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Acute gastroenteritis, characterised by its sudden onset of vomiting and diarrhoea, remains a leading cause of 

morbidity globally, particularly in settings where sanitation is compromised or large groups congregate. The 

primary threat from these episodes is dehydration, which, if left unaddressed, can rapidly escalate to severe 

complications requiring hospitalisation. Effective, accessible interventions are therefore paramount to mitigate 

this burden and ensure patient safety.

K E Y  TA K E AWAY S

º The Pivot: Oral rehydration solutions (ORS) provide a simple, effective, and readily available intervention 

for managing acute diarrhoeal diseases and preventing dehydration.

º The Data: ORS can reduce mortality from diarrhoeal diseases by up to 93% in children in developing 

countries, a figure that underscores its profound impact.

º The Action: Clinicians should reinforce the immediate and appropriate use of ORS for patients presenting 

with acute diarrhoea, particularly in high-risk environments or during mass gatherings.

The sudden onset of explosive diarrhoea, often accompanied by vomiting, presents a significant clinical challenge, 

especially in environments like mass gatherings where rapid access to medical facilities is limited. Dehydration, the 

primary complication, can quickly lead to electrolyte imbalances, renal impairment, and, in severe cases, shock. The 

immediate goal of treatment is fluid and electrolyte replacement, a task for which oral rehydration solutions (ORS) have 

long been the cornerstone. These solutions, a precise balance of glucose and salts, facilitate water absorption in the small 

intestine, even in the presence of active diarrhoea.

Consider the scenario of an Ariana Grande concert: thousands of individuals in close proximity, potentially sharing food 

or drinks, and under conditions of physical exertion and heat. A single case of norovirus or bacterial gastroenteritis 

can rapidly propagate through the crowd. Emergency medical teams on site face the immediate challenge of managing 

numerous patients presenting with symptoms ranging from mild discomfort to severe dehydration. Intravenous fluids 

are often impractical for widespread application in such a setting, making readily administered oral therapies essential. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) and UNICEF have championed the use of low-osmolarity ORS, which contains 

75 mEq/L of sodium and 75 mmol/L of glucose, as the standard for treating acute watery diarrhoea in all age groups. 

This formulation reduces stool output and vomiting compared to older, higher-osmolarity solutions, improving patient 

tolerance and treatment success.

The numbers behind simple hydration
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The efficacy of ORS is not merely anecdotal; it is supported by decades of public health data and clinical trials, 

particularly in paediatric populations where diarrhoeal disease remains a leading cause of death. A meta-analysis of 

studies on ORS use in children with acute diarrhoea demonstrated a reduction in mortality by up to 93% in developing 

countries. This profound impact stems from its ability to prevent severe dehydration, which is the direct cause of death 

in most cases of diarrhoeal illness. The mechanism is straightforward: glucose co-transports sodium and water across 

the intestinal brush border, effectively rehydrating the patient despite ongoing fluid losses. This physiological principle 

holds true regardless of the specific pathogen causing the diarrhoea, whether it is viral (e.g., rotavirus, norovirus) or 

bacterial (e.g., E. coli, Vibrio cholerae).

The practical application of ORS in a concert setting involves rapid assessment and administration. Medical staff, often 

registered nurses (RNs) and paramedics, must identify patients exhibiting signs of dehydration, such as dry mucous 

membranes, decreased urine output, and lethargy. For mild to moderate dehydration, ORS can be administered orally 

in small, frequent sips. The goal is to replace fluid losses as they occur, typically 50-100 mL/kg over 3-4 hours for 

moderate dehydration, followed by maintenance therapy. The availability of pre-packaged ORS sachets, easily mixed 

with clean water, simplifies preparation and ensures correct electrolyte balance, a critical factor in preventing iatrogenic 

complications. The challenge lies in patient compliance, especially in individuals experiencing nausea or vomiting, or 

those who may be reluctant to consume fluids in a crowded environment.

But ORS is not a panacea. Patients presenting with severe dehydration, characterised by signs such as hypotension, rapid 

thready pulse, and altered mental status, require immediate intravenous fluid resuscitation. These cases necessitate rapid 

transport to a medical facility for more intensive care. Furthermore, ORS does not address the underlying cause of the 

diarrhoea; it is a supportive therapy. Antibiotics may be indicated for specific bacterial infections, but their use is not 

universal and requires careful consideration of local resistance patterns and clinical presentation. The judicious use of 

antiemetics can improve ORS tolerance, but these agents must be selected carefully, particularly in children, due to 

potential side effects.

The open-label nature of ORS administration is an obvious caveat; blinding is impossible given the distinct taste and 

purpose of the solution. However, the clinical endpoints of hydration status and mortality are objective enough to 

overcome this limitation. The primary challenge in real-world scenarios, particularly in high-stress environments like 

a concert, is not the efficacy of ORS itself, but rather the logistical hurdles of timely diagnosis, patient education, and 

consistent administration. Ensuring a sufficient supply of ORS, clean water, and trained personnel is paramount. The 

trial was not powered to detect differences in specific pathogen-induced dehydration, and that gap matters for targeted 

antimicrobial strategies, but not for the immediate goal of rehydration.

The role of an RN in such a scenario extends beyond simple administration. They are often the first point of contact, 

responsible for triaging patients, educating them on the importance and method of ORS consumption, and monitoring 

for signs of worsening dehydration or complications. This requires a keen clinical eye and the ability to make rapid, 

informed decisions under pressure. The success of ORS in preventing severe outcomes in mass casualty or high-density 

public health events hinges on this frontline clinical expertise and the logistical support to make the solution readily 

available. The next step in optimising care for acute gastroenteritis in these settings involves integrating rapid diagnostic 

tools to identify specific pathogens, allowing for more targeted interventions beyond rehydration alone.
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CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

The enduring utility of oral rehydration solutions, particularly in high-stakes environments like a packed 

concert, should not be underestimated. Clinicians, especially those in emergency medicine or public health 

roles, must continue to champion its immediate and widespread use for acute diarrhoeal illness. It is a 

simple, cost-effective intervention that consistently prevents severe dehydration and reduces the need for 

more invasive, resource-intensive treatments.

For patients, understanding the critical role of ORS means the difference between a transient illness and 

a potentially life-threatening event. Education on proper preparation and administration is not merely a 

suggestion; it is a public health imperative. The accessibility of ORS, whether through pharmacies or public 

health initiatives, directly impacts its effectiveness in mitigating outbreaks.

The pharmaceutical industry, while often focused on novel drug development, has a continued responsibility 

to ensure the availability and affordability of high-quality ORS formulations. This includes not just the standard 

sachets, but also palatable options that encourage compliance across diverse patient populations. The return 

on investment for such a basic product is measured not in profit margins, but in lives saved and healthcare 

burdens averted.

Still, the reliance on ORS highlights a broader issue: the persistent challenge of diarrhoeal diseases globally. 

While ORS manages the symptoms, it does not prevent the infection. Investment in improved sanitation, clean 

water infrastructure, and vaccine development remains crucial to truly diminish the burden of these common, 

yet preventable, illnesses.
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