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This booklet is to help explain about having a Barium swallow 
examination. 

What is Barium Swallow/UGI?

An upper gastrointestinal study, also called UGI or Barium swallow is an 
X-ray test that shows the structure of the upper gastro¬intestinal tract, 
which is the part of the body that food passes through as it is digested.

X-ray pictures are taken after your child drinks a special liquid called 
barium that coats and outlines the upper gastrointestinal system. 
Barium looks like a milkshake and can be flavoured.

This study provides detailed information about your child’s upper 
gastrointestinal tract that they cannot learn from a physical examination.  

Is there any preparation for the X-ray?

Your child must not eat or drink anything for at least 4 hours before the test.

What will happen on the day of the examination?

You will arrive at Level 4 Department of Paediatric Imaging at the Royal 
Alexandra Children’s Hospital. 

If you are pregnant, we suggest you bring another person with you, 
to be with your child during the scan instead.

It may help if your child has a favourite toy to hold to comfort them 
during the study.

Your child will be asked to remove his or her clothing and put on 
a hospital gown. For babies and small children, all clothing will be 
removed except for the nappy.
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What will happen during the scan?

You will be able to stay with your child throughout the scan. 
In the room there will be a consultant radiology doctor, a radiographer 
and a departmental assistant.

A consultant radiologist will ask your child to lie down on the X-ray 
table. As your child drinks the barium, the doctor will move the X-ray 
camera over your child, but it will not touch them.

The doctor will begin to take the X-ray pictures as the barium 
is swallowed and passes through the food pipe into the stomach. 
Your child will be asked to continue to drink the barium while the 
doctor takes the X-ray pictures.

Your child will need to be held still while these pictures are being taken. 
When the doctor and radiographer have taken all the X-ray pictures 
needed, they will check to make sure the pictures are clear. Once they 
are satisfied with the pictures, the examination is finished.  

The Barium swallow usually takes about 30 minutes.

Is there anything to watch out for after the X-ray?

Your child’s bowel movements will look white for a day or two because 
of the barium. This is nothing to worry about.

Your child may have some constipation. Drinking lots of liquids will help. 

If your child’s constipation continues, please contact your GP for advice.

How do I obtain the results?

The radiologist will write a report that will be available to the doctor that 
referred your child for the Barium examination.
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Are there any risks?

Barium examinations will expose your child to some ionising radiation. 
We will perform the study thoroughly, while exposing your child to the 
smallest amount of radiation necessary to take the X-ray. 

Advances in digital equipment have lowered the amount of radiation 
your child will receive and all of the equipment is inspected regularly. 

Special needs and patient preparation

If your child has any special needs or health issues you feel the doctor 
needs to know about, please call the Department of Paediatric Imaging 
and Ultrasound at Royal Alexandra Hospital before the test.

It may be helpful to let us know in advance about your child’s needs or 
difficulties. It may be possible for a Play Specialist to be present in order 
to help your child stay calm and/or distract them from the procedure.

If you have any questions regarding your child’s appointment 
or the preparation, please contact our Imaging Department 
on 01273 523152 between 9am and 4pm. You may also leave 
a message outside of these hours.

You are also able to contact us using the following email address:
bsuh.rachpaediatricimaging@nhs.net
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