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by a trial of a proton pump inhibitor
(PPI) or by testing for Helicobacter
pylori followed by eradication therapy.

The exceptions to this are patients
with clear symptoms of gastro-
oesophageal reflux disease and those
with symptoms or signs suggesting
the need for upper gastrointestinal
endoscopy (table 3, below left).

SYMPTOMS SUGGESTING
MALIGNANCY
Estimates vary as to the percentage of
patients with dyspepsia who, on
investigation, are found to have a
malignancy. Of all patients with gastric
malignancy, less than 8% are younger
than 55 years. Within this group, close
questioning reveals that 96% have ‘red
flag’ symptoms.2,3 In one study 
of 2,867 patients younger than 45
without alarm symptoms, four (0.14%)
had oesophagogastric neoplasia.4 In
older populations, however, some
studies suggest that up to 25% of all
patients with upper GI cancers do not
have any associated red flag
characteristics.

One of the problems in making a
clinical diagnosis of malignancy in the
upper GI tract is the poor correlation
between symptoms and the presence
of a cancer. Whereas dysphagia and
weight loss are indicators of
oesophageal malignancy, their
positive predictive values (PPV) are
low: 6.6% for dysphagia and 7.8% for
weight loss. The strongest indicators
for gastric malignancy are early
satiety, with a PPV of 9.9%, and weight
loss, with a PPV of 8%.

Overall, however, even the pooled
predictive value of ‘any red flag
symptom’ is low; only 5.9% in a recent
meta-analysis.5 These findings
emphasise that clinical symptoms are
poor indicators of cancer.

Physical findings, for example a
palpable epigastric or abdominal mass
or lymphadenopathy in the 
supra-clavicular fossa, can be useful, »

Table 1 

Algorithm for the management of dyspepsia based on recommendations from NICE
Dyspeptic symptoms:

Presence of ‘alarm’ or ‘red flag’ symptoms? Yes Urgent endoscopy

No

Age 55 or older 
and Yes Urgent endoscopy
new symptoms for more than four weeks

No

Lifestyle advice
H. pylori testing (serology) Positive Triple therapy

H. pylori negative
or
Failure of response with confirmed eradication of breath testing

Trial of treatment dose PPI for four weeks
Consider other diagnoses (gallstones, coeliac disease, irritable bowel syndrome)
Trial of prokinetics (eg domperidone) 
Consider referral for routine endoscopy or specialist advice

Table 2 

Symptoms of dyspepsia and reflux
Dyspepsia Reflux

Nausea � �
Epigastric pain � ��
Burning retrosternal pain � ���
Bitter taste in mouth � ��
Nocturnal symptoms � ���
Odynophagia � �
Bloating �� �
Pain after eating �� �
Burping �� �
Early satiety ��� �
Borborygmi � �

X = not present. The number of ticks correlates to the approximate proportion of patients
with the disease who have that symptom (one tick = 25%, two ticks = 50%, three ticks = 75%)

Table 3 

Red flag or alarm features in dyspepsia and reflux
• Dysphagia
• Unexplained progressive weight loss of >3 kg
• Epigastric mass
• Iron-deficiency anaemia
• Vomiting
• Abnormal barium meal*
• Chronic intestinal bleeding
• Patient aged 55 or older with new-onset symptoms for more than 4 weeks
*The use of barium meal is diminishing and some centres have now stopped offering
it as an investigation in dyspepsia

‘NICE advocates
a “test and
treat” approach
to the initial
management 
of dyspepsia’

•
•

•

•

•

•

•
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