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What Is Gluten?

Gluten is a protein found in grains
such as wheat, rye, barley, some oats
(via contamination during processing)
and foods made from these grains (e.g.,
breads, pastas, pastries, crackers, gra-
nola and cereals). It is also found in a
variety of processed foods such as soy
sauce, lunch meats and energy/granola
bars [1]. Gluten is derived from the
Latin word “glue” in that it acts as the
“glue of food” by helping foods stick
together to keep their shape. This
protein also helps bread rise and
contributes to its chewiness [2].

Gluten as Part of a
Healthy Diet

Gluten-containing foods can have
beneficial properties [3]. Whole grains
that contain gluten can also provide a
good source of fiber, vitamins and
minerals for gut health [4].

Can Gluten Be Harmful?

For most people, gluten is safe to
consume, but others may experience
negative effects. The popular press
has labeled gluten as an unhealthy
protein, but this is not always the case.
Gluten only negatively affects those
with gluten-related health conditions.
The three most prevalent gluten-
related health conditions include
gluten sensitivity, wheat allergies
and celiac disease.

Non-celiac gluten sensitivity:
Individuals with a non-celiac glu-
ten sensitivity may have a negative
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response to gluten-containing
products but do not experience intes-
tinal damage or allergic reactions to
gluten directly [5].

Wheat allergy: Wheat
allergies are characterized by a
reaction to wheat proteins, including
but not limited to gluten, and are
frequently developed during early
infancy or toddlerhood [6]. People
with wheat allergies must avoid foods
containing wheat, even in very small
amounts, to prevent allergic reactions.

Celiac disease: Celiac disease is
an autoimmune disorder that affects
less than 1 percent of the population
[3]. The small intestine produces an
immune response to gluten which
damages the lining and results in
decreased nutrient absorption [6].
People with celiac disease must avoid
gluten, even in miniscule amounts, to
prevent intestinal damage.

Is a Gluten-Free Diet
Beneficial?

People with gluten-related
conditions must avoid gluten, but
many people think it is beneficial for a
healthy person to be on a gluten-free
diet. Approximately 30 percent of
Americans have reported trying a
gluten-free diet [4]. It is important to
evaluate the true health benefits of a
gluten-free diet, because gluten-free
foods cost approximately 200 percent
more than equivalent gluten-
containing products [3].

Healthy people who avoid
gluten may experience weight loss
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and increased good cholesterol (HDL cholesterol) [4].
However, it is important to note that these benefits
are likely due to the avoidance of baked and fried foods
which lowers fat and calorie intake. For example,
gluten-free diets commonly include fruits and vegeta-
bles, while excluding highly processed, high calorie,
high fat foods such as refined carbohydrates (e.g.,
pastries, cakes and pizza). Research has shown that
gluten-free products are not healthier than their
gluten-containing counterparts [3]. In a study with
47 men and women following a gluten-free diet, men
and women did not meet the recommended intake

of calcium or fiber [8]. Overall, adults following a
gluten-free diet do not consume enough nutrient-rich
foods to meet all nutritional recommendations [8].

If you are interested in improving the
healthfulness of your diet, the table at right lists
good (or healthy) gluten-containing and gluten-free
options to add to your diet.

On August 2, 2013, the FDA issued a final rule
defining “gluten-free” for food labeling, which will help
consumers, especially those living with celiac disease,
be confident that items labeled “gluten-free” meet a
defined standard for gluten content. As of August 5,
2014, foods with a “gluten-free” claim on the label
must comply with the requirement that the food is
inherently gluten-free or does not contain an
ingredient that is:

e a gluten-containing grain;
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Healthy Gluten and Gluten-Free Food Options [9]

Gluten-Free Foods Foods Containing Gluten

Fruits Whole grain pasta

Vegetables Whole grain breads

Eggs Whole grain breakfast cereals

Fish Protein/granola bars

Poultry Low-sodium lunch meats

Whole Grains Soups

= elies Low-sodium soy sauce

— Brown/black/red rice Y

— Corn Dairy products as an additive

— Sorghum or thickener

B — Flavored Greek yogurts
eans — Chocolate milk

s Most sauces and dressings

Potatoes

e derived from a gluten-containing grain that has
not been processed to remove gluten (e.g., wheat
flour); or

e derived from a gluten-containing grain that has
been processed to remove gluten (e.g., wheat
starch), if the use of that ingredient results in the
presence of 20 parts per million (ppm) or more
gluten in the food.

Also, any unavoidable presence of gluten in the
food must be less than 20 ppm.
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