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This Month’s Focus: Gluten Free–What’s the Buzz? 
Everywhere you turn, more foods claim to be “gluten-free.” At the supermarket and at 
restaurants, gluten-free options are now available and promoted to the growing number of 
people who want them. Increasingly, consumers are trying and buying these products. 
Why? Do we have an increase in the number of people with celiac disease? Are more 
people sensitive to gluten? Or 
is it a passing fad? As 
nutrition educators, we are 
sometimes asked to weigh in 
on the merits of gluten-free 
eating. In this month’s issue of 
Energize for Nutrition 
Educators, we will provide an 
overview of the nutritional 
science behind the reasons 
for eating gluten-free, and will 
list resources for you and the 
people you serve.  
Making Sense of Why More 
Consumers Are Eating More Gluten-Free Foods 
A gluten-free diet is essential for people with celiac disease, yet other people choose 
gluten-free foods because they say a gluten-free diet makes them feel better. Here’s a 
description of some of the reasons that may explain why. 
Celiac disease affects about one percent of the US population. About one-third of the 
population carries the gene that predisposes them for celiac disease, and since nearly 
everyone consumes gluten, most of these people never get celiac disease. Something 
triggers it: injury to the intestine, infection, surgery, or drugs. Someone who does have 
celiac disease and continues to eat gluten gets chronic inflammation of the intestine, and 
that inflammation produces chemical messengers called cytokines that make people feel 
lousy. The inflammation damages the lining of the intestine, making it difficult to absorb 
nutrients from food. This can then lead to anemia, osteoporosis, and other nutrient-
deficiency diseases. Only a doctor’s diagnosis can say for sure if someone has celiac 
disease, which then means a lifetime of a gluten-free diet. Doctors stress that in order for 
testing for celiac disease to accurately detect the antibody for the disease, the patient 
must be consuming gluten. So, someone who guesses they might have celiac disease 
and stops eating gluten-containing foods could completely miss the diagnosis. 
Non-celiac gluten intolerance (or sensitivity) is under debate in the medical 
community, but patients who have celiac-like symptoms (or symptoms for irritable bowel 
disease) but don’t have the genes for celiac disease or the antibodies for celiac often do 
better on a gluten-free diet. 
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contact your local DSHS Community Service Office.  
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Gluten-free pancakes. Image reprinted with permission from 
www.texanerin.com and www.healthyaperture.com/categories/.  

Wheat allergy is a different story altogether. One of the top eight food allergies in the US, the symptoms of this allergic reaction are 
generally rashes, wheezing, lip swelling, and sometimes abdominal pain. 
Placebo effect can happen with a gluten-free diet. People say they feel better, which may be because they are eating less or eat less 
junk food (which often contains gluten). 
What is gluten anyway? It’s a protein comprised of gliadin and glutenin, found in certain grains, particularly wheat but also rye, and 
barley. Label-reading is crucial since derivatives of these foods are found in many unlikely sources: seasoning blends, soy sauce, 
pudding mix, and beer. Although the FDA proposed a definition in 2007 for labeling foods “gluten-free,” it has not been finalized, so a 
packaged that reads “gluten-free” may not be. 
A risk of consuming a gluten-free diet is not getting enough nutrients for health, including less fiber and vitamins. Many gluten-free 
foods are not fortified. 
What’s a nutrition educator to do? You can’t argue with someone who genuinely says they feel better eating gluten-free, so guiding 
them to healthful choices is always a good tactic. Nutritious foods that are naturally gluten-free include fruits, vegetables, meats, beans, 
nuts, dairy, potatoes, and rice. Processed foods can be the culprit, with gluten-containing ingredients used in their manufacture. 
(See sources for the above summary at the end of this newsletter.) 
Steady Trend or Food Fad? Only about one in ten people who purchase gluten-free products do so for treatment of celiac disease. 
The Hartman Group, a Washington State based consumer and food trend research company, says that these consumers are 
interested in health and wellness or ascetic eating practices, and some are simply fad dieters looking for the “flavor of the month” food 
trend. The Hartman Group comments that the food patterns of Indian, Mexican, and most Asian cuisines tend to be gluten-free anyway. 
To make gluten-free analogs in other foods that ordinarily use wheat flour, very high-carbohydrate ingredients are used (such as 
potato, corn, or tapioca starches), which actually lead to spikes in a person’s glycemic index as a result of the lack of dietary fiber. They 
doubt that this way of eating will become a mainstream food trend. Source: Making Sense of the Gluten-Free Trend and Looking 
Ahead Ingredient Trends 2012 webinar, both by the Hartman Group. 

Gluten-Free Recipes with Photos – For gluten-free recipes that are both 
healthful and attractive, go to www.healthyaperture.com/categories/. 
Recipes on this site have been submitted by Registered Dietitians and are 
screened by Healthy Aperture’s editorial team of professionals who have 
experience in the fields of nutrition, recipe development, food styling and 
food photography. Recipes must meet their standards for not just nutrition, 
but also beauty. The site has two categories of interest for this issue of 
Energize newsletter: Gluten Free and Gluten Free Ratio Rally. 
Useful Websites about Celiac Disease and Gluten-Free Foods – The 
websites below are helpful resources for nutrition educators who seek 
information and resources about gluten-free diets. (Listing these resources 
does not imply that the Energize Newsletter editorial team endorses all of 
the nutrition information on each site.)  

§ American Dietetic Association Pocket Guide to Gluten-Free Strategies for Clients with Multiple Diet Restrictions by Tricia 
Thompson, a Registered Dietitian. This book provides evidence-based information needed to combine a gluten-free diet with 
restricted diets such as food allergies, diabetes, and lactose intolerance. Also available: Easy Gluten-Free: Expert Nutrition 
Advice with More than 100 Recipes and Gluten-Free Basics brochure. All three at www.eatright.org/shop.   

 

§ The Food and Drug Administration’s consumer information about gluten-free diets and progress toward putting language to this 
effect on food package labels can be found at www.fda.gov/ForConsumers/ConsumerUpdates/ucm265212.htm. 

 

§ The Food Allergy and Anaphylaxis Network offers a downloadable handout telling how to read food labels for certain 
ingredients, including wheat, at www.foodallergy.org/files/HTRLsheet_2012.pdf . 

 

§ The Celiac Disease Foundation provides useful information and offers a gluten-free resource guide at www.celiac.org.  
 

§ The American Celiac Disease Alliance explains the difference between celiac disease, gluten sensitivity, and wheat allergy 
at http://americanceliac.org/celiac-disease. The site also offers guidance for individuals living with celiac disease. 
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Logo courtesy of USDA-SNAP 
Farmers Market program. 

IN THE MEDIA 
Weight of the Nation: Not Just Another Anti-Obesity Campaign – HBO has partnered with the Institutes of Medicine, Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), National Institutes of Health, the Dell Foundation, and Kaiser Permanente to create “The 
Weight of the Nation,” a new multi-part, multi-platform public health initiative targeting obesity. Both a documentary series and a family 
series will air on HBO. The initiative also includes a CDC conference for policy leaders, a social media campaign, a book, and 
community outreach toolkits that contain the films, discussion guides, and tips to make a difference in grassroots efforts. The four parts 
of the documentary include: 1) “Consequences” on the scope and consequences of the obesity epidemic; 2) “Choices” on the science 
of weight control; 3) “Children in Crisis” on school lunch, the decline of physical education, and advertising to children; and 4) 
“Challenges” on the food environment, including agriculture, racial and socioeconomic disparities, physical inactivity, American food 
culture, and more. For information including the dates and times that the documentaries will be aired on HBO, go 
to http://theweightofthenation.hbo.com. A trailer for the series can be found by searching for “Weight 
of the Nation” on YouTube.  

WASHINGTON GROWN 
Fresh This Month – Many of us welcome the month of May because that’s when our local farmers 
markets open for the season. Right now we will likely find rhubarb, spring greens, asparagus, peas 
and pea shoots, and vegetable starts. To locate a farmers market in your area, go to the Washington 
State Farmers’ Market Association’s website at www.wafarmersmarkets.com and click on Member 
Market Directory. Many vendors accept SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) benefits 
and participate in the WIC and Senior Nutrition Farmers’ Market Program. For more information about 
the SNAP-Farmers’ Market connection, go to www.fns.usda.gov/snap/ebt/fm.htm.  

DID YOU KNOW? 
Don’t freeze spices and herbs! According to a representative at World Spice at Pike Place Market, keeping them in the freezer destroys 
flavor because it pulls moisture out. Instead, they advise keeping them in an airtight container in a dark place without temperature 
fluctuations or humidity. A good spot is a kitchen cupboard away from the stove and microwave oven (because of the exposure to 
steam). Stored this way, ground herbs and spices last three to six months, and whole spices up to a year. In addition to World Spice, 
many supermarkets sell herbs and spices by the ounce, so a consumer may buy just what’s needed spending a lot of money on an 
entire jar. As nutrition educators know, one way to cut down on salt and fat in a food is by providing great flavor with herbs and spices. 
To read about the use and origin of many herbs and spices, including recipes, see www.worldspice.com. The website is a helpful 
source for people who wish to prepare traditional ethnic foods but have difficulty finding their cuisine’s herbs and spices at a local store. 
 
 
 

EAT TOGETHER EAT BETTER – Family Meals Focus 
Because our readers have told us that Family Meals is a hot topic, in the May 2011 issue we began a small section on recent news 
relating to this topic and our long-standing signature program, Eat Together, Eat Better. 
 
Family Meals Social Marketing Campaign a Success – More than 4,500 family meals have been pledge on a Facebook page 
dedicated to help families eat together more often. In a partnership between the California State PTA and the Dairy Council of 
California, a campaign was launched in September, during National Childhood Obesity Awareness Month in an effort to help 
parents improve family health by preparing more balanced meals at home. After making the pledge, families receive healthy recipes 

and tips for balanced family meals. The California State PTA included stories and blogs about family meals in its various newsletters and publications that go 
to district and local PTA chapters throughout the state. When Dairy Council staff began designing this campaign, they consulted with staff at WSU Extension 
and Washington State Dairy Council who have worked on an Eat Together, Eat Better campaign since 1996. To see the similarly named Eat Better, Eat 
Together Facebook page, click here: www.facebook.com/DairyCouncilofCalifornia/app_126653174102646. 
 
 
 

 
 
Sources used for Making Sense of Why More Consumers Are Eating More Gluten-Free Foods: 

1. WebMD: “Going gluten-free” www.webmd.com/digestive-disorders/celiac-disease/features/gluten-intolerance-against-grain. 
2. WebMD: “Gluten-free diet for celiac disease: www.webmd.com/digestive-disorders/celiac-disease/gluten-free-diet-for-celiac-disease. 
3. “Gluten-free confusion: Separating fact from fiction,” interview with Joseph Murray, MD, gastroenterologist at May Clinic and senior associate editor of Am J of 

Gastroenterology, in Nutrition Action, September 2011. 
4. “Gluten intolerance: Often a lifelong condition,” in American Dietetic Association Complete Food & Nutrition Guide, 4th edition, by Roberta 

Duyff, pages 564-567. 
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