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Gastroenteritis 
 

Gastroenteritis is an infection of the stomach and intestines. It is 
characterised by varying combinations of Diarrhoea, Abdominal 
pain, Nausea, Vomiting and sometimes Fever. The infection can 
be caused by either virus or bacteria. The germ can be 

transmitted by person to person contact or sometimes by food or drink.  

The onset of the illness is often sudden. It can be as brief as 1 day but may last up to a week. If 
symptoms last beyond one week review should occur to assess for other possible causes.  

The main complication which can occur with gastroenteritis is dehydration. (Especially in the 
young and elderly) Dehydration can be suspected when there is a poor fluid intake, increased fluid 
loss, increasing lethargy, loss of muscle tone (floppy/weak), dry lips, mouth and tongue, faintness 
and low urine output.  

Treatment of gastroenteritis includes rest, pain relief (Paracetamol), and maintaining a good fluid 
intake. Agents such as Lomotil and Immodium may be used to reduce the frequency of diarrhoea. 
Maxolon or Stemetil may be used to help with nausea and vomiting. Antibiotics are not helpful 
and may prolong diarrhoea. 

Appropriate Fluids 

Maintaining hydration by keeping up a good fluid intake is the most important part of treatment. 

Ideally products such as Gastrolyte or Hydralyte can be used to provide the correct concentration 
of sugars and salts. A reasonable substitute however is Lemonade diluted 1:4 with water or Apple 
juice diluted 1: 4 with water.  

Appropriate Foods 

At first it is not necessary to eat at all. After the first 2-3 days eating can help with recovery of the 
gut.  

Dairy products (Milk, butter, cheese and yoghurt) should be avoided as sometimes a temporary 
lactose intolerance can occur with gastroenteritis. The lactose cannot be absorbed and passes 
through the gut causing persistent diarrhoea.  

It is also best to avoid sweet and fatty foods and dried foods e.g dried fruits.  

Clear soups, pasta, rice, bread and dry biscuits in small amounts at first will be better tolerated. 
Fruits, vegetables and meats can be eaten as tolerated.  

Contagious 

The infection can readily spread to other household members and is best controlled by frequent 
hand washing. 

Other illnesses can sometimes present with similar features to gastroenteritis. 

Appendicitis should be considered when persistently unwell and pain becomes localised to the 
lower R side of the abdomen with persistent fever. 

Persistent diarrhoea for more than week needs to be reassessed. 

Occasionally bleeding will occur but this should be discussed with your doctor to ensure there is 
not another cause.  

If symptoms persist, are more severe or you are not happy that they still fit the pattern for 
gastroenteritis then you should return for review. 


