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Overweight? Obese?
Perhaps It’s Celiac Disease
By Sonia Kupfer, MD

Countless callers to the University of Chicago Celiac Disease
Center have mentioned that their doctor dismissed celiac
disease as a possible diagnosis because the caller was overweight or obese.
Many doctors have been trained to think
of celiac patients having a weight problem
in the sense that they have unexplained
weight loss, or are underweight. Relatively
few, it seems, actually consider celiac as
a possibility when the patient is actually
overweight or obese.
It may be surprising, in that case, to
realize that while celiac disease classically presents as malabsorptive diarrhea
and weight loss, between 22-32%, or up
to one in three of US adult celiac patients,
are overweight or obese.(1-3) The realization that weight issues are a real problem
among celiac patients led to a study out of
The University of Chicago, entitled High
Prevalence of Overweight and Obese
Adult Celiac Patients in the Midwestern
United States (4).
The goal of the study was threefold:
• Determine prevalence of overweight &
obese CD patients in the Midwestern US
• Compare patient characteristics across
body mass index (BMI) groups (age,
gender, time since diagnosis and number on gluten-free diet (GFD)
• Determine changes in BMI over time
• This study included patients in the
University of Chicago celiac patient
database between 2002 and 2011. It
included adults only (at least 18 years of
age), with a biopsy diagnosis and biopsy
findings of Marsh 3 (visit http://www.cu-

receliacdisease.org/email-newsletter to

see our Fall 2009 newsletter for an explanation of the Marsh scoring system),
with a recorded BMI (kg/meter squared)
It compared the prevalence of the BMI
categories in these celiac patients to the
Midwest adult BMI data from the 2007
National Health Interview Survey.

The first important finding is that we had
the highest rate of overweight or obese
celiac patients reported to date in the
United States. With a sample size of 258
patients, we found that 38% of them were
either overweight (26%) or obese (12%).
Over half of the patients (56.6%) had a
normal BMI, and just 5.4% of the patients
were underweight, a condition that many
health care practitioners erroneously
consider essential to a celiac diagnosis.
In comparison to the general population
in the Midwest, celiac patients had lower
rates of being overweight or obese (60%
versus 38%, respectively) and a higher
prevalence of underweight (1.6% versus
5.4%, respectively).
 	 One trend that we saw in our patient
population is that the younger the patient
was at the age of diagnosis, the more
likely his or her weight would be normal.
The mean age of diagnosis for the group
with the normal BMI was 35.4 years. The
mean age for those both underweight
and overweight was 38.1 years, and the
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obese group was diagnosed at a much
higher mean age of 46.3 years. There
were no differences in average BMI between those diagnosed less than a year
before compared to those over a year out
from diagnosis. There was a suggestion
of higher BMI in those on a gluten-free
diet compared to those who were not, but
this did not reach statistical significance.
On follow up visits, there was a significant
change in weight across the group: 9% of
the patient group had a positive change
in their BMI, while only 1.2% of the group
had a decrease in BMI.
 	 This study leads to several interesting
conclusions and questions about overweight and obese celiac patients. First, in
contrast to conventional wisdom, there is a
high prevalence of overweight and obese
adult patients with celiac disease in the
Midwestern United States. One year after
follow-up most of these patients gained
weight. Finally, adult celiac patients with
a BMI exceeding 30 are generally diagnosed at a later age. More work needs to
be done to investigate whether this is due
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to a less severe presentation of the disease, or due to the misconception that celiac disease patients are not obese. At our
Center, we are conducting further work in
this area to understand how BMI and other
factors affect risk of heart disease in celiac patients.

The Annual Free Celiac Blood Screening will take place at the
University of Chicago Medicine on Oct. 13. There are still a handful of

spaces left, so if you or a family member needs to be screened, please contact us right
away by clicking “Contact Us” on our website, www.cureceliacdisease.org. In your
email, let us know the following information:
•
•
•
•

Who the screening is for, and your relationship to that person
Why the person needs to be screened (symptoms, close relative with celiac, etc.)
Whether the person is on a gluten-free diet
If he or she was screened at our screening last year

We will get right back to you with more information about how to sign up. The event
also include a Q & A Panel with our doctors and dietitians, beginning at 10 a.m., and a
Gluten-Free Vendor Fair, opening at 8:30 a.m. The Q & A Panel and Fair do not require
pre-registration.
Thank you to Prometheus Laboratories and ThermoFisher Scientific, for donating the
tests to make this screening possible. We thank all our other vendors as well—their
support helps keep this event free and open to all.
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Mark Your Gluten-Free Calendar Now!
Gluten Free Calendar, an organization dedicated to hosting and
promoting awareness of gluten-free events across the country, has
arranged for a Gluten Free and Celiac Awareness Night with the
Chicago White Sox on September 29. In addition to discounted
tickets (embed this link behind the words “discounted tickets”): www.
whitesox.com/celiac) to the game (which starts at 3:10pm at
Cellular Field against the Tampa Bay Rays), there will be a free pregame party at Bacardi at the Park restaurant from 5:00-TK pm. All
proceeds from ticket sales will benefit The University of Chicago Celiac
Disease Center.

Stay tuned for a similar function with the Chicago Bulls in
the spring of 2013.

Upcoming Events and Activities at The
Care Package Program University of Chicago Celiac Disease Center
The Care Package Program is growing!
If you are recently diagnosed, with a
biopsy or according to newly published
diagnostic criteria, please contact us
through our website for a free Gluten-Free
Care Package. If you have a company
that might want to join the Care Package
Program as a sponsor, please contact us
as well. Thank you to all of our generous
Care Package sponsors! We could not
provide this resource without you.
Apple’s Bakery and Gluten-Free Kitchen
Bakery on Main
Betty Crocker
Bisquick
Bob’s Red Mill
Cabot Creamery
Chebe
Crunchmaster
Dr. Lucy’s Cookies
Dr. Schär
Enjoy Life Foods
Farmo
Glutino Food Group
Kettle Cuisine
Lärabars
Lifeway Foods
Namaste Foods
Pamela’s Products
Progresso
Rice Chex
Supervalu
Udi’s
Wildfire Restaurants

September 30, 2012: Visit our booth at Toronto’s first ever gluten-free expo. http://
glutenfreeexpo.ca/

October 1, 2012: Applications due for Annual Preceptorship Program. See our website
for more information. www.cureceliacdisease.org/medical-professionals/preceptors

October 7-9, 2012: Dietitians, please stop by our booth (#373) at the annual Food
& Nutrition Conference & Expo, and come hear Dr. Guandalini address the Expo on
October 7th at 10 a.m. on New Horizons in Preventing, Diagnosing and Treating Celiac
Disease-Gluten Related Disorders. www.eatright.org

October 13, 2012: Annual Free Blood Screening at the University of Chicago Celiac
Disease Center. Q&A Panel starts at 10 a.m., Vendor Fair opens at 8:30 a.m. All
events end at noon. Screening requires preregistration—the other events do not. www.
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November 5-9, 2012: Wildfire Week. Wildfire will hold a gluten-free dinner at a
different restaurant each night. Proceeds benefit the University of Chicago Celiac
Disease Center. For reservations, call (312) 787-9000. www.wildfirerestaurant.com/
events/gluten-free

November 13, 2012: Dr. Guandalini will be speaking in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, on Acute
Diarrhea in Children, Probiotics in Children and Recurrent Abdominal Pain.
February 9-10, 2013: We will be at the Gluten-Free Expo in San Francisco. Please
stop by! http://gfafexpo.com
April 5, 2013: Spring Flours again. We are already lining up wonderful restaurants
to participate in this amazing evening. Stay tuned and check for updates at www.
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September 22-25, 2013: The 15th International Celiac Disease Symposium will take
place in downtown Chicago. The meeting welcomes researchers, clinicians, patients and
professionals with an interest in celiac disease. Registraiton is open. Visit www.ICDS2013.
org for more information. If you are interested in exhibiting in the vendor fair, please
contact us at (773) 702-7593 or through www.cureceliacdisease.org
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Celiac Center
Doctors Receive
Honors
Dr. Guandalini was honored last May in
the Italian Society of Pediatrics, when
he was designated as a “Maestro della
pediatria italiana” (Master of Italian
Pediatrics) at a ceremony in Rome. He
and adult gastroenterologist Dr. Carol
Semrad were both listed as “Top Doctors”
in U.S. News and World Report.

Recent Events a Fabulous Success
The newly established Young Professionals Board of The
University of Chicago Celiac Disease Center held its first event at
Burger Bar on September 15. The event featured delicious burgers and gluten-

free buns and desserts, donated by DaLuciano’s, Rose’s Wheat Free Bakery & Cafe,
Cookie Bar, Confection Diva, Tru Sweets and Simple Squares. We thank the board for
all their hard work and efforts, as well as those who donated and came out to support
the event. Look for lots more from the Young Professionals Board in the future.

Our Annual Bocce & Bowling Event was held at Pinstripes in July.

The food was great, the games were challenging and the food was delicious. Thanks
to everyone who came out to support the University of Chicago Celiac Disease Center.
And of course, a huge thank you to the event chairs and volunteers who make all these
events possible, and the event donors : El’s Kitchen, Defloured Bakery, Chicago Pop
Stars, L&J Popcorn, Gimme Granola, Enjoy Life, Mama Jens, Kind Snacks, Evamour
Photography, Fitness19 and Sweet Ali’s.

Frequently Asked
Questions at Your
Fingertips
The University of Chicago Celiac
Disease Center has responded
to thousands of inquiries since
its founding; at last count we
were at 645 per month! We have
provided evidence-based answers
to hundreds of questions about
celiac disease and gluten-related
disorders. Now everyone can
access this wealth of information
in our newly launched Question
Bank on our website. The Question
Bank is incredibly user-friendly,
allowing users to see what the most
popular questions are or to search
by keyword or the use of a word
cloud. When you can’t find the
answer you are looking for, be sure
to use this dynamic and growing
resource.

Visit www.
cureceliacdisease.
org and check it out!

New Studies at the University of Chicago Celiac Disease Center :
> For Patients with Possible
Celiac Disease

Participants will take the survey every day for 8 weeks.
Participants will come to The University of Chicago Medical
Center in Hyde Park for a visit 5 times during the study.

Adults with positive screening blood tests for celiac disease
needed for a research study!
The University of Chicago Celiac Disease Center is beginning a
study to develop a new survey of symptoms of celiac disease.
To qualify for this study you must:
• Have a positive screening antibody test and intestinal biopsy to
confirm the diagnosis of celiac disease (recently performed or
planned).
• Have gastrointestinal symptoms or other symptoms of celiac
disease
• Be eating gluten (found in wheat, barley, and rye)
• Have internet and telephone access
Participants will take the survey every day for 12 weeks.
Participants will come to The University of Chicago Medical
Center in Hyde Park for a visit 5 times during the study.
For participation in this study you will receive $50 for each study
visit and phone calls that you complete, in the form of a check,
a total of $350. You will also be provided with parking passes to
cover the cost of each study visit.

> For Patients with Celiac
Disease
The University of Chicago Celiac Disease Center is beginning a
study to develop a new survey of symptoms of celiac disease. We
are looking for people with celiac disease to test the new survey
while eating a food with or without a small amount of gluten.

For participation in this study you will receive $75 for each study
visit and phone call that you complete, in the form of a check, a
total of $450. You will also be provided with parking passes to
cover the cost of each study visit.

> For Individuals with Refractory
Celiac Disease or Refractory
Sprue
Adults with refractory celiac disease needed for a research study.
Do you have celiac disease but continue to have symptoms
despite a strict gluten-free diet? Have you been diagnosed with
refractory celiac disease or refractory sprue? Dr. Bana Jabri, in
collaboration with Drs. Kupfer and Semrad, of The University of
Chicago Celiac Disease Center is launching a study to better
understand and identify potential therapies for individuals
diagnosed with refractory celiac disease.
To qualify for this study, you must be a patient at the University of
Chicago Medical Center or be willing to schedule a new patient
consultation at the University of Chicago Medical Center. You
must be diagnosed with refractory celiac disease, which is celiac
disease that does not respond to treatment with a gluten free diet.
Participation in this study would only add about 5 minutes to your
regularly scheduled appointment with your gastroenterologist.
There will be no direct benefit to you for participating in this study,
but your participation may provide information that could assist
with developing future therapies for individuals with refractory
celiac disease.

To qualify for this study you must:
• Be biopsy-diagnosed with celiac disease by an upper
endoscopy (EGD)
• Been on a gluten-free diet for at least 12 months
• Have internet and telephone access

To learn more about all of these studies, please email or call our research coordinator,
NurAlima Grandison, at ngrandison@uchicago.edu or (773) 702-3572.
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