
This factsheet will explain how a ‘barium swallow’ is performed at Western Isles Hospital, and will 
answer some of the most commonly asked questions. It is not meant to replace informed discussion 
between you and your doctor, but it can act as a starting point for such discussion.

What is a barium swallow?
A ‘barium swallow’ is an examination of the throat and oesophagus (gullet) with the help of X-rays 
and barium contrast. The test is carried out by a radiologist (a doctor who uses X-rays to diagnose 
and treat conditions), and a radiographer (a health care professional that helps facilitate the X-ray 
images safely). Sometimes, an assistant or a student radiographer may also be present.

Normally, your throat and oesophagus do not show well on X-ray on their own. Barium contrast, a 
thick white chalky liquid, can be seen on X-rays and when swallowed it coats their wall making them 
visible. On occasion, a different, clear liquid may be used. As you swallow the liquid, the radiologist 
takes X-ray images and examines the shape and movement of your throat and oesophagus looking 
for potential problems.

Why do I need this procedure?
Your clinical doctor has referred you for a barium swallow to help make a diagnosis or to guide 
further treatment plans. This test is commonly performed on people with swallowing difficulties, 
sensation of food being ‘stuck’, pain on swallowing, indigestion or regurgitation of stomach contents 
(reflux). It may also pick up hernias, ulcers, abnormal growths, narrowing or blockages of the gullet.

Your radiographer or radiologist will discuss the procedure and your symptoms as well as any 
concerns you may have with you. If you do not want to, you can opt not to go ahead with the barium 
examination, and we will write to your referring doctor to let them know.

What are the alternatives?
There may be alternatives available such as gastroscopy, capsule endoscopy, computed 
tomography (CT) or magnetic resonance (MRI) imaging among others, which come with specific 
advantages and drawbacks. Currently, a barium study has been considered as the most appropriate 
test for you or may be part of a range of examinations needed to get a diagnosis.

If you have any questions regarding what the most fitting test for you is, please speak to your 
referring clinical doctor to explain to you the available options.

What happens at your barium swallow examination?
Before you are brought to the X-ray room you will be requested to change into a hospital gown. You 
may also be asked to remove jewellery, dentures, glasses or other metal objects, which may show 
up on the X-rays.

Once in the X-ray room, a brief history will be taken; please tell the radiologist what medication, 
severe allergies, choking episodes or other medical conditions, such as thyroid disease and 
diabetes, you may have.

You will then be asked to stand in front of the X-ray machine and take swallows of barium. At the 
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same time, as the barium contrast passes through your throat and oesophagus the radiologist is 
taking X-ray images and examines them. To get the best X-ray images, you may be repositioned 
often and the X-ray machine you are on may move or tilt too. You may also be asked to hold 
your breath for a few seconds or to produce a ‘cough’ while on your back. The radiologist and 
radiographer will be there to help you at all times.

Sometimes, a different clear liquid may be used especially if you have had previous surgery to the 
oesophagus or if you have frequent choking episodes that may have caused you pneumonia. If you 
have difficulty standing for a prolonged period, let us know and we will do the examination with you 
sitting down.

How long will I be in the hospital?
The test usually takes no longer than 20 minutes, but please allow up to one hour for everything to 
be completed.

How do I prepare for my barium study?
It is important that your stomach is empty for your examination. Please do not eat or drink anything 
for six hours before your appointment.

If you become very thirsty, you may take small sips of water up to two hours before your 
appointment. If you take morning pills or tablets it is best if you take these after you had your exam, 
so make sure you bring these with you. If you are unsure if you should do so or have concerns, 
contact your doctor or the X-ray department for advice.

Allergies
If you have asthma or any allergies especially to iodine or X-ray contrast (CT or coronary angiogram 
dye) you should inform us in advance.

Diabetes
If you have diabetes and not eating may be a problem for you, talk to your diabetes team for advice 
on how to maintain your blood sugar. If you are on insulin, please inform the X-ray department as 
you may need an early morning appointment.

Consider if you would like a friend or relative to accompany you and make sure you bring your 
medication and an appropriate snack with you.

Medicines
Please continue to take any prescribed medicine. 

Dress
We will provide a gown to change into. We have changing cubicles, with facilities for disabled people.

Valuables
If possible, please leave all your valuables at home. The changing rooms can be locked, but we 
cannot accept responsibility for anything that is lost. 

Language difficulties
If you need to an interpreter, please phone 01851 708224 as soon as you get your appointment, 
and an interpreter can be organised for the appointment.

Can I bring a relative or friend?
Yes, but for safety reasons, they will not be able to accompany you into the X-ray room.

Are there any risks?
As with every procedure, there are some risks associated with barium studies.

X-ray radiation
All X-ray procedures involve exposure to radiation in varying amounts. The dose you get from a 
medical X-ray is very low and your doctor has determined that the benefits of having the barium 
swallow outweigh potential risks.

The radiographer is present throughout your test making sure that the dose is kept as low as 
reasonably possible, and the duration and level of X-rays are kept to a minimum.

Contrast
Having a barium study means it requires you to drink small amounts of barium contrast or rarely, 
iodine-containing contrast. There are usually no risks associated with barium contrast as it is not 
absorbed into the blood. It functions only to coat the food pipe, stomach and bowel.

Very rarely, you may have an allergic reaction to the iodine contrast medium. At any point, if you 
develop itching or difficulty breathing, tell your radiographer or doctor immediately.

Aspiration
Some people with swallowing difficulties may find that sometimes food or water goes down the 
“wrong way” and into their windpipe. This is called aspiration and may also happen with the contrast 
liquid during the examination. Although unlikely, the risk of aspiration increases if this has happened 
to you in the past or if you have had choking episodes in which case we may decide to use an 
alternative iodine-containing contrast.

If you aspirated contrast, sometimes we may need to organise some physiotherapy to help you 
cough this back up.

Female patients
X-rays can be harmful to an unborn baby and should be avoided by women who are or may be 
pregnant. It is recommended that the examination is performed within 10 days of the first day 
of your menstrual period. If your appointment is not within this time, or if you think you may be 
pregnant, please contact the X-ray department before your appointment.

When you arrive for your test, you will be asked when your last period started. If it is more than 10 
days earlier, your appointment may be postponed.

Where do I go when I arrive at the hospital?
Please report to the reception desk in the Radiology X-ray Department with your appointment letter 
10 minutes before your appointment.

What happens after the test?
At the end of the test, you will be able to go home immediately or when you feel ready. You can eat 
or drink normally and take your normal medications.

How will I feel afterwards?
The examination should not be painful. Some people may feel bloated after their barium 
examination. However, most people have few if any side effects. Barium can cause constipation. 
To help prevent this, drink plenty of clear fluids to flush the barium through your system. Your stools 
may appear pale for 2-3 days after the procedure.

When will I get the results?
After the procedure, the radiologist will examine the images, write a report on the findings and the 
results will be sent to the referring doctor. While every effort is made for this to take the least amount 
of time possible, please allow 7-10 days if you are an outpatient.



Sources of information
For further information regarding your condition please refer to your doctor.

Information regarding barium examinations can be obtained from:

•	 The British Society of Gastrointestinal and Abdominal Radiology (BSGAR) website at: www.
bsgar.org. 

•	 Patient information website at: https://patient.info/digestive-health/acid-reflux-and-oesophagitis/
bariumtests-swallow-meal-follow-through

How to get to the Radiology Department in Western Isles Hospital
Parking
•	 There is free parking at the hospital. Please allow plenty of time to find a parking space as 

spaces are often limited.
•	 There is disabled parking close to the main building.
•	 Ambulance transport is available, if required.  The contact number is in the appointment letter.

Inside the hospital
•	 The Fluoroscopy Suite is in the Radiology Department on the ground floor.
•	 From the main reception follow the left corridor past the lifts.
•	 Take the first right, then the first left.
•	 Go through the double doors into the Radiology department and report to the Reception Desk.

Our service to you
We want to make your visit to the Western Isles Hospital as pleasant as possible.  If you have any 
questions not covered by this guide, please telephone our receptionist on tel: 01851 708224. We 
will always make every effort to provide the best service for you.

We are listening – how did we do?
We welcome your feedback, as it helps us evaluate the services we provide.  If you 
would like to tell us about your experience:

•	 speak to a member of staff
•	 visit our website www.wihb.scot.nhs.uk or share your story at: www.careopinion.

org.uk or tel. 0800 122 31 35
•	 tel. 01851 704704 (ext 2236) Monday-Friday between 10am-4pm.
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