
The Gluten-Free Effect on Athletes:

Improving Performance Through Diet

×××Ȣ#ÅÌÉÁÃ#ÅÎÔÒÁÌȢÏÒÇ   2ÅÓÔÏÒÉÎÇ (ÅÁÌÔÈ ȣ 2ÅÃÌÁÉÍÉÎÇ ,ÉÖÅÓȢ  
National Foundation for Celiac Awareness 2010.  All rights reserved.

Brought to you by Blue Diamond Growers



Welcome!
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Erin Elberson, PT

Nutrition, fitness and fun.

ÅMasterôs in Physical Therapy

ÅBachelorôs in Health Sciences

ÅGREAT Allied Health Professional

ÅDiagnosed Celiac since 2004

Blog: 

www.GlutenFreeFitness.com

Tips:

Gluten Free and Fit 101



· Are there any symptoms of undiagnosed celiac disease common 

among athletes?

·Why do you notice improvement after diagnosis and treatment?

·What can we learn from case studies and newsworthy performances?

· How can I stay gluten-free and keep training? 

·What are some tips for smart and safe nutrition in and out of the 

sports arena?

· Answers to YOUR questions!

On Tonightõs Plateé
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Celiac Symptoms 101
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GI 

Manifestations
ÅDiarrhea

ÅAbdominal 

pain/distention

ÅVomiting

ÅConstipation

ÅGas

ÅWeight loss or weight 

gain

Non-GI 

Manifestations
ÅDermatitis Herpetiformis

ÅFatigue

ÅOsteoporosis

ÅDental enamel defects

ÅDevelopmental delays

ÅAnxiety and depression

ÅElectrolyte imbalance

ÅInfertility

ÅAmenorrhea

ÅMiscarriages

ÅTingling and numbness 

in extremities (peripheral 

neuropathy)

ÅIron deficiency anemia      

(may notice bruising)



Lack of correct diagnosis can cause:

Ą Incorrect diagnoses of other conditions

Ą Complications of celiac

ĄAssumptions regarding symptoms
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·IBS 

Ɓaka òIõm Bloody 
Stumpedó

·òNervous Stomachó

·òItõs all in your headó

·High strung athlete
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Incorrect Diagnoses



·Malabsorption of nutrients can lead to issues that 

are not generally associated with digestive 

problems such as:

¶Injuries that do not heal well or quickly

¶Impaired recovery from training 

¶Electrolyte imbalance leading to cramping 
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Complications of Celiac



·Hard training athletes frequently are very goal 

oriented and continue training despite feeling 

poorly

·Symptoms may not be taken seriously

·Weight loss can be assumed to be part of training

·Eating disorders may be suspected due to weight 

loss, amenorrhea, bruising
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Assumptions!



Once a diagnosis of 

celiac disease or gluten 

intolerance has been 

established, your food 

starts to go to good 

use!

Fortunatelyé
a (manageable) treatment exists!
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Feeling Better = Performing Better
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Proper Absorption of Nutritioné

1. Moving to naturally gluten-free food can increase micro-

nutrient and vitamin content of the diet by incorporating more 

whole foods.

Å Fruits & Veggies

Å Nuts & legumes

Å Whole (naturally gluten-free!) grains such as quinoa, brown rice, 

amaranth

2. Increased awareness of food intake can improve overall diet 

composition with less nutritionally dense processed food.



3. Injuries may heal faster due to improved nutritional absorption. 

4. Fatigue can be decreased and/or eliminated with inclusion of rest 

and periodization principles along with diet.

Å Cycling of seasonal training

Å Incorporation of active rest days and techniques 

Å Importance of nutrition in recovery

Proper Absorption of Nutritioné

Feeling Better = Performing Better
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ÅEducated sports medicine staff have ability to:

1. Identify symptoms

2. Manage athlete effectively

Case Studies:
What is there to know?
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ÅAdjust to gluten-free diet

ÅPerform at best

ÅMaintain high quality of life



·GREAT Program for                                     

Allied Health Professionals

·Occupational Therapists &                     

Physical Therapists
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Education = Solution



#1: Collegiate Tennis Player

Journal of Athletic Training, Leone et al., 2005

ÅFemale 20 year old

ÅComplaints of back pain, fatigue, muscle aches and diarrhea

ÅFully participated in National Collegiate Athletic Association Division 1 

despite undiagnosed celiac disease

ÅPositive blood test but unable to undergo intestinal biopsy due to  

physician disagreement

ÅImplemented gluten-free diet 

ÅMarked decrease in fatigue and back and muscle pain
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#2: Collegiate Volleyball Player

Journal of Athletic Training, Eberman & Cleary, 2005

·Female in National Collegiate Athletics Association Division 1 

·Complaints of diarrhea and fatigue

·Weight loss of ~18 lbs in first 20 days of training

·Initial assumption of eating disorder

ÅSevere fatigue affecting athletics, academics and everyday activity

ÅAfter diagnosis required some time to correct nutritional deficiencies 

before return to sport

ÅAthletic performance improved and exceeded pre-illness status
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·Gluten-free portrayed as a òtrendó or 

òfad dietó

·Claims to:

ÅEase GI upset leading up to or during event

ÅMinimize hypoglycemic effect  that intense 

exercise can cause

ÅSustain blood-sugar levels

Who is there to assist?
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In The Newsé


