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What is Coeliac Disease?

Some people are sensitive to a protein in cereals called gluten. Sensitivity 
to gluten can damage the lining of the upper part of the intestine which 
impairs its ability to absorb nutrients from food. The disease has been 
recognised in children for many years, although we are now diagnosing 
it in adults more often. When someone is diagnosed with Coeliac 
Disease, it is important to look for the condition in other family members 
as relatives may already be affected.

What are the symptoms of Coeliac Disease?

Coeliac disease is often discovered when someone is anaemic, short of 
iron or folic acid. Less commonly, adults can have diarrhoea or weight 
loss but many sufferers have little or no bowel disturbances. It is also 
possible for patients to develop bone disorders due to problems 
absorbing vitamins and calcium that are caused by the condition. Many 
people with gluten sensitivity have few or no symptoms and the 
condition remains unrecognised. In these circumstances, it is picked up 
when a close relative is diagnosed or an unexpected blood test result 
leads to further investigation.

How do you find out if you have Coeliac Disease?

To find out if someone has Coeliac Disease we run a number of tests.
The first of these are usually blood tests. These are helpful in detecting 
the body’s reaction to gluten or as an indication of intestinal damage.

Other blood tests indicate deficiencies of iron, vitamins such as folic acid 
and minerals such as calcium. The blood tests are useful for testing 
relatives or to suggest that gluten sensitivity may be the cause of 
symptoms or nutrient deficiency. These blood tests do not make the 
diagnosis but do indicate whether we need to move onto the second 
stage of testing by taking a biopsy.
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To take a biopsy, we need to give you a gastroscopy. A gastroscopy is 
an investigation in which we can see the inside of your digestive system. 
We will take a biopsy (the removal of a very small sample of tissue from 
the lining of your intestine) during your gastroscopy. If the biopsy is 
abnormal, we may do a second one after you have started your 
treatment. This is to check that your intestinal surface returns to normal. 
The biopsy is the test that confirms whether or not you have a gluten 
sensitivity and therefore Coeliac Disease.

How do you treat Coeliac Disease?

The changes in the lining of the intestine that cause you problems will 
improve or disappear if you avoid eating food and drink containing 
gluten.

This includes any food that has the following things in it:

• wheat
• rye
• barley
• oat

To remove gluten from all your food and drink is difficult because it is 
present in all sorts of foods. For instance:

• bread
• biscuits
• cakes
• pastries
• breakfast cereals
• pasta
• beer
• most soups, sauces and puddings
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Gluten-free flour, bread, biscuits and pasta are available on prescription 
by the doctor and a list of gluten-free foods is available from 
manufacturers.

Keeping to a strict gluten-free diet is extremely important and requires 
some determination. This is because, although the inflammation will 
heal with a gluten-free diet, it will return as soon as you eat gluten 
again.

Having to follow a gluten-free diet will affect all your meal 
arrangements within your family. It can also make eating in restaurants 
and with friends very difficult. The Coeliac Society can help you deal 
with and minimise these problems. If you would like their help, support 
and advice please contact them at:

Coeliac UK
3rd Floor, Apollo Centre
Desborough Road
High Wycombe
Bucks                             
HP11 2QW 

01494 437 278
www.coeliac.co.uk                  

Alternative formats can be available on request.
Please email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net
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