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A  woman was evaluated for dyspnea  
after she inhaled barium sulfate during 
an upper gastrointestinal barium study 

that was administered by means of a percutane-
ous endoscopic gastrostomy tube. A plain radio-
graph of the chest revealed alveolar barium sulfate  
depositions (arrows) in the middle lobe of the right 
lung and in the lower lobes and the posterior aspects 
of the upper lobes of both lungs (image). Because of 
substantial hypoxia (SpO2, 58.4%), the patient was 
transferred to the intensive care unit, where she 
received endotracheal intubation and mechanical 
ventilator support for 2 weeks. The patient then 
underwent tracheotomy and was discharged to a 
long-term acute care hospital, where she continued 
to receive ventilator support. At 2-month follow-up, 
the patient’s symptoms had not improved, and she 
needed intermittent ventilator support.
	 Oral barium sulfate aspiration is an uncommon 
but well-reported complication of upper gastro-
intestinal contrast material studies and is associ-

ated with a mortality rate of 30% to 50%.1 Postural 
techniques (eg, lying on the side, rotating the head, 
moving the head downward so the chin touches the 
neck) may minimize the risk of aspiration during 
oral administration of barium sulfate.2 Although a 
well-recognized complication of oral administra-
tion, aspiration can still occur with direct gastric 
instillation. Clinicians should pay attention to the 
postural support of patients undergoing direct  
gastric instillation.

 
References
1.	 Franquet T, Giménez A, Rosón N, Torrubia S, Sabaté J, 

Pérez C. Aspiration diseases: findings, pitfalls, and 
differential diagnosis. Radiographics. 2000;20(3):673-678. 
http://radiographics.rsna.org/content/20/3/673.full.pdf+html. 
Accessed November 20, 2012.

2.	 Rasley A, Logemann JA, Kahrilas PJ, Rademaker AW, 
Pauloski BR, Dodds WJ. Prevention of barium aspiration 
during videofluoroscopic swallowing studies: value of change 
in posture. AJR Am J Roentgenol. 1993;160(5):1005-1009. 
http://www.ajronline.org/content/160/5/1005.long.  
Accessed October 26, 2012.

© 2013 American Osteopathic Association

From The Ohio State 

University Wexner  

Medical Center  

in Columbus.

 Financial disclosures:  

None reported.

Address correspondence 

to Joseph M. Shulan, DO, 

Department of Internal 

Medicine, The Ohio State 

University Wexner  

Medical Center,  

395 W 12th Ave,  

Columbus, OH  

43210-1267. 

E-mail:  

shulanjoe@gmail.com

Submitted  

September 22, 2012;  

final revision received 

November 20, 2012; 

accepted  

December 12, 2012.

Barium Sulfate Aspiration

Joseph M. Shulan, DO
Naeem A. Ali, MD


