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antibodies and endomysial antibodies
whenever there is even a remote
chance of coeliac disease.
• tTG is an enzyme involved in healing,
which also reacts with peptides in
gluten. In coeliac disease, IgA
antibodies are produced to tTG, which
can be detected by ELISA tests. The
use of recombinant human tTG
provides the greatest specificity 
and sensitivity.
•The presence of endomysial
antibodies, detected by
immunohistochemistry, is used to
confirm positive tTG tests.

Both antibodies are highly specific
and sensitive, unlike gliadin antibodies.
High levels are found only in patients
with coeliac disease, although
borderline levels are less specific.

The main cause of a false-negative
result is comorbid selective IgA
deficiency. This is found in 1-2% of the
UK population and does not produce
any other significant abnormality.
Measurement of total IgA levels will
detect this condition; IgG class tTG
and endomysial antibodies will then
usually be found if the patient has
coeliac disease.

Referral to a gastroenterologist is
essential in patients with a positive
antibody test, or when coeliac disease
is strongly suspected from symptoms
and the serology is negative. »

Children aged seven with
undiagnosed coeliac disease are
shorter, weigh less and are more likely
to have had diarrhoea. The prevalence
in this age group is about 1%, indicating
that the condition begins earlier in life.5

Dermatitis herpetiformis, a
characteristic itchy rash on the upper
body, is usually associated with coeliac
disease. Mouth ulcers are also 
more common.

Mild abnormalities in liver function
tests are often found in patients with
coeliac disease and occasionally
patients will present with disorders
of mineral metabolism. Coeliac disease
is also prevalent in patients with a
number of other conditions, especially
other autoimmune disorders such as
type 1 diabetes and thyroid disease,
presenting as either hyper- or
hypothyroidism (see table 1, above).

Coeliac disease has a strong genetic
component. About 10% of first-degree
relatives of a patient with coeliac
disease will also have the condition.
Testing should be performed routinely
if coeliac disease is suspected in a
patient with a family member who has
the condition. 

DIAGNOSIS
The initial diagnosis of coeliac disease
can now be made easily with simple
blood tests. Patients should be tested
for tissue transglutaminase (tTG)

FIGURE 1
Dermatitis
herpetiformis, a
characteristic itchy
rash on the upper
body, is usually
associated with
coeliac disease
Pulse Picture Library

Table 1 

Presentation of coeliac disease
Possible presentations:
• Anaemia (low iron, folate 
and/or B

12
)

• Fatigue
• Bloating
• Diarrhoea (frequency, unformed
stools, steatorrhoea)
• Delayed growth in children
• Dermatitis herpetiformis
• Transaminasaemia
• Hypocalcaemia
• Ataxia
• Recurrent mouth ulcers

Conditions where coeliac disease
is more common:
• Chronic anaemia
• Irritable bowel syndrome
• Type 1 diabetes
• Autoimmune thyroid disease
• Osteoporosis
• Turner's syndrome
• Down's syndrome
• First-degree relative of a patient
with known coeliac disease

Not all patients have diarrhoea or
are underweight; many are actually
overweight.

The majority of patients with coeliac
disease remain undiagnosed. This is
the so-called “coeliac iceberg” – only
10% of cases have been recognised.

This figure comes from population
studies using specific antibodies.
Several case-finding studies have been
carried out in general practice. One
study, in Central England, found 30
new cases in the first 1,000 adult
patients with possible presentations
that could be due to undiagnosed
coeliac disease who were screened.1

Of these newly diagnosed patients,
50% had a history of anaemia and
most had non-gastrointestinal
symptoms, such as feeling “tired 
all the time”.

Another cross-sectional study, from
Yorkshire,2 found an overall prevalence
of 1%, with higher prevalences in
patients with iron-deficiency anaemia,
irritable bowel syndrome and fatigue.
A similar prevalence was found in 
a large Cambridge general 
practice survey.3

People with occult undiagnosed
coeliac disease detected in large
population studies show lower values
for haemoglobin, hip bone mineral
density, body mass index and
cholesterol.4
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