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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION. Gluten-free diets have gained considerable attention among the general public. As a result many people may have questions about the health effects and/or benefits of gluten-free diets. The following is a review of: What is gluten? Who should follow a gluten-free diet? Is a gluten-free diet for everyone? and Gluten-free diets and weight loss.
With the rising popularity of gluten-free diets and the wide variety of products catering to the lifestyle, it might make you wonder if you are missing out on something important. For most of us, the short answer to that question is no. 

What is Gluten?

Gluten is proteins contained in certain grains such as wheat, rye and barley. These proteins enhance the taste and texture of foods, and are found in a wide variety of foods like ice cream, French fries and even ketchup. 

Who Should Follow a Gluten-Free Diet?

For the majority of people, gluten is absolutely harmless. However, there is a small percentage of the population that cannot tolerate this protein. About one percent of Americans battle celiac disease, an autoimmune condition that causes the body’s immune system to release antibodies that attack the intestines. Healthy intestines are needed to properly absorb nutrients, and over time celiac disease can lead to malnutrition.

The symptoms can be unpleasant – gas, bloating, diarrhea and weight loss or gain – and left untreated, the condition could lead to complications such as anemia, osteoporosis and neurological disorders.

Another estimated six percent of Americans are affected by non-celiac gluten sensitivity (NCGS), which also involves the immune system reacting to gluten, but does not produce dangerous antibodies. 

The only treatment for celiac disease and NCGS is a gluten-free diet. If you suspect you have either of these conditions, consult your health care provider. 

Is Gluten-Free Good for Everyone?

Gluten-free diets aren’t for everyone. Gluten-free diets are designed for individuals with specific diagnosed medical conditions. There is no nutritional advantage for a person not sensitive to gluten to follow a gluten-free diet. In fact, because gluten is found in so many foods, unnecessarily cutting gluten out of your diet may lead to deficiencies in important nutrients and fiber you would normally get from enriched and fortified cereals, bread and pasta.

Gluten-Free and Weight Loss

A gluten-free is not the same as a low-fat or low-calorie diet. If your goal is to lose weight or just maintain a healthy lifestyle, and you do not have a medical condition that prevents you from eating foods containing gluten, a well-balanced diet that includes lots of fruits and vegetables and features lean protein sources should help do the trick.

Outside of a medical condition like celiac disease that requires a specific diet, for good health, there isn’t really a substitute or short cut around eating right and exercising regularly. 

Gluten–Free Food Labeling

As previously mentioned, for people suffering from celiac disease or non-celiac gluten sensitivity the only treatment is a gluten-free diet. However, up until recently there were no U.S. standards or definitions for the use of “gluten-free” in food labeling. This left many consumers, especially those with health concerns, uncertain of a food’s gluten content.

However, in August, 2013 the U.S. Food and Drug Administration issued regulation defining the term “gluten-free” for voluntary food labeling, ensuring that now both food manufacturers and consumers will be speaking the same language. Food manufacturers have until August 2014, to comply with the new policy; however, many products may already meet the standard.

Specifically, the FDA regulation creates a uniform meaning for the term “gluten-free” throughout the food industry. In order to claim a product is gluten-free, it must meet all the requirements of the definition, including that it contains less than 20 parts per million of gluten. 

Other foods labeled as “no gluten,” “free of gluten” and “without gluten” also must meet the same threshold as items designated as “gluten-free.”

Beyond looking for clues on packaging, consumers of gluten-free products can check the list of ingredients on the nutrition label for guidance. If the label doesn’t clearly say the food item is free of gluten, check for ingredients such as wheat, rye, barley, malt, and brewer’s yeast.
