EVERYDAY HEALTH

We Think It Is?

Is Gluten the Villain

Perhaps no dietary ingredient has been more
vilified in recent years than gluten, a group of
indigestible proteins found in wheat, rye, barley,
and triticale, a hybrid of wheat and rye.

Gluten is commonly blamed for a host of ailments, from bloat-
ing and gassiness to fatigue and headaches. But is it truly the
culprit? Dr. Sophie Balzora, a gastroenterologist at NYU Langone
Medical Center, addresses a few common misconceptions.

Gluten is inherently unhealthy.

FALSE. About one-third of Americans say that due to health
concerns, they want to reduce the amount of gluten they
consume, or eliminate it altogether. But Dr. Balzora believes
that many people may be needlessly restricting their diet.
“People are more health conscious today,” she notes, “and
somehow that health consciousness has translated into the
idea that gluten is unhealthy, which is something we're trying
to debunk.” In fact, gluten-containing whole grains provide
a valuable source of fiber, B-vitamins, and minerals, while
many gluten-free products lack such nutrients.

People who suspect they may have a gluten-related
disorder should eliminate gluten from their diet before
seeing their doctor.

FALSE. Eliminating gluten may not only strip your diet of
valuable nutrients, but also hinder the accuracy of tests for
celiac disease, a serious autoimmune condition in which gluten
signals the body to attack the lining of the small intestine. Celiac
disease affects about 1 in 141 people in the US. If left untreated, it
can lead to serious health problems like nutritional and vitamin
deficiencies, osteopotosis, infertility, and even lymphoma of the
small intestine in severe cases. “If someone suspects he or she
has a gluten-related condition, the first thing we must do is rule
out celiac disease with a blood test for certain antibodies,” ex-
plains Dr. Balzora. Unfortunately, adhering to a gluten-free diet
prior to testing can render these tests unreliable, which is why
it’s best to see a doctor before eliminating gluten from your diet.
A confirmed diagnosis is important, because people with celiac
disease need to know definitively that they will need to avoid all
gluten in their diet for the rest of their lives. These individuals
should also be assessed for vitamin deficiencies and other
celiac-related health issues. Depending on your symptoms, a

doctor may also want to test for a wheat allergy, a condition in

One-Third of Americans Say They Are Trying to Avoid Gluten. But Not So Fast . . .

CONTACT: To find a physician
who treats gluten allergy

or celiac disease, call NYU
Langone’s Physician Referral
Service at 888-769-8633.

Gluten Be Gone

If you suffer from celiac disease, eating even a morsel of
food that contains gluten can damage the lining of your
_small intestines. Here are some tips on how to go gluten-free:
. Scrutinize food labels for gluten-containing grains, Avoid
wheat-based ingredients. Gluten can also lurkin medica‘gions
(as a binder), pickles (if processed with malt vinegar), soy.
sauce, and licorice. : L : ;
= Shop for healthy alternatives: beans, fruits, vegétables. dairy,
nuts, and gluten-free grains like rice and quinoa. '

+ Eat a balanced diet. A diet overiy reliant on gluten-free
packaged food can deliver too much fat and sugar and too
little fiber, calcium, and iron. o

+ Beware of commercially processed oats, which may be
processed on machinery used for gl uten—containing'~grains. ;

which exposure to wheat causes allergic symptoms like hives,
wheezing, and even anaphylaxis.

Gluten sensitivity is synonymous with celiac disease.
FALSE. Not everyone with gluten sensitivity has celiac
disease. Recent studies suggest that some people may suffer
from a condition called nonceliac gluten sensitivity (NCGS).
Unlike those with celiac disease, however, people who have
NCGS do not necessarily need to stick to a strict 100%
gluten-free diet. “Tolerance varies,” explains Dr. Balzora.
“Conversely, in celiac disease, even the smallest amount of
gluten will cause damage over the long run.”

Celiac disease is overdiagnosed.

FALSE. In the US, an estimated 83% of people who suffer
from celiac disease are undiagnosed or misdiagnosed, While
celiac disease is four times more prevalent today than in the
1950s, the increase is simply too large to attribute to diagnostic
trends alone, says Dr. Balzora. “It's something we're looking
out for more today.” There are many theories about why celiac
disease is on the rise. It could stem from changes in the way
grains are grown or the ubiquity of gluten in today’s foods

(see box). The only thing that's known for certain is the serious
toll gluten takes on the lining of the small intestine in people
with celiac disease. “It’s crucial to impart to patients with
celiac disease that the mainstay of treatment is a lifelong, strict
gluten-free diet,” says Dr. Balzora. “Strict avoidance of gluten
allows the small intestine to heal and alleviates symptoms.” m
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