home care tips. 

What is heartburn?
Heartburn occurs when stomach 
acid flows backward (acid reflux) 
from the stomach into the 
esophagus (the tube that connects 
the mouth to the stomach). 
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Discomfort from heartburn isn’t 
related to your heart. If you have 
heartburn sometimes, you don’t 
need to worry. Almost everyone 
does.

Symptoms
Heartburn can feel like a burning 
sensation, warmth, or heat under 
your breastbone. This feeling can 
start in your chest or throat and 
spread up your neck in waves. You 
may also get a sour taste in your 
mouth (acid reflux).

Symptoms usually start after you 
eat. They can get worse if you lie 
down or bend over. Heartburn can 
last for 2 hours or longer.

Who gets heartburn?
Heartburn can happen to anyone. 
It’s especially common in patients 
who are overweight, as the extra 
weight pushes on the stomach. 
Likewise, during pregnancy, it can 
happen when the growing baby 
pushes on the mom’s stomach.

Prevention and home care
Often, heartburn can be prevented 
or relieved by changing daily 
habits. Try these tips and see what 
works for you:

• Eat smaller meals.
• Don’t lie down for 2 to 3 hours 

after eating. Lying down then 
can cause stomach acid to flow 
back into the esophagus.

• Quit smoking, if you smoke. 
Quitting smoking often relieves 
heartburn completely.

• Lose a few pounds, if needed. 
Being overweight can make 
heartburn symptoms worse.

• Raise the head of your bed 6 
to 8 inches. Try putting sturdy 
blocks under the bed frame legs. 
If this isn’t possible, raise your 
upper body by putting a foam 
wedge under your head and 
shoulders.

• Avoid aspirin, ibuprofen (Advil, 
Motrin), naproxen (Aleve) 
and other anti-inflammatory 
medicines. They can cause 
heartburn. Try acetaminophen 
(Tylenol) instead.

• Avoid foods such as chocolate, 
fatty or fried foods, tomato 
sauces, peppermint or 
spearmint-flavored foods, coffee, 
alcohol, and carbonated drinks.

• Limit foods that are sour, bitter, 
or spicy. Specific citrus fruits 
and juices (orange and tomato 
juice) can irritate the esophagus.

• Wear loose clothing. Tight  
fitting belts or waistbands 
can squeeze the stomach and 
force food up against the lower 
esophagus.

• Reduce stress. Stress can 
increase acid production and 
make your stomach empty more 
slowly.
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Medicines
If these home care tips don’t give 
you enough relief, you can try an 
over -the-counter medicine.
Many medicines are available 
for heartburn. They can also 
relieve acid indigestion and 
sour stomach. You don’t need a 
prescription for most of them.
Your doctor or pharmacist 
can give you specific 
recommendations on these 
products:

• Antacids, to neutralize stomach 
acid (Maalox, Mylanta, Tums, 
and Gelusil).

• Acid reducers, to decrease 
stomach acid production 
(Pepcid AC, Tagamet HB, 
Zantac 360, and Prilosec).

Keep in mind that over-
the-counter medicines are a 
temporary solution. Heartburn 
may come back unless you 
also use some home care 
recommendations.

Complications
If you often have acid reflux, 
you may have a condition called 
gastroesophageal reflux disease 
(GERD). This can constantly 
irritate the lining of your 
esophagus, which can lead to 
other health problems.
Contact your doctor if you have 
frequent heartburn and home 
care doesn’t help you feel better.

When to call us
Call your doctor if any of these 
occur:
• Your heartburn symptoms last 

more than 2 weeks while using 
home care.

• A medicine seems to be causing 
your heartburn.

• You vomit blood or what looks 
like coffee grounds.

• You pass poop (stool) that looks 
purplish, black, or bloody.

• You have pain or difficulty 
swallowing solid food.

• You’re losing weight and don’t 
know why.

When to get emergency care 
Sometimes serious medical 
problems can be mistaken for 
heartburn. Call 911 or have 
someone drive you to the 
nearest hospital if you think you 
may need emergency care.
Be sure to get emergency care  
if you:

• Have passed out (lost 
consciousness).

• Have chest pain or pressure 
along with any of these:

 c Sweating
 c Shortness of breath
 c Nausea or vomiting
 c Pain spreading from the 

chest to the neck, jaw, or one 
or both shoulders or arms

 c Dizziness or lightheadedness
 c Fast or uneven pulse  

(heart rate)
 c Vomiting blood
 c Passing a large amount of 

bloody poop (stool) 
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