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What if you couldn’t eat bread? Or pasta? Or cookies? What 
if you couldn’t eat anything containing wheat, rye and barley 
because of gluten, a protein found in these grains? You would 
be among the millions of American who get gas, diarrhea and 
other symptoms whenever they eat foods with gluten. The 
condition is called celiac disease, and many people who have 
it don’t even realize it.

Celiac disease shouldn’t be ignored, though. It can lead to 
malnutrition, osteoporosis and other serious problems. The 
only treatment is to eliminate gluten from your diet. 

When people with celiac disease eat things with gluten, their 
immune system attacks their small intestine. This attack 
damages and can even destroy the tiny finger-like structures 
called villi that line the small intestine. Without healthy villi, 
which normally allow nutrients from food to be absorbed 

into your bloodstream, your body can’t get enough nutrients 
no matter how much food you eat. The resulting malnutrition 
can be a serious problem—particularly for children, who 
need adequate nutrition to grow and develop properly.

How Do You Know If You Have It?

The symptoms of celiac disease can vary. Symptoms range 
from gas, diarrhea and belly pain to delayed growth, certain 
skin rashes, infertility and osteoporosis. The symptoms can be 
similar to those of several other diseases, so diagnosing celiac 
disease is sometimes difficult. Some people with the disease 
don’t even have any symptoms. With or without symptoms, 
people with celiac disease are at risk for the complications 
of the disease. The longer a person with celiac disease goes 
undiagnosed and untreated, the greater their chance of 
developing malnutrition and other serious problems.

Of Guts & Gluten
A CLOSER LOOK AT CELIAC DISEASE

Wellness Council of America 17002 Marcy Street, Suite 140 | Omaha, NE 68118 
Phone: 402.827.3590 | Fax: 402.827.3594 | www.welcoa.org

ON NEXT PAGE
CONTINUED

http://www.welcoa.org


W E L C O A ’ S  O N L I N E  S E L F - C A R E  B U L L E T I N

If you suspect you have celiac disease, see your doctor for a diagnosis as soon as 
you can. They can draw blood and measure the levels of molecules made by your 
immune system that attack your small intestine. Before being tested, continue to eat 
a regular diet that includes foods with gluten. If you stop eating these foods before 
being tested, the results may be negative for celiac disease even if you have it.

If your tests and symptoms suggest celiac disease, your 
doctor will likely perform a small-bowel biopsy, 
during which a tiny piece of tissue from the small 
intestine is removed to check for damage to the 
villi.

Treating Celiac Disease

The good news if you’re diagnosed with 
celiac disease is that following a gluten-free 
diet will stop symptoms, heal existing 
intestinal damage and prevent further 
damage for most people with the illness. 
Improvements usually begin within 
days of eliminating gluten. The 
small intestine usually heals 
completely within months in 
children and young adults, and 
within two years for older 
adults.

People with celiac disease 
need to eliminate gluten for 
the rest of their lives, not 
just until they’re healed. 
Eating any gluten, no matter 
how little, can damage your 
small intestine again, whether 
or not you have noticeable 
symptoms. Newly diagnosed 
people and their families may 
find support groups helpful 
as they all learn to adjust to 
this new way of life. With 
practice, looking for gluten 
becomes second nature.

HOW TO RECOGNIZE 
CELIAC DISEASE

Celiac disease affects people differently. One 
person might have diarrhea and belly pain, 
while another may be irritable or depressed. 
In fact, irritability is one of the most common 
symptoms in children. Symptoms of celiac 
disease may include one or more of the 
following:

• Gas

• Recurring bloating, belly pain

• Chronic diarrhea

• Pale, foul-smelling or fatty stool

• Weight loss or weight gain

• Fatigue

• Unexplained anemia (lower red blood cell 
counts causing fatigue)

• Bone or joint pain

• Bone loss or weakening

• Behavioral changes

• Tingling numbness in the legs (from nerve 
damage)

• Muscle cramps

• Seizures

• Missed menstrual periods (often because of 
excessive weight loss)

• Infertility, recurrent miscarriage

• Delayed growth

• Failure to thrive (in infants)

• Pale sores inside the mouth

• Tooth discoloration or loss of enamel
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