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Have you ever felt a sharp burning pain between
your stomach and the center of your rib cage? If so,
you may have a duodenal ulcer. 

Thousands of Americans have a duodenal ulcer,
which can be uncomfortable and even painful 
if not treated. Fortunately, in recent years, 
medical research has made great discoveries 
about duodenal ulcers, their causes, and how 
to treat them. Now, there are treatments that can
help relieve the symptoms of a duodenal ulcer 
and prevent it from coming back. 

This brochure will give you information 
on duodenal ulcers and their treatment. If you 
think you have a duodenal ulcer, talk to your
healthcare provider about what treatment is 
best for you.

A duodenal ulcer is a small sore or break in 
the inner lining of the duodenum—the part 
of the small intestine right below the stomach.
Although some ulcers will heal on their own,
others will stay around and may lead to more
serious health problems. 

An ulcer can also occur in the stomach—
this is called a gastric ulcer. But a duodenal 
ulcer is about four times more common than 
a gastric ulcer. 

WHAT IS A 

DUODENAL ULCER?

DO I HAVE A 

DUODENAL ULCER?

Duodenal ulcer
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Duodenum

Stomach
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The stomach naturally produces acid to digest 
the food you eat. The stomach and duodenum are
coated with a layer of mucus that protects them
against this acid. Without this protective layer, the
stomach and duodenum are very sensitive to
stomach acid. 

Acid overload 

In some people, the stomach produces too much
acid or the protective mucous layer breaks down.
This allows the acid to “eat” into the sensitive 
lining below. This is when a duodenal ulcer 
may occur.

Most people have experienced stomach pain or
indigestion at some point in their lives. This is 
normal. But when the sharp burning occurs more
frequently, it could be an indication of a more 
serious condition—a duodenal ulcer.

Some people have few or even no symptoms,
while other people may have severe pain. Make 
a note of your symptoms on the list below and 
talk to your healthcare provider about your 
treatment options. 

Symptom Indicators*

Sharp burning pain around the stomach 

Pain 2 to 3 hours after eating

Waking up with stomach pain

Pain relieved by food or antacids

Nausea

Indigestion

Vomiting

Bloody bowel movements

*Tell your healthcare provider if you experience any of these 
symptoms. These symptoms may be a sign of a condition
other than a duodenal ulcer.

WHY DOES A 

DUODENAL ULCER DEVELOP?

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS 

OF A DUODENAL ULCER?

Stomach lining with 
protective mucous layer

54
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It’s important to know the difference between 
the myths and facts on what causes a duodenal
ulcer. This way, you can be sure to get the right
treatment to relieve your symptoms.

More than 90% of duodenal ulcers are caused 
by bacteria called Helicobacter pylori 
(HEL-i-co-BAK-ter pie-LOR-ee)—or H. pylori.
These bacteria live in the stomach and can be
passed from one person to another, usually by
mouth-to-mouth contact. Most bacteria are
destroyed by stomach acid, but H. pylori can 
survive in the lining of the stomach. Many 
medical researchers believe that H. pylori can
damage the protective lining of the duodenum,
which can eventually lead to an ulcer. 

Your healthcare provider can give you a simple
blood or breath test to see if your duodenal ulcer
is caused by H. pylori. There are prescription
medicines available that are very effective in 
getting rid of H. pylori (see page 11). But unless
you are treated to eliminate the H. pylori, your
ulcer can keep coming back.

WHAT CAUSES A 

DUODENAL ULCER?

HOW DOES H. PYLORI LEAD 

TO A DUODENAL ULCER?

Myth Certain foods, alcohol, coffee, or stress: 

These factors can aggravate your symptoms,

but they do not cause an ulcer.

Fact Stomach acid:

Too much acid can damage the lining of the

stomach or duodenum and cause an ulcer.

Fact H. pylori:

This bacteria can sometimes damage the 

protective lining of the stomach and duodenum,

which may lead to an ulcer. (see page 7).

Fact Certain medicines*:

Some medicines such as NSAIDS (aspirin,

ibuprofen), can cause an ulcer.

*REMEMBER: Always tell your healthcare provider if you 
are taking any other medicines.

The Causes: Myths and Facts
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First, your healthcare provider will record 
your medical history and perform a physical 
examination. Next, he or she may recommend 
that you have a special test done to see if your
symptoms are from a duodenal ulcer. Ulcer 
symptoms can be similar to those of other 
diseases—these tests are necessary to inspect 
your stomach to figure out what is causing your
symptoms, so your healthcare provider can 
prescribe the right treatment. 

Test 1—Endoscopy

An endoscopy is a procedure that allows your
healthcare provider to see the inside of your 
esophagus, stomach, and duodenum. It involves 
an endoscope—a thin, flexible, lighted tube with 
a video lens. Your healthcare provider inserts the
endoscope into your mouth and down into your
stomach to look for any damage caused by stomach
acid. The entire procedure usually takes 20 to 30
minutes to complete.

Before the test, do not eat or drink for at least 6
hours. You may be given a medicine to help you
relax. You may also be given a numbing medicine
sprayed in your throat to make the test more 
comfortable. 

During the test, your healthcare provider may 
also take a tiny piece of tissue, or biopsy, to test 
for other diseases. This does not hurt. 

Test 2—Barium Upper Gastrointestinal
(GI) x ray

The barium upper GI x ray is used to look for any
damage to the esophagus or stomach. In this test,
you swallow a chalky liquid (barium) that coats
your esophagus and stomach. The barium helps
your digestive system show up on an x ray—and
this makes it easier for your healthcare provider to
see if you have any problems, such as ulcers. The
test will take 1 to 2 hours to complete.

Before the test, do not eat or drink anything after
midnight. Be sure to tell your healthcare provider
if you have any medicines you must take in the
morning—this could affect the test. 

After the test, the barium will pass out of you 
with your bowel movements in a couple days. 

• Be sure to drink a lot of water and other liquids 
to help flush out the barium

• Eat the food you regularly eat

• If you have a problem moving your bowels 
(constipation), ask your healthcare provider 
for a laxative

• Don’t be alarmed if your stools are white or
pink—it’s just the barium 

WHAT TESTS MIGHT BE DONE 

TO LOOK FOR A DUODENAL ULCER?*

98

Endoscope

*This section is designed to complement and reinforce the 
verbal and/or written instructions of your healthcare
provider. The descriptions of these tests are not intended 
to be used as a consent form.
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Good news! Thanks to recent advances in medical
research, healthcare providers can now treat, heal,
and even keep an ulcer from coming back. These
treatments will not only help you feel better, but
they will also help prevent serious complications
from the ulcer. Without treatment, you could
experience bleeding or perforation (this is when
your ulcer penetrates deeper or through the lining
of your duodenum). 

Stomach relief

To help relieve your symptoms and treat your 
duodenal ulcer, your healthcare provider may 
use the following types of medicines:

Acid suppressors

People with a duodenal ulcer often have too 
much acid in their stomach. There are certain 
medicines—called acid suppressors—that help 
you feel better by suppressing or reducing the
amount of acid that your stomach produces. 

Antacids work by temporarily neutralizing 
acid in your stomach and duodenum. They 
are usually taken several times a day whenever
your symptoms occur. Antacids are available 
over-the-counter, which means you don’t need 
a prescription to get them. Be sure to tell your
healthcare provider about any antacids you are 
currently using—so he or she can offer you the
best ulcer treatment.

H2 blockers work by reducing the amount of 
acid produced by the stomach. They do this by
blocking histamine, a powerful stimulant of acid
production. You can get a low dose H2 blocker 
over-the-counter, or your healthcare provider 
may prescribe a stronger dose. 

CAN A DUODENAL ULCER BE TREATED?

Proton pump inhibitors also reduce the amount 
of acid produced by the stomach. They work right
at the source of acid production by blocking an
enzyme in the stomach called the proton pump,
which stimulates acid secretion. Proton pump
inhibitors block acid more completely than H2
blockers. They are usually taken once a day and 
are available by prescription through your 
healthcare provider. 

Antibiotics

If your duodenal ulcer is caused by H. pylori, your
healthcare provider may prescribe antibiotics in
combination with an acid-suppressing medicine.
When used together, these medicines are very
effective in treating the H. pylori infection and in 
healing a duodenal ulcer. They also work to relieve
symptoms and prevent ulcers from coming back.
Talk to your healthcare provider about what 
treatment option is best for your condition.

Remember! Always take your medicine for as 
long as your healthcare provider instructs. You
may feel better in just a few days, but the H. pylori
might not be eliminated. You need to keep taking
your medicine to make sure your ulcer does not
come back. 

Call your healthcare provider if your ulcer 
symptoms get worse, do not improve with 
treatment, or new symptoms develop.

10 11
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There are several changes you can make to your
lifestyle to help relieve your symptoms of a 
duodenal ulcer.

Change your lifestyle

Write it down! Keep a personal log of what you ate
or drank when you experienced ulcer pain, so you
can avoid those foods and drinks (eg, spicy foods,
fried or fatty foods, alcohol, or caffeine). Although
these foods and drinks will not cause an ulcer, they
can make your symptoms worse.

Kick the habit! Cigarette smoking is known to
make symptoms worse and can slow ulcer 
healing—it can even make an ulcer come back.

Let it out! Unfortunately, we all have stress in our
lives—and stress can make ulcer symptoms worse.
Talk to your healthcare provider about ways to
help you manage the amount of stress in your life. 

Stay in touch! Let your healthcare provider know
how your treatment is going. And continue to take
your medicine and follow recommendations on
lifestyle changes. These things can help you feel
better and heal your ulcer.

Many people will be completely cured after 
treatment for a duodenal ulcer. Although 
treatment can be very effective, there is still 
a chance that an ulcer could come back. Stay 
in touch with your healthcare provider and let 
him or her know if your symptoms return. The
sooner you begin treatment again, the sooner 
you will feel better.

WHAT ELSE CAN I DO 

TO HELP MY DUODENAL ULCER?

WHAT HAPPENS IF 

MY SYMPTOMS COME BACK?

Notes

1312
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Here are some questions that people with a 
duodenal ulcer commonly ask. Talk with your
healthcare provider if you have any questions 
or concerns about your treatment. 

Q. Why do I have to keep taking my ulcer 
medicine when I feel better?

A. Ulcer medicines will help you feel better 
in just a few days, but this does not mean 
your ulcer has healed. You should take your
medicine for as long as your healthcare 
provider instructs. Otherwise, you could 
risk having your ulcer come back.

Q. I have a hard time remembering to take 
my medicine every day. Are there any tips 
to help me?

A. Taking your medicine every day is very 
important. Here are some ways to help 
you remember:

• Timing is everything! Take your medicine 
at the same time every day

• Take note! Write yourself a medicine reminder 

• Brush up! Take your medicine with another
daily activity such as brushing your teeth

• Don’t be alarmed! Set an alarm clock to 
remind yourself

• A friendly reminder! Ask a friend or family
member to remind you to take your medicine

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ABOUT GETTING  

RELIEF FROM A DUODENAL ULCER

Q. My medicine upsets my stomach. Do I have 
to keep taking it?

A. Many medicines cause some side effects—and
everyone responds differently to medicines.
The good news is that there are other options
that might work better for you. Talk to your 
healthcare provider about your side effects. 
He or she can either change your dosage or 
give you a different medicine that does not
cause stomach upset for you. Remember, 
don’t stop taking your medicine without
checking with your healthcare provider first!
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