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Aside from increasing the risk of esophageal cancer, a 

study has found that chronic gastroesophageal reflux 

doubles the risk of developing cancers in the upper 

digestive tract, particularly so for the larynx.  

Gastroesophageal reflux, commonly referred to as “heartburn”, is a 

very common problem which necessitates frequent medical 

consultations. As the name suggests, this phenomenon is caused by 

an abnormal flow of acid contents from the stomach up into the 

esophagus, which causes disagreeable symptoms such as a burning 

sensation and acidic regurgitation. In more serious cases, chronic 

reflux can lead to prolonged damage to the surface of the 

esophagus and cause diverse complications, such as narrowing of 

the esophagus, chronic inflammation (esophagitis) and the 

development of endobrachyesophagus, better known as Barrett’s 

esophagus. 

CANCER OF THE ESOPHAGUS 

The appearance of Barrett’s esophagus in response to the presence 

of gastroesophageal reflux is particularly unsettling because this 

condition is associated with a phenomenal increase (30- to 60-fold) 

in risk for adenocarcinoma of the esophagus, the principal form of 

cancer which affects this organ. Repeated exposure of the cells 

located at the stomach-esophageal junction to gastric acidity 

provokes a replacement (metaplasia) of the normal esophageal 

cells by an intestinal form of mucosa, which can then evolve into 

an adenocarcinoma. Although rare, rates of esophageal cancer has 

more than sextupled over the past 40 years, and actually represents 

one of the cancers whose increase in incidence is most rapid. 

The reasons for this increase remain poorly understood, but it is 

certain that an increase of this magnitude in such a short period of 

time indicates that it must be caused by changes in lifestyle and not 

by genetic factors. Along these lines, it should be noted that several 

studies have shown that obesity is an important risk factor for 

cancer of the esophagus (and for Barrett’s esophagus), and it is 

quite probable that the large increase in the proportion of 

overweight people over the past few decades has contributed to 

this increase in the incidence of esophageal adenocarcinomas. 

CANCERS OF THE HEAD AND NECK 

In some cases, the reflux acids from the stomach can rise quite 

high in the esophagus and reach the upper digestive tract regions 

within the head and neck (throat, sinuses). To determine whether 

this reflux could also affect the risk of cancer in organs present 

within this region, a team of scientists examined the medical 

records of 13,805 people aged 66 to 99 who had been diagnosed 

with a cancer in this region (larynx, hypopharynx, oropharynx, 

tonsils, nasopharynx and paranasal sinuses) and compared them to 

those of individuals who had never been diagnosed with any of 

these cancers1. 

 

They found that people who suffered from chronic 

gastroesophageal reflux were at much higher risk of developing 

cancers of the larynx (increase of 300%), of the tonsils (increase of 

200%) and of the sinuses (increase of 40%). Just as for the 

esophagus, it seems that chronic inflammation of these organs 

caused by the presence of gastric acid contents from the stomach 

can cause cellular damage which promotes the appearance of 

transformed cells which can then evolve into cancers. 

(1) Riley CA et al. (2018) Association of gastroesophageal 

reflux with malignancy of the upper aerodigestive tract 
in elderly patients. JAMA Otolaryngol. Head Neck 

Surg., 144(2):140-148.   

 

More than a simple nuisance, the gastroesophageal reflux should 

thus be considered similar to inflammatory aggressors and 

carcinogens which have the ability to promote the development of 

tumors within tissues of the upper digestive tract. In some cases, 

however, it is possible to reduce the frequency and/or intensity of 

these reflux attacks by simple modifications of lifestyle: 

 If reflux occurs more frequently at night (when lying 

down, gravity does not counteract the rise of the acid), 

it is recommended to eat an early supper and to eat less 

in order to promote the emptying of the stomach before 

going to bed. 

 Some foods are known to decrease the pressure of the 

inferior esophageal sphincter and thus allow the reflux 

of gastric contents, such as foods rich in fat, coffee and 

alcohol. Very acidic items (tomatoes, citrus juices, 

carbonated beverages) can also cause gastric reflux in 

some people. 

 Maintain a healthy weight as much as possible: as 

mentioned above, obesity is an important risk factor for 

gastroesophageal reflux. 
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