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Ultrasonography of the Stomach 
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1. Introduction 

Ultrasound is a versatile imaging modality with the potential to provide much quantitative 
and qualitative information in both clinical and research settings. Ultrasound has the 
capacity to provide both anatomical and physiological information in real-time, and also 
offers images with high temporal and spatial resolution. Furthermore, ultrasound is 
relatively non-invasive and is not associated with a radiation burden to the patient. These 
advantages, as well as the capacity to provide this information in a simple, fast and pain free 
examination has meant that there has been a huge increase in the number of applications of 
ultrasound since its introduction in the early 1960s. It was not until the 1980s that 
ultrasonographic assessment of the stomach and its contents were explored, and, since that 
time, a number of new techniques have been developed which can provide more 
comprehensive information in a single ultrasonographic exam. 

This chapter will describe a number of these techniques, specifically, ultrasound imaging of 

the fundus and antrum (including area and volume), 2D and 3D assessment of gastric 

emptying, measurement of antropyloroduoenal motility and transpyloric flow as well as 

gastric strain rate imaging. Within each of these sections both clinical and research 

applications will be discussed. Strengths and limitations of the techniques, as well as 

comparisons with other methodological or diagnostic techniques will also be addressed.  

2. Scanning techniques 

Generally, no specific patient preparation is necessary (Nylund et al., 2009). Fasting for a 

period of time prior to the examination will minimise the fluid and air present in the 

stomach and small intestine, resulting in better quality images (Folvik et al., 1999; Nylund et 

al., 2009), this is, however, not strictly necessary. If air is present, the ultrasonographer can 

apply gentle pressure with the transducer to move the air away from the area being scanned 

(Tarjan et al., 2000). Additionally, it is important to minimise respiration effects when 

scanning, and this can be achieved by taking images at a constant point throughout the 

respiration cycle, or by asking patients to hold their breath as images are acquired (Jones et 

al., 1997). 

The patient should be positioned comfortably, in a supine position; however, measurement 
of gastric emptying (with both 2D and 3D ultrasound) should be performed seated or 
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semirecumbent position, to allow better visualisation of the entire stomach, and to reflect 
gastric emptying in a physiological situation (Hveem et al., 1996; Gilja et al., 1997a; Gilja et 
al., 2005). Scanning should be performed with a 3.5 – 5 MHz transducer, allowing for 
complete visualisation of the area of interest (Nylund et al., 2009).  

The transducer should be placed on the surface of the skin in such a way as to acquire an 
image of the entirety of the region being examined, as this varies from individual to 
individual, and is easily modified throughout the exam. This location is normally in the 
region of the epigastrium, down to the subcostal margins, or over the umbilicus (Hveem et 
al., 1996; Gilja et al., 1997a; Gilja et al., 2005).  

The use of colour and power Doppler should be considered, as well as duplex ultrasonography. 
These can add additional anatomical information, particularly relating to the vasculature, which 
can be impossible to see with B-mode ultrasonography (Nylund et al., 2009). 

3. Imaging of the antrum 

The way in which the stomach regulates the emptying of food to optimise digestion and 
absorption is complex. The function of the proximal stomach is generally recognised as a 
storage facility relaxing to accommodate food which is then passed down into the antrum 
where it is ground down into particles <1mm in size before emptying into the small 
intestine. Several techniques have been used to provide insights into the mechanisms 
regulating this process. Ultrasonographic imaging of the antrum can be used to provide 
information relating to the volume or area of the distal stomach both in the fasted state and 
postprandially, thereby providing information about distension of this region.  

Imaging should ideally be performed with the subject seated, and the transducer positioned 

vertically to obtain a sagittal image of the antrum, with the superior mesenteric vein and the 

abdominal aorta in a longitudinal section (Hveem et al., 1996) (Figure 1). Images should be 

taken at the end of inspiration to minimise the effects of the normal motion of the stomach 

which occurs with regular breathing (Jones et al., 1997). The area of the antrum is defined by 

a region of interest drawn around the cross section of the antrum and is expressed in cm2. 

The use of ultrasound to assess the antrum is appealing in both the clinical and research 
setting due to the ease and simplicity with which it can be applied, especially in favour of 
other imaging modalities that are more expensive and time consuming. 

The ability to assess gastric distension is of particular relevance in patients with diabetes 

mellitus and functional dyspepsia in whom the prevalence of upper gastrointestinal 

symptoms is substantial (Hausken & Berstad, 1992; Undeland et al., 1996). Studies using 2D 

ultrasound have demonstrated in these patient populations that antral area is increased; 

both in the fasted and postprandial state (Hausken & Berstad, 1992; Undeland et al., 1996).  

The use of ultrasound to assess gastric distension can also be applied to evaluate 

mechanisms relating to appetite regulation. For example, in both healthy young (Jones et al., 

1997), and older (Sturm et al., 2004) subjects, antral distension (as measured by antral area on 

a 2D ultrasound image) following a meal has been shown to correlate with perceptions of 

fullness and energy intake indicating the importance of antral distension in appetite 

regulation (Figure 2). 
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Fig. 1. 2D image of the antrum, with area calculation. The abdominal aorta and superior 
mesenteric vein are visible in the longitudinal section of the image. 

 

Fig. 2. Relationship between fullness score as measured by a visual questionnaire and antral 
area, measured by 2D ultrasound, 45 minutes after the consumption of a high-nutrient 
dextrose drink (75g dextrose dissolved in 350mL water) (n=14 healthy, young volunteers). 
(Am. J. Clin. Nutr. (1997;66:127-32), American Society for Nutrition). 

Ultrasonographic assessment of the antrum has also been used pre-operatively to assess the 
likelihood of perioperative complications arising from the aspiration of gastric contents 
during surgery (Perlas et al., 2009). Physicians acquiring a single image of the antrum were 
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able to distinguish between a fasted and fed stomach 2 hours following the ingestion of 
either a solid or a liquid meal (Bouvet et al., 2009). 

4. Imaging of the proximal stomach 

Ultrasonographic imaging of the proximal stomach was first described in 1995 (Gilja et al., 
1995). With the patient seated, leaning backwards slightly, the transducer is be placed on the 
epigastrium, by the left subcostal margin, and tilted cranially (Gilja et al., 2007). Two images 
are acquired, the first being a sagittal slice of the proximal stomach, with the left renal pelvis 
in the longitudinal section of the image, using the left lobe of the liver and pancreas as 
anatomical landmarks. The area of the fundus is defined as a region from the top margin of 
the fundus to a point 7 cm downward, along the axis of the stomach (Gilja et al., 1995). A 
second image, taken in the oblique plane can be acquired with the transducer in the same 
location. The top margin of the fundus should remain clearly visible in this image. The 
diameter of the fundus can be calculated on this image and is defined as the maximum 
diameter of the fundus kept within 7 cm along the axis of the proximal stomach (Gilja et al., 
1995). Proximal stomach volume can be derived using these measurements. In addition to 
measurements of diameter, area and volume, this ultrasound technique also enables the 
calculation of the initial emptying fractions of the proximal stomach, if imaging is 
performed soon after ingestion of a meal (Gilja et al., 1995). 

Imaging of the proximal stomach and estimation of fundic accommodation was traditionally 
performed with either a gastric barostat or scintigraphy. Currently, the ‘gold standard’ for 
assessment of proximal stomach accommodation is the use of a barostat device, a thin, 
plastic, inflatable balloon attached to an orogastric catheter, which, when positioned 
correctly and inflated in the proximal stomach, can measure gastric wall relaxation, and 
from this the tone of the muscle can be inferred (Azpiroz & Malagelada, 1987). Unlike 
ultrasonographic assessment, the barostat technique only measures the volume of a sealed 
balloon, therefore it offers no information about the size or true muscle tone of the stomach 
(Szarka & Camilleri, 2009). The barostat device can be uncomfortable, is highly invasive and 
has been shown to influence gastric motor patterns (Moragas et al., 1993; Parys et al., 1993). 
The barostat bag has also been shown to cause dilation of the antrum due to its placement, 
which may affect gastric emptying (Mundt et al., 2002), an effect clearly overcome with 
ultrasound. Ultrasound enables the accommodation of the proximal stomach to be assessed 
with high inter- and intra-observer agreement (De Schepper et al., 2004) with the added 
advantage of also assessing gastric emptying, antral motility and transpyloric flow, if 
desired, in a single examination (De Schepper et al., 2004). 

Scintigraphic single photon emission computed tomography (SPECT) scanning has the 
capacity to non-invasively provide information about gastric volume (Vasavid et al., 2010), 
without interfering with gastric motor patterns. The technique requires intravenous 
administration of radioactive technetium pertechnetate which is taken up by the gastric 
mucosa to facilitate imaging. Gastric accommodation can be assessed using this technique in 
a reproducible fashion, however, there is evidence that SPECT is not very sensitive in 
detecting fundic relaxation when compared to the gastric barostat (van den Elzen et al., 
2003). Ultrasonographic imaging of the proximal stomach has similar advantages to that of 
imaging of the antrum, in that its cost, absence of radiation burden, accessibility and 
simplicity makes it more approachable than other imaging modalities. In addition, 
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ultrasound imaging is performed in the sitting position, which is more reflective of the 
‘physiological’ way one would be positioned when eating as opposed to SPECT, which 
requires the patient to be scanned in the supine position (De Schepper et al., 2004; Hausken 
& Gilja, 2006). 

While ultrasound has several advantages over the barostat technique, there remains some 
controversy as to whether measurements acquired by ultrasound, or even SPECT, can be 
compared directly to those acquired with a barostat device. The barostat, when inflated, can 
adjust to the changes in gastric pressure by adjusting the intrabag volume, therefore, 
changes in intrabag volume are said to reflect changes in muscle tone (Azpiroz & 
Malagelada, 1987). Ultrasound and scintintigraphic imaging methods, however, measure 
the physical size of the proximal stomach, which can only be used to infer movements of 
contraction and relaxation of the stomach (Hausken & Gilja, 2006). Whilst this information is 
not directly comparable, both changes in gastric volume, as well as the contraction and 
relaxation of the stomach provide valuable information about disordered motility (Hausken 
& Gilja, 2006).  

Ultrasonographic imaging of the fundus has largely been used in the research setting while 
clinical applications of this type of imaging remain to be explored. Patients with functional 
dyspepsia and diabetes studied with ultrasound have demonstrated reduced proximal 
stomach accommodation (Gilja et al., 1996b; Undeland et al., 1998) when compared to 
healthy subjects. In patients with functional dyspepsia, glyceryl trinitrate (an exogenous 
donor of NO, a key neurotransmitter in mediating the relaxation of the smooth muscle of 
the stomach), administered sublingually has been shown to improve the accommodation of 
the proximal stomach, as measured by ultrasound, and reduce the postprandial symptoms 
associated with this condition (Gilja et al., 1997b). In patients with reflux esophagitis, the 
area of the fundus has been shown to be significantly greater after a meal when compared to 
healthy controls, and these patients experienced greater epigastric fullness (Tefera et al., 
2001; Tefera et al., 2002).  

5. 2D assessment of gastric emptying 

Scintigraphy is currently the ‘gold standard’ for clinical measurement of gastric emptying 

(Collins et al., 1983; Collins et al., 1991); however, it requires access to expensive equipment 

and carries a radiation burden to the patient and operator. Other techniques involve the use 

of an orogastric catheter, which is invasive and associated with a high degree of discomfort 

(Sheiner, 1975), or stable radioisotopes such as C14-octanoic acid, which are not as readily 

available as ultrasound and requires specialised equipment to analyse (Vantrappen, 1994). 

Ultrasonography of the stomach has the ability to overcome these disadvantages. It provides 

an indirect measurement of gastric emptying by quantifying changes in antral area over 

time (Holt et al., 1980; Bolondi et al., 1985; Holt et al., 1986). 

The skills to acquire 2D ultrasound images are relatively easy to learn from an experienced 
operator. To optimise measurement, the subject should remain seated in approximately the 
same position for the duration of the examination, and ultrasound images of antral area 
should be taken at consistent times through the respiration cycle (Jones et al., 1997). A 
variety of both liquid and semi-solid test meals, including low-nutrient beef soup, beans, 
pasta, orange juice and dextrose (Holt et al., 1980; Bolondi et al., 1985; Holt et al., 1986; Brown 
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et al., 1993; Benini et al., 1994; Hveem et al., 1996) have been used to assess gastric emptying. 
The rate of gastric emptying, or gastric emptying half time (T50), defined as the time it takes 
for 50% of a given meal to empty from the stomach, can be calculated (Collins et al., 1983) 
and the retention of a meal, expressed as a percentage of the total meal, at any given time, is 
defined as in equation (1) below. 

      
   

AA t  –  AA f
Re tention %  x100

AA max  –  AA f
  (1) 

Where AA(t) is the antral area measured at any given time point, AA(f) is the fasting antral 
area and AA(max) is the maximum antral area recorded after drink ingestion (Hveem et al., 
1996). 

Ultrasonographic assessment of gastric emptying has been validated against scintigraphy. 
Studies comparing emptying of a low nutrient beef soup (Holt et al., 1986) and high nutrient 
dextrose drink (Hveem et al., 1996; Jones et al., 1997) demonstrate good correlation and 
agreement between techniques (Figure 3).  

Studies using 2D ultrasonography in the research setting are particularly attractive as 
several measurements can be taken over a given time frame or in a single exam. Research 
studies have shown an overall delayed rate of gastric emptying in functional dyspepsia, 
with occasional, more rapid initial emptying (Lunding et al., 2006) and an overall delayed 
rate of gastric emptying in patients with longstanding type 1 (Darwiche et al., 1999) and type 
2 (Bian et al., 2011) diabetes.  

 

Fig. 3. Relationship between the gastric emptying half times (T50) of a high-nutrient 
dextrose drink (75g dextrose dissolved in 350mL water) as measured by 2D ultrasound and 
scintigraphy (n=14 healthy, young volunteers). (Am. J. Clin. Nutr. (1997;66:127-32), 
American Society for Nutrition). 

www.intechopen.com



 
Ultrasonography of the Stomach 

 

181 

Despite numerous advantages, 2D ultrasonographic assessment of gastric emptying is 
associated with some limitations. It is not a direct measure of gastric emptying but rather an 
assessment of changes in antral area (Holt et al., 1980; Bolondi et al., 1985; Holt et al., 1986). 
Additionally, it does not take into account the full geometrical shape or distribution of the 
contents of the stomach (Gilja et al., 2005). 

6. 3D assessment of gastric emptying 

Initially, assessment of gastric emptying with ultrasound was limited to the 
abovementioned 2D technique; however, 3D examinations of the stomach, including the 
emptying and distribution of its contents, have been developed with the increasing 
availability of suitable technology (Gilja et al., 2005). 

The concept was originally pioneered in the 1980s (Snyder et al., 1986), and further 
developed by the Bergen group in Norway. 3D volume estimation of organs by ultrasound 
was originally only possible with a transducer mechanically tilted through 90° with a motor 
device whilst scanning continuously, with the ultrasonographic data transferred to a 
separate workstation for 3D reconstruction and processing (Hausken et al., 1994; Gilja et al., 
1996a; Thune et al., 1996; Gilja et al., 1998). Obviously limited by the pre-determined 
scanning range and position of the sensor, a magnetometer based position and orientation 
measurement (POM) device was developed (Detmer et al., 1994) providing precision 
mapping of points in space (Detmer et al., 1994) and was validated as an accurate method of 
volume estimation (Hodges et al., 1994; Matre et al., 1999). 

 

Fig. 4. 3D ultrasound to measure gastric emptying (A) a region of interest drawn around the 
stomach (B) reconstructed volumetric image of the stomach. 

A series of sagittal slices are acquired with a continuous sweeping motion towards the 
midline, beginning with the transducer at the left subcostal margin, tilted cranially, to image 
the most proximal part of the stomach, through to the distal stomach and ceasing at the gastro-
duodenal junction (Gilja et al., 1997a; Gilja et al., 2005). The resulting images can be analysed 
with specialised software (EchoPAC-3D) to provide 3D reconstruction and volume estimation 
(Martens et al., 1997) (Figure 4), this software also enables intragastric distribution to be 
studied by dividing the stomach into proximal and/or distal volumes (Gilja et al., 1997a). 
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Currently, 3D ultrasound to measure gastric emptying is restricted to work in the research 

setting. This method has been applied to stomach volumes and validated against 

scintigraphy in both the healthy elderly (Gentilcore et al., 2006) and in patients with diabetic 

gastroparesis (Stevens et al., 2011) (Figure 5 and 6).  

 

Fig. 5. Relationship between the gastric emptying half times (T1/2) of a high-nutrient 
dextrose drink (75g dextrose dissolved in 300mL water) as measured by 3D ultrasound and 
scintigraphy (n=10 diabetic patients with gastroparesis). (Neurogastroenterol Motil 
(2011;23:220-e114)). 

 

Fig. 6. Limits of agreement for scintigraphic (SCT50) and 3D ultrasonographic (UST50) 50 % 
emptying times (T50s) for the drink (75 g dextrose in 300 mL water) (n=10 diabetic patients 
with gastroparesis). (Neurogastroenterol Motil (2011;23:220-e114)). 
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3D ultrasound has also been shown to have higher accuracy and less variability than 2D 
ultrasound of the stomach (Gilja et al., 1997a) and in a study with a fluid-filled barostat bag, 
has correlated well with true stomach volumes with low inter-observer variation (Tefera et 
al., 2002). 

3D ultrasound is limited by the complexities of scanning technique and technological 
availability. Additionally, difficulties in imaging due to the presence of intragastric gas may 
limit accuracy. 

7. Measurement of antropyloroduoenal motility 

Gastric emptying in humans is predominantly a pulsatile phenomenon in which the 
contents of the stomach move across the pylorus in response to either a local increase in the 
pressure between the antrum and duodenum caused by an increase in local antropyloric 
pressure waves (i.e., peristaltic flow), or non-peristaltic flow caused by differences in 
pressure between the distal antrum and duodenum (Berstad et al., 1994; Gilja et al., 2007). 

Much information about gastric emptying can be obtained by evaluating the physical 
contractions of the antropylorodudodenal region. While manometric apparatus have been 
traditionally used to assess antropyloric pressure changes during these events, the technique is 
limited to assessment of lumen occlusive contractions (Gilja et al., 2007). Following ingestion of 
a low nutrient soup with simultaneous ultrasound, approximately 45% of pyloric contractions 
which were visible on ultrasound images were not correlated to manometric pressure changes 
(Hveem et al., 2001; Hausken et al., 2002). While providing more comprehensive information 
about the timing and magnitude of antropyloric pressure contractions, ultrasound has the 
added benefit of also providing visual information about the movement of gastric contents 
across the pylorus in relation to individual peristaltic contractions (King et al., 1984; Hausken et 
al., 1992). Additionally, intubation with a manometric catheter is invasive, associated with 
significant patient discomfort, and is not always practical. 

Ultrasongraphic measurement of antropylorodudodenal contractions, whilst beneficial in 
that it overcomes the limitations of manometry, is restricted in that it requires a well trained 
operator. Currently, use is restricted to the research setting (Gilja et al., 2007). 

8. Measurement of transpyloric flow 

Ultrasonography can be used to both quantify and qualify the movement of the contents of 
the stomach across the pylorus, into the duodenum. This normal movement of the stomach 
contents into the duodenum is normally followed by a short period of duodenogastric reflux 
immediately prior to the closing of the pylorus (Berstad et al., 1994; Hausken et al., 2001; 
Gilja et al., 2007). 

Transpyloric imaging employs duplex ultrasonography (simultaneous Doppler and B-mode 
imaging) of the pylorus enabling the motion and velocity of gastric contents to be assessed 
(Hausken et al., 1992; Berstad et al., 1994; Hausken et al., 1998a). Gastric emptying is said to 
occur when there is flow across the pylorus with a mean velocity of 10 cm/s or more, lasting 
for at least one second (Gilja et al., 2007). Contraction of the antrum occurs when there is 
visible movement of the antral wall which propagates with time and is not caused by 
pulsation of nearby vessels or the adjacent intestine, or by respiration (Gilja et al., 2007). 
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A technique involving 3D ultrasonography of transpyloric flow has been developed by 
Hausken et al. to assess flow during the abovementioned duodenogastric reflux period. This 
technique enables quantification of duodenogastric stroke volume (Hausken et al., 2001). 
High intra and inter individual correlations of stroke volume have been shown (Hausken et 
al., 2001). 

Whilst there are substantial operational and technical demands of this type of ultrasound, 
the significant insight into the normal physiological movements involved in digestion it 
provides has proven invaluable in the research setting (King et al., 1984; Hausken & Berstad, 
1992; Hausken et al., 1998a; Jones et al., 2006). Transpyloric flow has been shown to be 
greater in a sitting position, compared to a supine position, with no effect on the overall 
emptying of a standardised drink consisting of 600mL of water and 75g of glucose (Jones et 
al., 2006). Measurements of transpyloric flow have been shown to be decreased, along with 
the overall rate of gastric emptying, in older, when compared with young, subjects 
(O'Donovan et al., 2005). In studies of patients with type 2 diabetes, with and without 
autonomic neuropathy, reduced transpyloric flow was shown (Kawagishi et al., 1994). 
Additionally, altered movement of the contents of the stomach across the pylorus may be 
responsible for postprandial symptoms in patients with functional dyspepsia (Hausken et 
al., 1998b). 

9. Gastric strain rate imaging 

The deformation of the gastric wall due to mechanical stress (strain) can be imaged with B-

mode ultrasonography (Gilja et al., 2002). Gastric strain is of interest for a number of reasons; 

mechanoreceptors respond to changes in stress in a muscular wall, not changes in pressure 

or volume so it allows these direct effects to be studied, it provides information on the 

elastic properties of the muscular walls of the stomach, it can differentiate phasic motions 

from passive changes in muscle tone (which is of particular importance in a research setting) 

and it allows the normal geometry of the stomach to be maintained while assessing these 

parameters (Gregersen et al., 2002). 

Gastric strain rate imaging (SRI) involves the recording of tissue velocity to obtain strain, 
and the strain rate is defined by the gradient of the velocity component of two points along 
the ultrasound beam (Gilja et al., 2007; Ahmed et al., 2009). SRI is able to distinguish between 
contraction of the circular and longitudinal muscle layers, even when not distinctly visible 
on the 2D ultrasound image (Gilja et al., 2002). 

Technically, continuous imaging is necessary and a small sample size (~2 mm) should be 
selected (Gilja et al., 2007; Ahmed et al., 2009). Cine imaging should be acquired over the 
antral lumen whenever a change in luminal cross-section or antral circularity is observed 
(Gilja et al., 2007; Ahmed et al., 2009). 

SRI has been validated in vivo with a silicone phantom to mimic moving tissue (Matre et al., 
2003) and in an in vitro porcine model (Ahmed et al., 2006). In a study involving the artificial 
distension of the antrum with a barostat device, there was a significant inverse correlation 
between balloon pressure and gastric strain (Gilja et al., 2002). 

The use of SRI has been applied in patients with functional dyspepsia (Ahmed et al., 2008), 
and in these patients, divided into subgroups of ‘epigastric pain syndrome’ (EPS) and 
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‘postprandial distress syndrome’ (PDS), antral strain was shown to be higher in EPS 
patients, compared with PDS patients and normal controls, both in the fasting and 
postprandial state (Ahmed et al., 2008; Ahmed et al., 2009).  

Due to the relatively novel nature of this type of imaging, and the requirement for a well 
trained operator, SRI imaging is still largely reserved for the research setting. Further 
studies would be required to assess potential clinical applications for this type of imaging.  

10. Conclusion 

Ultrasonography remains a safe and effective means by which the structure and function of 
the stomach can be assessed in an accurate and reproducible manner. Ultrasonography 
offers several advantages over other imaging modalities in that it is easy to perform, readily 
accessible, cheap and not associated with a radiation burden.  

The techniques described in this chapter have been applied in a meaningful way in either 
the clinical or research setting, or in some cases, both. 2D ultrasonography of the stomach 
stands out as a simple and well-validated means by which antral area, proximal stomach 
accommodation and gastric emptying can be assessed, whereas 3D ultrasonography offers 
added information about the physiology of the stomach. New techniques involving the 
imaging of the flow of the stomach contents across the pylorus, motility of the pylorus, and 
the mechanical stress placed on the gastric wall, continue to be developed. 

It should be recognised that for these techniques to be effective, they require the hand of a 
skilled, well trained operator, and are only applicable in situations where there is relevance 
or interest in the added information that ultrasonography of the stomach has to offer. Whilst 
at this time, this is often limited to the research setting, as these techniques are more widely 
adopted, clinical use will become more widespread. 

Provided the limitations of each ultrasonographic technique discussed in this chapter are 
observed, ultrasound has the ability to provide significant anatomical and physiological 
information about the stomach and its contents in both the clinical and research setting. 
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