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Celiac disease and fibromyalgia: Is there an 
association?
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Dear Editor,

It has been found that celiac disease (CD) and non-celiac glu-
ten sensitivity (NCGS) have a high prevalence in fibromyalgia 
(FM) patients (1-3). NCGS is a relatively new entity charac-
terized by gastrointestinal and extra-intestinal manifestations in 
the absence of CD or wheat allergy (3). It is different from CD 
because anti-transglutaminase (anti-tTG) or endomysial antibod-
ies (IgA-EmA) are lacking and the intestinal mucosa is normal or 
with mild abnormalities as increased intraepithelial lymphocytes 
in the absence of villous atrophy (3).

In patients with FM plus CD or NCGS, the treatment with 
gluten-free diet has shown to improve symptoms, including mus-
culoskeletal pain and fatigue (1). FM is a very difficult disease 
to treat. If the symptoms are significantly alleviated upon the 
exclusion of gluten from the diet, this form of treatment could 
be very interesting from the practical point of view. However, it 
may be difficult to know which patient would benefit from such 
approach. Not only the symptoms of CD and NCGS may be 
atypical and quite mild (2) as most FM patients have gastrointes-
tinal symptoms due to the high degree of association of FM with 
irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) (1,2). Indeed, there is a suspicion 
of underlying gluten sensitivity among patients with IBS and it 
has been shown that IBS patients have much higher prevalence 
of CD than the general population (2,4). So, IBS may be the link 
between CD and FM. 

Should we screen every FM patient for CD and NCGS? 
Data from literature is controversial (2,5,6). After approval of 
the local Committee for Ethics in Research and written consent 
from all participants, we investigated this issue by studying 
188 women for IgA EmA and IgG anti-tTG. In this sample, 94 
had FM according to the American College of Rheumatolo-
gy’s (ACR) diagnostic criteria (7) and 94 were healthy controls 
paired for age. IgA EmA was evaluated by indirect immunoflu-
orescence, using human umbilical cord as substrate and anti-hu-
man IgA fluorescent conjugated (INOVA, San Diego, USA). 
All samples were diluted to 1:2.5. Determination of IgG anti-
tTG was done by ELISA (Orgentec®, Germany). The cut-off 
point was of 10 U/mL, in accordance with the manufacturer’s 
instructions. 

Only one FM patient (1.1%) had positive IgG anti-tTG test 
(titer 21 UI/ml). None of the patients were positive to IgA EmA. 
All healthy controls were negative for both antibodies. The pos-
itive patient was submitted to gastrointestinal endoscopy with 
small bowel biopsy. Result was considered to be histologically 
normal (relationship villus-crypt of 3:1 and with 15 lympho-
cytes/100 cells).

According to the results presented above, we found out that 
it is not worthwhile to screen every FM patients for CD. Our 
findings are different from those of Rodrigo et al., who estab-
lished a 7% prevalence of CD and 56% of lymphocytic enteritis 
in duodenal biopsies corresponding to a Marsh type 1 lesion 
studying 104 FM patients with associated IBS (2). Zipser et al. 
(5), investigating 134 CD patients, found FM in 9% of them, 
while the prevalence of FM in general population is estimated 
to reach 5% (8). On the other hand, Tovoli et al. (6) described 
that the overall prevalence of CD in FM patients was similar to 
that expected otherwise, as we did. These discrepancies may 
be explained by the fact that the prevalence of CD in general 
population varies according to the geographical localization as 
this disease has genetic influence and is more common in people 
bearing HLA DQ2 and HLA DQ8 (9).

We concluded that searching for CD in FM patients is 
not cost-effective and that this workup should be reserved 
only for those with any other clue to these gastrointestinal 
diseases.
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