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Videofluorographic study of swallowing (VESS), also
known as a modified barium swallow study (MBSS),
is a crucial diagnostic tool in evaluating swallowing
disorders, or dysphagia. This comprehensive manual
provides a detailed guide to understanding and
performing a VFSS, covering everything from
preparation to interpretation of the results. This
guide will explore the procedure's benefits, practical
applications, and limitations, offering a clear
understanding of this essential diagnostic technique.
We'll delve into the specifics of the procedure itself,
addressing patient preparation, equipment usage,
and analysis of the resulting fluoroscopic images.

Understanding the Benefits of
VESS

VESS offers several key advantages over other
diagnostic methods used to assess swallowing
function. Its primary benefit lies in its ability to
provide a dynamic, real-time visualization of the
entire swallowing process. This allows clinicians to
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pinpoint the precise location and nature of
swallowing difficulties, which is critical for effective
treatment planning. Unlike other methods, VFSS
allows direct observation of:

e Oral phase: The initial stages of swallowing,
from food manipulation in the mouth to the
initiation of the pharyngeal swallow.
e Pharyngeal phase: The complex movements of
the tongue, soft palate, larynx, and pharynx as
the bolus is transported to the esophagus.
e Esophageal phase: Although primarily
focused on the oral and pharyngeal phases,
VFESS can sometimes reveal early esophageal
abnormalities.

This detailed visualization is crucial for identifying
various swallowing disorders, including:

¢ Oral transit problems: Difficulties moving
food from the mouth to the pharynx.
e Pharyngeal residue: Food remaining in the
pharynx after the swallow.
e Penetration: Food entering the airway but not
passing below the vocal cords.
e Aspiration: Food passing below the vocal
cords into the lungs.

Conducting a
Videofluorographic Swallowing
Study: A Step-by-Step Guide

A successful VFSS relies on meticulous planning and
execution. Here's a breakdown of the procedure:

### Patient Preparation:

Before the study, patients should fast for at least six
hours to avoid aspiration risk. The patient’s medical
history, particularly any known swallowing
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difficulties or respiratory conditions, should be
carefully reviewed. Informed consent should always
be obtained.

##+# Equipment and Materials:

The primary equipment includes a fluoroscopy
machine, a video recording system, various
consistencies of barium (liquids, pastes, solids), and a
selection of food items mirroring the patient's typical
diet. The barium sulfate mixture acts as a radiopaque
contrast agent, making the bolus visible under
fluoroscopy.

### The Procedure:

The patient is positioned in a lateral view for most of
the study, allowing for clear visualization of the
pharynx and larynx. They are then asked to swallow
different consistencies of barium-mixed food, from
thin liquids to thicker pastes and solids. The
radiologist or speech-language pathologist observes
and records the entire swallowing process, paying
close attention to the timing and coordination of the
various muscle groups involved. Anteroposterior
views might also be utilized to assess certain aspects
of the swallowing process.

### Post-Procedure Care:

After the procedure, the patient should be monitored

for any adverse effects, such as vomiting or choking.

They can usually resume their normal diet once the
barium has passed through their system.

Analyzing the
Videofluorographic Images:
Interpretation and Reporting

Analyzing the VFSS recordings is a critical step,
requiring expertise in both radiology and swallowing
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physiology. The analysis focuses on identifying any
deviations from normal swallowing patterns,
including:

* Delayed initiation of the swallow: A delayed
onset of pharyngeal contraction.
¢ Reduced pharyngeal contraction: Weakness
in the muscles involved in swallowing.
¢ Nasal regurgitation: Food entering the nasal
cavity due to poor velopharyngeal closure.
e Aspiration: The entry of food or liquid into the
airway.

The results are documented in a comprehensive
report, including detailed descriptions of the findings,
an assessment of the severity of the swallowing
impairment, and recommendations for appropriate
management strategies.

Limitations and Considerations
of VFSS

While VFSS is a valuable diagnostic tool, it does have
some limitations:

e Radiation Exposure: Although the radiation
dose is relatively low, it's crucial to minimize
exposure, particularly in children and pregnant
women.
e Barium Toxicity: While generally safe, barium
can be toxic if aspirated in large quantities.
¢ Limited Information on Esophageal Phase:
While VFSS can detect some early esophageal
problems, it primarily focuses on the oral and
pharyngeal phases. Esophago-gastro-
duodenoscopy (EGD) may be needed for
detailed esophageal assessment.
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Conclusion

The videofluorographic study of swallowing is an
invaluable tool in the diagnosis and management of
dysphagia. Understanding the procedure's benefits,

step-by-step execution, and interpretation of the
results are crucial for effective clinical practice.

Although it has limitations, the detailed, real-time
visualization of the swallowing mechanism provides
unparalleled insights into the nature and severity of

swallowing disorders, ultimately leading to more
effective and targeted interventions. This
comprehensive manual provides a foundation for
healthcare professionals to confidently perform and
interpret VFSS studies, thereby improving the care of
patients with swallowing difficulties.

FAQ

Q1: What are the risks associated with a VFSS?

A1l: The primary risk is radiation exposure, although
the dose is relatively low. There's also a small risk of
aspiration if the patient vomits during the procedure.
Barium is generally safe, but significant aspiration
could potentially lead to complications. Allergic
reactions to barium are rare.

Q2: How long does a VFSS typically take?

A2: The procedure itself typically lasts 15-30
minutes, but the total time spent at the clinic,
including preparation and post-procedure monitoring,
might be longer.

Q3: What should I do to prepare my patient for a
VFSS?

A3: Ensure the patient is well-hydrated but fasts for

at least 6 hours prior to the exam. Review their
medical history, particularly regarding respiratory or
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swallowing issues. Obtain informed consent. Discuss
any anxieties or questions the patient might have.

Q4: Who interprets the results of a VFSS?

AA4: Typically, a radiologist, speech-language
pathologist, or a team of both professionals, will
interpret the results. Their expertise ensures
accurate identification of swallowing abnormalities
and appropriate treatment recommendations.

Q5: What if my patient is unable to tolerate
barium?

A5: While rare, some patients might have
contraindications for barium. Alternative imaging
techniques, such as ultrasound or fiberoptic
endoscopic evaluation of swallowing (FEES), might
be considered in such situations. Consult with a
specialist for appropriate alternatives.

Q6: Can VFSS diagnose all types of swallowing
disorders?

AG6: No, VFSS primarily focuses on the oral and
pharyngeal phases of swallowing. It may miss subtle
esophageal problems. Other tests, like an
esophagram or an EGD, might be necessary for a
complete evaluation.

Q7: What are the treatment options after a VFSS
reveals swallowing problems?

A7: Treatment options vary depending on the specific
diagnosis and severity of the swallowing disorder.
These can include dietary modifications, swallowing
therapy, compensatory techniques, and in some
cases, surgical interventions.

Q8: How often is a VFSS typically repeated?

A8: The frequency of repeat VFSS depends on the
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patient's condition and treatment response. It may be
repeated to monitor progress, evaluate treatment
effectiveness, or assess changes in swallowing
function over time.

A Comprehensive Guide to
Videofluorographic Swallowing
Studies: A Practical Manual

Videofluorographic (VFSS) Videofluoroscopic
Swallow Study examination is a crucial diagnostic
tool used to analyze the mechanics of swallowing.

This manual offers a detailed explanation of the
procedure, providing clinicians with the
understanding needed to execute and understand
VESS efficiently . This comprehensive resource goes
beyond a simple instructional guide, exploring the
complexities of swallow physiology and the
interpretation of various swallowing disorders .

Preparation and Patient Evaluation :

Before initiating the VFSS, comprehensive patient
assessment is paramount. This includes obtaining a
detailed medical background , including any
underlying medical issues that might impact
swallowing. The patient's existing diet, drug regimen,
and cognitive status should also be documented.
Detailed questions about swallowing difficulties, such
as choking during meals, dysphagia, or changes in
vocal quality post-swallowing, are essential.

A clinical evaluation of the mouth is crucial to
pinpoint any anatomical irregularities which could
compromise swallowing. This includes checking the
mouth movement, feeling, and strength of the
muscles involved in chewing .

The Procedure:

The VFSS involves administering a barium
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suspension - usually a mixture of barium sulfate and
a liquid of varying viscosity - to the patient. Different
consistencies of barium are employed to evaluate the
effectiveness of swallowing across a spectrum of food
textures. The barium is ingested by the patient while
undergoing real-time imaging, allowing for real-time
visualization of the swallowing process from the oral
cavity to the gullet .

The radiologist or speech-language pathologist (SLP)
carefully monitors the passage of the barium through
the pharynx , noting the coordination of various
muscles involved. Significant aspects include the
commencement of the swallow, hyoid bone excursion
, vocal cord safeguarding, and pharyngeal transit
time. Any abnormalities in these aspects are noted
and analyzed .

Image Interpretation and Reporting:

The analysis of the VFSS requires specialized skill
and competence. The SLP and/or radiologist
meticulously examines the fluoroscopic images,
identifying any indicators of swallowing dysfunction .
This includes assessing for:

e Aspiration: The inhalation of food or liquid
into the airway.
e Penetration: The entry of food or liquid into
the larynx but above the vocal cords.
¢ Residue: Food or liquid lingering in the oral
cavity, pharynx, or esophagus after the
swallow.
e Pharyngeal sluggishness : Delayed triggering
of the pharyngeal swallow.
e Reduced laryngeal elevation: Inadequate
elevation of the larynx to secure the airway.

The VFSS findings should be explicit, thorough, and
readily accessible to the referring physician or other
healthcare providers. It should include a description
of the procedure, observations regarding swallowing
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function , and suggestions for intervention .

Practical Benefits and Implementation
Strategies:

VESS plays a pivotal role in diagnosing and managing
various swallowing disorders, enhancing patient
outcomes. It allows for the creation of targeted
treatment plans tailored to individual needs .
Implementing VFSS requires availability to
appropriate equipment , trained personnel, and a
structured protocol . Regular quality monitoring and
ongoing professional development are essential for
ensuring the accuracy and dependability of the
procedure.

Conclusion:

The x-ray study of swallowing is a powerful
diagnostic tool that provides invaluable data about
the swallowing function. This guide has explained the
key aspects of performing and interpreting a VFSS,
emphasizing the importance of careful preparation ,
accurate technique , and detailed interpretation . By
adhering to these guidelines , healthcare
practitioners can effectively use VFSS to improve the
assessment and treatment of swallowing disorders .

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: Is a VFSS painful? A: No, a VESS is generally
not painful. Patients may experience some mild
discomfort from the barium mixture or the posture
required during the procedure.

2. Q: How long does a VFSS take ? A: The length of
a VFSS typically ranges from 15 to 30 minutes,
depending on the patient's requirements and the
difficulty of the study .

3. Q: What are the hazards associated with a
VFSS? A: The risks associated with a VFSS are
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minimal, primarily related to the small radiation
exposure . The benefits of the procedure generally
surpass the risks.

4. Q: Who performs a VFSS? A: VFSSs are typically
performed by a group including a radiologist and a
speech-language pathologist (SLP). The SLP plays a

crucial role in patient assessment , procedure
execution , and evaluation of the results.
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