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Infections in early life associated with
increased risk for celiac disease

June 20 2017

Infections during infancy are associated with increased risk for gluten
intolerance (celiac disease) later on. Apparently the risk is particularly
high in the case of repeated gastrointestinal infections in the first year of
life. This conclusion was drawn by scientists of the Institute for Diabetes
Research at Helmholtz Zentrum Miinchen, a partner in the German
Center for Diabetes Research (DZD), after analyzing data provided by
the Bavarian Association of Statutory Health Insurance Physicians.
Results from this study have now been published in the current issue of
the American Journal of Epidemiology.

In previous publications, a team of scientists led by Professor Anette-
Gabriele Ziegler had already demonstrated an association between
infections in early childhood and the development of type 1 diabetes.
The highest risk for type 1 diabetes was observed in children with
repeated respiratory infections in the first six months of life.

The current study showed that the risk of developing celiac disease is
particularly high when gastrointestinal tract infections occur during the
first year of life. To a lesser extent, an increased risk of disease was also
demonstrated in connection with early respiratory tract infections. "Our
data do not allow a conclusion whether the observed associations are
causal or are based on changes in the microbiome or specific immune
responses", said first author Dr. Andreas Beyerlein, commenting on the
results. "However, it seems that the increased risk of celiac disease 1s
associated with a permanent inflammation of the gastrointestinal tract in
early childhood and is not caused by a specific viral or bacterial
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pathogen."

The scientists analyzed fully anonymized data provided by the Bavarian
Association of Statutory Health Insurance Physicians (Kassenérztliche
Vereinigung Bayern) of 295,420 children who were born between 2005
and 2007. Medically attended infections from birth until a median age of
8.5 years were considered in the analysis. A total of 853 children
developed gluten intolerance, equivalent to 0.3 percent.

More information: Andreas Beyerlein et al. Infections in early Life
and development of celiac disease, American Journal of Epidemiology
(2017). DOI: 10.1093/aje/kwx190
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