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Gluten Sensitivities

Do you have muscle cramps, headaches, ‘foggy mind’, fatigue, depression, numbness in the arms or legs, abdominal pain, rashes?  Does this sound like fibromyalgia? These are also symptoms of gluten sensitivity!  Up to 42% of people with FM feel their symptoms worsen after eating certain foods. You have probably heard about special diets that will “cure fibromyalgia.” Although there is no magic diet cure, people who have food sensitivities and allergies that cause or aggravate their FM symptoms could decrease those symptoms by avoiding specific foods.  

Most people think about food sensitivities affecting only the gut, causing cramping, diarrhea or constipation. While it is true that the gut is often involved, other body tissues can also be involved. Some food sensitivities don’t even have GI symptoms at all!
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One study (Sapone, 2012) cites the following symptoms for gluten sensitivity: 
· abdominal pain (68%); 
· eczema and/or rash (40%); 
· head-ache (35%);

· ‘foggy mind’(34%);
· fatigue (33%); 
· diarrhea (33%); 
· depression (22%); 
· anemia (20%); 
· numbness in the legs, arms or fingers 20%; 
· joint pain (11%)
Another source (Jackson, 2012) also includes peripheral neuropathy (e.g., carpal tunnel, cervical radiculopathy, etc.), myopathy (muscle pain), anxiety disorder, attention deficit disorder.

Evidence suggests that gluten intolerance may affect serotonin processing. Serotonin is an important neurotransmitter that is often abnormal in people with FM. This may be the mechanism by which food sensitivities aggravate or mimic FM.

There are several different gluten-related food sensitivities; understanding the differences might help you figure out if any apply to you. Gluten sensitivity (GS), neither an immune nor an autoimmune disorder, is diagnosed when patients present with gluten-triggered symptoms that are not wheat allergy or celiac disease – hence, it is a diagnosis by exclusion. The symptoms of GS are similar to celiac disease, but also include those listed earlier in this article. This means that GS includes many complaints outside the GI system. 

Celiac disease (CD), probably the best known gluten-related sensitivity, is an autoimmune disorder in which gluten triggers your body to attack its own intestinal lining cells. The autoimmune response in CD causes damage to the intestinal lining.  CD symptoms often gradually increase over several years but, after CD is present, symptoms can occur immediately after consumption of gluten. Symptoms of CD include diarrhea, weight loss, anemia, osteoporosis, arthritis, muscle pain, neurological symptoms and possible infertility. A blood test or bowel biopsy can be used to diagnose CD.

Wheat allergy (WA) triggers an immune response, but the target is the gluten in wheat rather than the intestinal lining cells. WA tends to affect infants and children who also have other food allergies. Symptoms of WA include a rapid (minutes to hours) allergic response which may present as GI or respiratory distress, or a skin reaction. As with any food allergy, the reaction can be anywhere from mild to life-threatening. This can be tested using standard allergy testing. This allergy is generally specific to wheat and people do not necessarily react to other gluten-containing grains such as rye or barley, or gluten-containing foods (see box). 

Irritable bowel syndrome, thought to be caused by overgrowth of intestinal bacteria, may be aggravated by gluten; symptoms include GI distress (diarrhea, constipation, cramps) along with headache and poor memory. Other, less common, reactions to gluten include dermatitis herpetiformis, which is a skin reaction to gluten. Also, gluten ataxia is a condition affecting people in their 50s who develop coordination and walking problems, but who typically have no GI symptoms. 
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Wheat, rye and barley all contain gluten. That means that most bread, pasta and pastries have gluten and wheat. Many unsuspecting foods also often contain gluten – see the box for a list of foods that might contain gluten. Some prescription medications may contain gluten.  Toothpaste, hair products or cosmetics can contain gluten, but only those who are severely sensitive are likely to be bothered by external contact. 

For people with CD or WA, even contact with kitchen appliances that have contacted wheat can be a problem – such as a toaster, plastic and wooden utensils, and non-stick pans. People with GS are often not as sensitive to tiny amounts of gluten, and don’t have to be so strict.
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If you feel you may have gluten sensitivity, talk with your doctor about testing. Some can be diagnosed with blood tests, others with allergy skin tests, and others simply by trying an elimination diet (omitting that food). For more information about these disorders and how to go gluten-free, see the resources below:

Resources used:

· http://www.celiac.com 

· http://www.celiaccentral.org 

· Sapone A, et al. Spectrum of gluten-related disorders: consensus on new nomenclature and classification. BMC Medicine. 2012;10:13. Available at: http://www.biomedcentral.com/1741-7015/10/13 
· Pietzak M. Celiac disease, wheat allergy, and gluten sensitivity: when gluten free is not a fad. J Parenter Enteral Nutr. 2012:36:68S. Available online at: http://pen.sagepub.com/content/36/1_suppl/68S 
· Jackson JR, et al. Neurologic and psychiatric manifestations of celiac disease and gluten sensitivity. Psychiatr Q. 2012;83:91-102.

Other Links Between Food and FM

While gluten-sensitivity has received much publicity, other foods can cause FM-like symptoms. Lactose (dairy) intolerance can cause headache, vertigo, memory impairment, lethargy, muscle and joint pains, allergy, cardiac arrhythmia, mouth ulcers, and sore throat in addition to the expected GI distress, gas, or diarrhea.

Several nutritional deficiencies can also cause FM-like symptoms. Vitamin D deficiency, which is quite common among people who live in the dark north. Some studies have found 60-80% of people with FM had vitamin D deficiency. Symptoms include muscle pain, trouble concentrating, weakness, and depression. 

While there is no miracle cure diet for FM, people who have food sensitivities could potentially decrease FM symptoms by avoiding those foods. If you have not considered food sensitivity, it might be worth looking into.
Potsdam Support Group Meeting: 


The next meeting of the Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group will be at 6:30 pm on Monday, April 22nd. NOTE return to summer hours! The meeting will be a special session exploring tai chi, chi gung (qigong) and meditation as healing arts. Our guest speaker will be Pam March, certified instructor trained at The Boston Kung Fu Tai Chi Institute. She started practicing tai chi while in college and has been teaching since the late 1990s. This will be a participatory workshop; no experience needed. 

For information about the benefits of these arts in managing FM, see past newsletters: March, 2012 (meditation); August, 2010 (tai chi); September, 2008 (tai chi and chi gung) at www.people.clarkson.edu/~lnrussek/FMSG.
This newsletter is a joint effort of Clarkson University and Canton-Potsdam Hospital. If you would prefer to receive these newsletters electronically, please send your email address to gilberta@clarkson.edu. You can access current and previous Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group Newsletters on our web site: www.people.clarkson.edu/~lnrussek/FMSG
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Foods containing gluten:


White or wheat flour, triticale, semolina, spelt, wheat germ/bran. 


Foods made with wheat: 


pasta, bread, cookies, cakes, muffins, pastries, cereal, crackers, beer, gravy, dressings, sauces, flour tortillas, couscous. 


Surprising gluten sources: 


Soup (especially creamed), bouillon cubes, ice cream, fried foods, imitation fish, lunch meat and hot dogs, most chips, many candies, salad dressings, self-basting turkey, rice dinner mixes.  


(from American Diabetes Association, at � HYPERLINK "http://www.diabetes.org" �www.diabetes.org�) 








