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Abstract
BACKGROUND—Low-dose tricyclic antidepressants have been used to treat chronic somatic
and gastrointestinal pain disorders, including refractory functional dyspepsia. However, there are
only limited data on the effects of these drugs on upper gastrointestinal function.

AIM—To compare the effects of two doses of amitriptyline (AMT) and placebo on gastric
accommodation, emptying, satiation, and postprandial symptoms in healthy volunteers.

METHODS—Using a parallel-group, double-blind, placebo-controlled design, 41 healthy
volunteers were randomized to AMT 25 mg, AMT 50 mg, or placebo for 2 wk. During the final 3
days of therapy, the following end points were assessed: fasting and postprandial gastric volumes,
2- and 4-h gastric emptying, time and volume to maximum satiation using a nutrient drink test,
and postprandial symptoms 30 min later using 10-cm visual analog scales. AMT and metabolite
levels were measured.

RESULTS—AMT slowed gastric emptying at 2 h (median 75% for placebo, 57% for AMT 25
mg, 67% for AMT 50 mg; P = 0.037) and 4 h (median 98% for placebo, 96% for AMT 25 mg,
92% for AMT 50 mg; P = 0.003). AMT did not affect gastric volumes or satiation volume, but it
did reduce nausea scores at 30 min in a dose-dependent manner (median 2.1 for placebo, 0.9 for
AMT 25 mg, and 0.0 for AMT 50 mg; P = 0.009).

CONCLUSION—In healthy volunteers, AMT slows gastric emptying of solids, but it does not
significantly affect gastric volumes or satiation. AMT reduces nausea after challenge with a high
calorie liquid load.
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INTRODUCTION
Low-dose tricyclic antidepressants (TCAs) have been used to treat patients with chronic
somatic and gastrointestinal pain disorders for many years (1–9). These agents are
considered to work as neuromodulators, altering visceral sensation (10). However, the
diverse pharmacological properties of TCAs, including their anticholinergics effects, suggest
that they may have specific peripheral effects that cannot be extrapolated from their known
central effects. One study that showed TCAs are effective in functional dyspepsia (FD)
involved a small sample of patients, and the major symptom benefit was improved sleep
(11). Despite extensive use in clinical practice, there are only limited data with regard to the
effects of these agents directly on symptoms, or upper gastrointestinal motor or sensory
function, either in health or disease states (11–14).

Postprandial symptoms, including early satiation, bloating, and nausea, are associated with
impaired gastric accommodation in states such as FD, rumination syndrome, post vagotomy/
gastric surgery, and diabetes mellitus when associated with vagal neuropathy (15–21). FD is
a common, heterogeneous disorder of unclear etiology with limited treatment options (22–
30). In addition to impaired gastric accommodation, a variety of motility and sensory
disturbances have been implicated in the disorder (25, 27, 31–39). This suggests that
measurement of gastrointestinal sensorimotor function may facilitate our understanding of
upper gut symptoms and possibly enhance the choice of therapies in dyspepsia. However,
research in the field of gastrointestinal sensorimotor function has been hindered by the
invasiveness of investigations, such as the gastric barostat (15), which could alter
physiology or symptoms generation (40).

With advances in the field of functional imaging and the development of novel technology
that allows the noninvasive characterization of a variety of upper gut sensorimotor functions,
we aimed to explore the gastric motor and sensory effects of amitriptyline (AMT), a drug
commonly used in the management of dyspepsia. Low-dose AMT (50 mg) is also being
tested in a National Institutes of Health-funded clinical trial of patients with FD in the
United States (http://www2.niddk.nih.gov/). Our specific aim was to compare the effects of
two doses of AMT and placebo on gastric emptying, gastric volumes, satiation, and
postprandial symptoms in healthy volunteers.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study Overview

We performed a randomized, parallel group, two-dose, double-blind, placebo-controlled trial
evaluating the effects of AMT on gastric motor and sensory function in healthy volunteers.
Following an initial screening, 41 healthy volunteers were randomized to AMT 25 mg (n =
14), AMT 50 mg (n = 13), or placebo (n = 14) for 2 wk. During the final 3 days of therapy,
we assessed the following end points: (a) gastric volumes using single photon emission
computed tomography (SPECT), (b) gastric emptying using scintigraphy, (c) volume/time to
maximum satiation using an Ensure (Ross Products, Division of Abbott Laboratories,
Columbus, OH) drink satiation test, and (d) measurement of postprandial symptoms of
bloating, fullness, nausea, and pain 30 min after reaching the maximum satiation using 10-
cm visual analog scales (VAS).

Study Participants
Forty-one healthy participants were recruited by public advertisement. Each participant
completed a validated bowel disease questionnaire (41) and was screened for any chronic
gastrointestinal symptoms. Inclusion criteria were: 18- to 65-yr-old men and nonpregnant,
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nonbreastfeeding women. Women of childbearing potential were required to have a negative
pregnancy test within 48 h of study.

Exclusion criteria included: abdominal surgery (other than appendectomy, caesarean section,
or tubal ligation), positive symptoms on bowel disease questionnaire, use of medications
that may alter gastrointestinal motility, current use of medications that could interact with
AMT (per contraindications in the Physicians Desk Reference) (42), over-the-counter
medication (except multivitamins) within 7 days of the study, present or previous chronic
gastrointestinal illness or any systemic disease that could affect gastrointestinal motility,
active cardiopulmonary disease requiring specialized monitoring, history of cardiac
dysrhythmias (excluding sinus tachycardia, sinus arrhythmia, and premature atrial
complexes), history of seizures, urinary retention, or angle-closure glaucoma, known
intolerance to AMT, or symptoms of overt psychiatric disease.

Gastric Accommodation Test
We used a previously validated technique to noninvasively measure gastric accommodation;
the method has been described in detail elsewhere (43). Following an overnight fast,
participants were positioned supine on the imaging table of a SPECT system. A fasting
SPECT scan was obtained 10 min after the intravenous injection of 10 m Ci 99mTc sodium
pertechnetate. Upon the completion of the fasting scan, a 300 mL Ensure meal was ingested
orally and followed by two subsequent postprandial SPECT scans and analyzed as described
previously (44). Three-dimensional renderings of the stomach were then produced, and
gastric volumes for fasting and postprandial scans were measured.

Measurement of Gastric Volumes
Following an overnight fast, participants ingested a standard egg-based 99mTc radiolabeled
breakfast test meal. Scintigraphic gamma camera images were obtained immediately and 2
and 4 h after test meal ingestion as previously described (45).

Nutrient Drink Satiation Test
An adaptation of the method of Tack et al. was used (18). Briefly, patients were asked to
ingest Ensure at a constant rate of 30 mL per minute (regulated by refilling the cup with
Ensure using a constant-rate perfusion pump). The subjects were then instructed to maintain
intake at the filling rate. At 5-min intervals, participants scored their satiation using a
graphic rating scale that combines verbal descriptors on a scale graded 0–5: 0 = no
symptoms, 1 = first sensation of satiation (threshold), 2 = mild, 3 = moderate, 4 = severe, 5
= maximum or unbearable satiation. Participants were told to stop meal intake when a score
of 5 was obtained.

Thirty minutes after completing the test, participants scored their symptoms (bloating,
fullness, nausea, pain) using a 10-cm VAS anchored with the words “unnoticeable” and
“unbearable” at the left and right ends of the lines, respectively. The aggregate score was
defined as the sum of VAS for each symptom (i.e., maximum 40). The timing of this
symptom assessment was intended to be consistent with previous studies in the literature
(46).

Amitriptyline/Metabolite Levels
As there is individual variability in drug metabolism, AMT and nortriptyline (NT) levels
were obtained at a standardized time (8:00 am) the morning of the satiation test, within a
10–12 h window following the nightly ingestion of the drug (9:00–10:00 pm). This
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additional information was collected to improve understanding of the pharmacological
effects of the drug and to allow some assessment of participant compliance.

Statistical Methods
PRIMARY AND SECONDARY END POINTS—The primary end points were the gastric
volume ratio, gastric emptying at 2 h, and maximum tolerated volume of Ensure ingested.
Secondary end points were gastric emptying at 4 h, time until a satiation score of 5 was
reached and VAS scores for pain, bloating, nausea, and fullness were obtained 30 min after
the time of maximal satiation.

Statistical Analysis
The effect of dose on the primary and various secondary end points was investigated using
an intent-to-treat protocol by either a one-way analysis of variance, or a Kruskal-Wallis test
for data that were not consistent with an assumption of normality (pain VAS score, nausea
VAS score, fullness VAS score, and gastric emptying at 4 h). Sensitivity of results to
possible confounding effects of age, sex, body mass index (BMI), or fasting gastric volume
was investigated using linear regression models. Based on the relatively small sample size,
no more than one variable in addition to dose was included in any one model. A further
analysis compared primary end points according to raw measured combined AMT and NT
levels (< 40 vs ≥ 40 ng/mL) with a two sample t-test. Statistical significance was determined
at the 5% level. No adjustments for multiple testing were made.

RESULTS
Study Participants

Table 1 shows the baseline characteristics and measured drug levels of the study population.
Despite the randomization, there were some slight imbalances in age, sex, and BMI among
the different treatment groups. Figure 1 shows the combined AMT and NT levels according
to an assigned dose.

Gastric Volumes
AMT dose had no effect on fasting volumes, fed volumes, the gastric volume ratio
(postprandial volume/fasting volume, defined here as gastric accommodation, see Fig. 2), or
the postprandial change in gastric volume (Table 2).

Gastric Emptying
AMT slowed gastric emptying at 2 h (P = 0.037) and 4 h (P = 0.003) (Table 2). There was a
significant sex effect on gastric emptying at 2 h (P < 0.001), with women tending to have
slower gastric emptying than men. After controlling for sex, the observed difference in
gastric emptying at 2 h between AMT dose groups was no longer statistically significant,
although the trend remained (P = 0.14, Fig. 3). The greatest difference in gastric emptying at
4 h was observed between AMT 50 mg and placebo (median 92% vs 98%, respectively). No
sex effect was observed at 4 h.

Nutrient Drink Satiation Test and Symptoms
AMT had no effect on volume of Ensure ingested or time to maximum satiation (Table 3).
However, AMT did significantly reduce nausea at 30 min after reaching maximum satiation
in an apparent dose-dependent manner (Table 3, Fig. 4). There was no evidence to suggest
that there was any confounding with other patient variables.
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Amitriptyline/Metabolite Levels
As noted in Figure 1, one participant in the 25 mg dose group had no detectable drug levels;
study results did not change when this patient was re-assigned to the placebo group. Table 4
shows primary end points according to combined raw AMT and NT levels. Because the
accuracy of any measurement lower than 20 ng/mL was uncertain, a cutoff point of 40 ng/
mL was chosen to create a binary category for the combined raw drug level. None of the
conclusions made in this report regarding primary end points changed when considering the
raw drug levels directly.

DISCUSSION
TCAs have been used widely in gastroenterology practice, with several studies suggesting
efficacy in the treatment of patients with a variety of functional gastrointestinal syndromes
(1–4, 11, 47, 48) and somatic pain syndromes, including diabetic neuropathy, postherpetic
neuralgia, arthritis, chronic back pain, headaches, and fibromyalgia (5, 6, 8). However, our
understanding of the mechanism of action of these agents is limited. We found that AMT
slowed gastric emptying of solids but had no significant effect on gastric volumes or
maximum tolerated volume of a liquid nutrient load. While AMT reduced nausea, other
meal-induced symptoms were not affected in this study.

The results here do not suggest that a TCA will not reduce pain- or meal-related symptoms
in FD. In other studies, the therapeutic effect of TCAs does not appear to be related to the
etiology of the pain (organic or functional), the presence or absence of depression (or an
antidepressant effect of the drug), the dose of the TCA (low-dose or full antidepressant
dose), or the sedating properties of TCAs (8, 11).

Because the peripheral effects of TCAs have not been well characterized, the overall effects
of these medications are often attributed to their central nervous system activity. A
commonly held hypothesis is that TCAs, which indirectly stimulate norepinephrine and
serotonin receptors by blocking the reuptake of norepinephrine and serotonin, work as
neuromodulators, affecting the brain-gut axis by altering neurotransmitter systems within the
limbic system and other pain centers of the brain (e.g., anterior cingulate cortex) (11).
Morgan and colleagues have shown that AMT is associated with reduced pain-related
cerebral activation in the anterior cingulate cortex and left posterior parietal complex during
stress (49), suggesting a central action of the drug. There is one small, randomized trial of
AMT in FD showing improved symptoms with therapy that altered sleep patterns (11). One
plausible explanation is that altering sleep patterns modulates the regulation of
noradrenergic systems of the locus coeruleus (a brain center inhibited during sleep), which
alters nociception (11).

Our study shows a significant effect of AMT on the sensation of nausea, with a dose-
dependent decrease in nausea with escalating AMT dose. As seen in our previous study
exploring the effects of desipramine on nutrient drink induced symptoms (50), AMT had no
effect on other symptoms. Further, we demonstrated in the present study that there was no
significant effect of AMT on gastric volumes, which has not previously been directly
assessed. It should be noted that the participants in this trial were healthy volunteers,
presumably with normal baseline physiology. It is possible that FD patients with abnormal
gastric emptying, decreased accommodation, or visceral hyperalgesia may respond
differently to AMT.

A possible concern with AMT, which has the highest antimuscarinic potency of the TCAs,
is the side effect profile generated by those anticholinergic properties (in addition to
interaction with adrenergic, serotonergic, and histaminergic receptors). However, the
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anticholinergic properties of AMT are relatively weak, less than atropine (51, 52). It is also
possible that the usually mild symptoms may actually enhance or potentiate the medication
effect and therapeutic efficacy. In addition, the sedative effects and their impact on sleep
may be beneficial as outlined previously.

A theoretical downside of AMT is a slowing of gastric emptying. In this study, we did see
slowing of gastric emptying. As gastric emptying tends to correlate poorly with symptoms in
patients with FD and diabetes (31, 53–57), the clinical significance of this effect is
uncertain. A retrospective study of TCAs in patients with diabetes and chronic vomiting did
show clinical benefit, irrespective of duration of diabetes, presence of neuropathy, delayed
gastric emptying, or psychiatric status 58. Based on these data and our findings, it would
seem reasonable to try TCAs in symptomatic patients with delayed gastric emptying.
Prospective trials in this patient population are warranted.

As the formation and expression of dyspeptic symptoms is likely complex, with both
sensory and affective components, it is conceivable that AMT could be active at multiple
sites. However, studies have revealed no effect of AMT on perception of rectal and
esophageal distention (13), no effect of a single AMT dose on rectal compliance or visceral
perception (14), and no alteration of perceptual responses to gastric distention (11). There
does appear to be an effect on gastrointestinal motility, with slowed orocecal transit (12),
inhibited muscular contraction in vitro (59), and inhibited ATP-sensitive K(+) channels in
cultured murine interstitial cells of Cajal (60). What sensory or clinical impact these
physiologic perturbations may have is difficult to say based on our current understanding of
symptom generation.

The strengths of the current study include the use of novel techniques that allow the
noninvasive measurement of gastric volumes, emptying, and sensation. We are unaware of a
previous study of this kind to investigate the physiologic effects of this commonly used
therapy. The study was powered to be able to detect what were considered to be clinically
important effects of AMT on the primary end points. However, sample sizes were still
relatively small, and, as such, power was limited to detect more subtle effects. It is unknown
whether such minor effects may be relevant in symptom generation, such as the
improvement in nausea seen in this study. Given the possibility that variability in body size
and weight might affect many of the outcomes in this study, secondary analyses comparing
end points across groups adjusting for BMI were performed; however, results were not
qualitatively different.

The physiologic investigations used in this study are validated techniques that have been
used to examine dyspeptic symptoms. However, physiologic correlates of gut-related
symptoms are unclear, and the best way to investigate symptom generation is uncertain. It is
possible that available testing lacks the sensitivity to capture the clinically relevant
physiologic changes that impact gut-related symptoms, such as the effect on nausea seen in
this study. Alternatively, we propose that the lack of significant physiologic correlates
demonstrated in this healthy population highlights the primary role of the central nervous
system in symptom generation in response to AMT, supporting the need for further research
into visceral afferent function and subsequent central processing.

It is possible that the dose of AMT was too low to demonstrate more distinct physiologic
effects. However, the doses chosen are those used in clinical practice and have been shown
to be effective in both organic and functional pain syndromes (2–4, 7). The
pharmacokinetics of the drug are such that steady state was achieved before the various
physiologic tests, and drug levels were obtained and used in our analysis. In a study of TCA
use in IBS, most patients achieved symptom improvement with a median dose of 50 mg (4).
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Furthermore, Halpert and colleagues found that the clinical response to TCAs in functional
gastrointestinal disorders was not related to dosage, and there was no relationship between
total dose or plasma level and the clinical response (61). Aside from the effect on nausea,
our findings on dose were similar, and no therapeutic effect was seen based on plasma drug
levels. As we typically wait for several weeks to assess TCA effect in clinical practice, it is
possible that a longer trial could have revealed different effects on symptoms and the
physiologic responses measured. In addition, drug effects may be different in a symptomatic
versus healthy population.

We conclude that low-dose AMT slows gastric emptying of solids but does not significantly
affect gastric volumes. AMT reduces nausea after challenge with a nutrient load, but does
not impact other meal-induced symptoms at the doses and duration of therapy tested in this
study of healthy volunteers. AMT and other TCAs may impact physiology and symptoms in
various dyspeptic syndromes, and randomized controlled trials in patient groups are
warranted.
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STUDY HIGHLIGHTS

What Is Current Knowledge

• Tricyclic antidepressant agents (TCAs) are widely used in the management of
various gastrointestinal disorders.

• TCAs are considered to work as neuromodulators, affecting visceral sensation.

• There is limited data on the specific effects of TCAs on upper gut motor or
sensory function.

What Is New Here

• Amitriptyline (AMT) affects gastric emptying of solids but has no significant
effect on gastric accommodation or satiation.

• AMT reduces nausea after a nutrient-rich liquid meal.

• This study suggests that AMT and other TCAs may impact physiology and
symptoms in various dyspeptic syndromes, warranting further investigation in
patient populations.
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Figure 1.
Combined amitriptyline and nortriptyline drug levels according to assigned dose.
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Figure 2.
Gastric volume ratio according to dose.
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Figure 3.
Gastric emptying at 2 h according to dose and sex.
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Figure 4.
Degree of nausea (VAS score) 30 min after reaching maximum satiation. VAS = visual
analog scale.
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Table 1

Characteristics of Treatment Groups

Variable Placebo (N = 14) AMT 25 mg (N = 14) AMT 50 mg (N = 13)

Age 38 (31, 48) 40 (37, 44) 28 (24, 36)

Sex (Male) 7 (50%) 3 (21%) 4 (31%)

BMI 31.2 (26.5, 32.8) 25.7 (22.7, 29.9) 25.1 (23.6, 31.5)

NT level (ng/mL) 0 (0, 0) 5.5 (11.3, 20.9) 14.3 (11.4, 27.2)

AMT level (ng/mL) 0 (0, 0) 8.5 (2.0, 12.4) 23.8 (19.2, 30.2)

Median (1st quartile, 3rd quartile) is shown for numerical variables.

AMT = amitriptyline; NT = nortriptyline; BMI = body mass index.
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Table 2

Effects of Amitriptyline on Gastric Volumes and Emptying

Variable Placebo (N = 14) AMT 25 mg (N = 14) AMT 50 mg (N = 13) P Value

Fasting volume (mL) 259 (191, 320) 225 (198, 286) 257 (244, 344) 0.32

Fed volume (mL) 797 (749, 911) 766 (674, 858) 845 (798, 922) 0.38

Gastric volume ratio 3.2 (2.8, 3.3) 3.2 (2.9, 3.7) 2.8 (2.6, 3.6) 0.84

Postprandial change in gastric volume (mL) 539 (465, 578) 523 (470, 578) 572 (515, 593) 0.79

Gastric emptying at 2 h (%) 75 (67, 86) 57 (49, 72) 67 (55, 75) 0.037

Gastric emptying at 4 h (%) 98 (97, 99) 96 (95, 97) 92 (91, 96) 0.003

Median (1st quartile, 3rd quartile) is shown.

AMT = amitriptyline; BMI = body mass index.

Kruskal-Wallis rank sum test used for gastric emptying at 4 h; one-way analysis of variance used for all other variables.
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Table 3

Effects of Amitriptyline on Satiation Test End Points

Variable Placebo (N = 14) AMT 25 mg (N = 14) AMT 50 mg (N = 13) P Value

VAS scores

 Pain 0.9 (0.0, 4.7) 0.8 (0.1, 1.6) 0.8 (0.0, 1.8) 0.82

 Bloating 4.7 (3.1, 5.9) 3.1 (2.4, 5.3) 3.4 (2.4, 5.0) 0.46

 Nausea 2.1 (0.8, 5.3) 0.9 (0.3, 2.3) 0.0 (0.0, 0.5) 0.009

 Fullness 7.7 (6.9, 9.3) 6.8 (6.4, 9.3) 7.0 (5.0, 9.6) 0.92

 Total 16.7 (10.4, 23.5) 13.2 (9.5, 15.4) 12.0 (8.2, 14.8) 0.23

Volume ingested (mL) 1,165 (1,024, 1,238) 1,080 (919, 1,226) 990 (900, 1,425) 0.87

Time to maximum satiation (min) 35 (31, 38) 34 (26, 37) 32 (30, 42) 0.57

Median (1st quartile, 3rd quartile) is shown.

AMT = amitriptyline; BMI = body mass index.

Kruskal-Wallis rank sum test used for pain, nausea and fullness VAS scores; one-way analysis of variance used for all other variables.
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Table 4

Primary End Points According to Raw Measured Drug Level

Variable Combined Drug Level < 40 ng/mL (N = 29) Combined Drug Level ≥ 40 ng/mL (N = 12) P Value

Gastric volume ratio 3.1 (2.6, 3.6) 3.0 (2.6, 3.7) 0.83

Gastric emptying at 2 h (%) 71 (56, 83) 67 (53, 73) 0.64

Volume ingested (mL) 1,080 (990, 1,260) 1,058 (956, 1,429) 0.83

Median (1st quartile, 3rd quartile) is shown.

P -Values from a two sample t-test.
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