EDITORIAL

Are We Moving in the Right
Direction by Altering Gastric
Motility for Weight Loss?

®
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hough adoption of bariatric surgery is poor, it

Tprovides insights into the influence of the
gastrointestinal tract on eating behavior and metabolism.
Mechanisms of action of bariatric surgery are no longer
simply considered limited to restricting oral intake or
inducing malabsorption. Indeed, if this were true, pa-
tients who underwent bariatric surgery would be vora-
cious and miserable, a situation not observed, despite
patients losing 20%-25% of their total body weight by 6
months."” Identifying the cellular and molecular alter-
ations after bariatric surgery are critical to developing
techniques that are well tolerated, effective, safe, and
appealing to patients. While these are being identified
and subsequently validated, the most suitable alternative
is to alter the gastrointestinal tract in an appealing
manner to induce the physiologic effects (not simply the
physical effects) of bariatric surgery.’

Endoscopic bariatric therapies, such as intragastric
balloons and endoscopic sleeve gastroplasty, induce
clinically significant weight loss.*”” However, they have
not matched the degree of weight loss nor the weight
independent benefits observed with bariatric surgery.”®
This may be the result of physicians and industry
focusing efforts on developing endoscopic procedures
that imitate the restrictive aspects of bariatric surgery
rather than mimicking the changes in metabolic
signaling. The physiological changes may be the result of
alterations in the microbiome, bile acid metabolism,
accelerated nutrient flow as well as gastric emptying, and
loss of nutrient exposure to the gastric and small bowel
mucosa. This has now been recognized and in the last
decade several promising techniques emulating the
physiologic changes of bariatric surgery are emerging.
These include approaches targeting the neurohormonal
aspects of proximal luminal gastrointestinal tract:
mucosal surfaces of the stomach and duodenum.”*?

In this issue of Clinical Gastroenterology and Hep-
atology, Vargas et al,"* through a systematic review and
meta-analysis, interrogate the changes in time of gastric
emptying after surgical and endoscopic bariatric pro-
cedures. This metanalysis includes 320 patients from 15
studies. The authors determine that across the various
different devices and therapies, the change in gastric
emptying correlates with weight loss. In brief, their
findings suggest that fluid-filled gastric balloons sub-
stantially decrease gastric emptying and laparoscopic
sleeve gastrectomy may increase gastric emptying. The
authors conclude from their findings that patients should
undergo a standard gastric emptying of solids
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assessment in order to personalize their therapy. They
suggest that those with rapid gastric emptying would
gain superior benefit from a fluid filled intragastric
balloon and those with slow gastric emptying would
have a superior benefit with laparoscopic sleeve
gastrectomy.

With regard to the study’s methodology, the authors
have meticulously reviewed the literature and collected
all available data on gastrointestinal motility post bar-
iatric procedures. The a priori study protocol and
rigorous methodology led to a small number of studies
suitable for inclusion, demonstrating a paucity of avail-
able data. The decision to analyze fluid- and gas-filled
balloons separately was important due to the signifi-
cantly different influence they have on gastric emptying.

The metaregression was performed evaluate the as-
sociation between gastric emptying time and weight loss
in this study; however, there are 2 concerns with regard
to its appropriateness. First, although the authors did not
find any association between “change” in emptying time
and weight loss after gastrectomy, they proceed to repeat
the same analysis using only the “postprocedure”
emptying times as the predictor, while for each individ-
ual patient it is really the change in emptying times that
is a meaningful indication of their altered physiology
after gastrectomy. The interpretation of isolated post-
procedure emptying times depends on each patient’s
baseline preprocedure times, as these vary among in-
dividuals. Second, and more importantly, metaregression
in principle is appropriate for evaluating the association
between “study-level” variables and the outcomes and
not a valid statistical method to look at the association
between “individual-level” variables and study outcomes,
such as association between gastric emptying times and
weight loss. Using metaregression in this manner can
result in “ecological fallacy,” a well-known bias that oc-
curs when analysis of aggregate data is used for making
inferences about individual-level associations. Even fif it
is true that studies that on “average” showed more
decrease in emptying time also showed more “average”
weight loss, it would be unwarranted to assume that the
same will be true about “individual” patients in each of
these studies.'*

Fluid-filled intragastric balloons, although deployed
in the fundus or proximal gastric body, have a propensity
to migrate and reside in the distal gastric body. This
raises the question: is the delay in gastric emptying due
to the balloon acting as a barrier preventing the transit of
solid food? Previous studies have demonstrated that
intragastric balloons delay gastric emptying of solids but
not liquids.”>*® Do fluid filled intragastric balloons sim-
ply cause a mechanical obstruction preferentially to
solids, and could it even interfere with the grinding of
food into smaller particles and disruption of normal
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gastric propagation? Interestingly, a study comparing the
outcomes of antral placement of balloons to fundal
placement found that antral placement of a fluid-filled
balloon led to greater weight loss."” Furthermore, the
delay in gastric emptying in fluid-filled balloon continues
despite a plateau in weight loss.'” One could therefore
argue that the mechanism for weight loss is not the delay
itself, but rather the mechanical obstruction. This can be
further demonstrated with the transpyloric shuttle de-
vice in which the device itself causes a delay in gastric
emptying, which is simply the result of intermittent
gastric outlet obstruction.'®

The controversy of whether fluid-filled balloons cause
intermittent gastric outlet obstruction vs delayed gastric
emptying is tested when considering the clinical out-
comes of patients who undergo placement of serial fluid-
filled balloons. In 2 separate studies examining serial
balloon insertions,'”?° patients lose the maximum
amount of weight after the first balloon, with minimal
weight loss after the second and third balloons, sug-
gesting that intermittent obstruction with decreased ac-
commodation may play more of an effect, and that with
subsequent balloons, the obstructive effect no longer
plays a part, as the stomach has enlarged.

The conclusions drawn from the meta-analysis
regarding the change in gastric emptying with fluid-
filled balloons compared with gas filled balloons are
interesting. The authors conclude gastric emptying is
decreased after insertion of fluid-filled balloons but not
gas-filled balloons. Is this finding important? Two recent
studies of gas-filled balloons show a total body weight
loss (TBWL) of 10%, which brings into question the
mechanism of weight loss with these balloons. The au-
thors point out that the delay in emptying also explains
the difference in weight loss between the gas- and fluid-
filled balloons. However, there is not enough evidence to
conclude this. A recent registry study of over 1300 pa-
tients with gas-filled balloons demonstrated a TBWL of
10.2%.”" This is similar to other registry data on fluid-
filled balloons, which resulted in TBWL of 11.8% with
the single balloon and 11.4% with the dual balloon.”**
Moreover, when looking at the pivotal sham control tri-
als, the weight loss between the 2 balloons is similar:
7.1% vs 3.6% TBWL in the gas-filled balloon compared
with 6.8% vs 3.3% TBWL in the fluid-filled dual balloon
trial.**** Given the similar weight loss seen in both real-
world experience and the randomized sham trials, one
must conclude that other factors are at play, not simply
the delay in gastric emptying.

When considering gastric emptying after laparoscopic
sleeve gastrectomy, the same inferences can be made. Is
the expedited gastric emptying simply a manifestation of
the fact that these postsurgical stomachs have a smaller
reservoir and as a result solids traverse at a more rapid
rate, and the increase in emptying is simply a byproduct
and possibly independent of weight loss? It should be
noted that the authors suggest both increased and
decreased gastric emptying times are associated with
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weight loss, so it might just be the case that these
changes in emptying time are only byproducts of the
type of the studied bariatric procedures and not inde-
pendent pathways leading to weight loss. For example,
several studies looking at the mechanism of action of
sleeve gastrectomy have demonstrated that this surgery
leads to a combination of alternation in GLP1 and PYY,
similar to RYGB, as well as a change in bile acid physi-
ology, as potential mechanisms for weight loss.*”

The influence of fluid-filled intragastric balloons and
laparoscopic sleeve gastrectomy on the gastric pace-
maker and interstitial cells of Cajal needs to be elicited
before it can be stated that the changes in gastric
emptying are not simply a matter of physics. Are the
results presented robust enough to be translated clini-
cally? We believe that more data pertaining to the gastric
emptying story are necessary before drawing the con-
clusions in this study.
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