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Microscopic Colitis in a Patient Previously Diagnosed with Celiac Disease 

Laura McEnerney, MD 
 

 

Case 
  
A 68-year-old woman presents with two months of watery, non-
bloody diarrhea. After diagnosis of Celiac disease, she has been 
on a gluten-free diet for the last 14 years. She worked as a 
clinical nutritionist and was confident in her compliance with a 
gluten-free diet. Until her symptoms started two months ago, 
her bowel movement frequency and consistency had been 
normal. Now, despite the use of at least one loperamide daily, 
she reported between two to ten bowel movements per day. She 
lost ten pounds since her symptoms started two months ago. She 
denies significant abdominal pain, but she did report mild 
abdominal cramping relieved by bowel movement passage at 
least once per week. She had no recent fever, antibiotic use, or 
travel. She does not smoke and her past medical history is only 
significant for osteoarthritis, for which she takes Diclofenac 
100 mg by mouth daily for many years.   
 
Her physical examination and laboratory investigation were 
unremarkable. Stool tests were negative for ova and parasites, 
giardia antigen, clostridium difficile, and qualitative stool fat. 
Blood tests include normal tissue transglutaminase IgA (<1) 
and immunoglobulin A level, normal thyroid stimulating hor-
mone, basic metabolic panel, and serum calcium.  
 
The EGD demonstrated a 1 cm nodule in the duodenum (Figure 
1), but which otherwise appeared endoscopically normal.  
 

 
Figure 1 
 
The biopsies taken from the duodenal nodule demonstrated 
heterotopic gastric mucosa. Six random biopsies taken from 
throughout the duodenal bulb and second portion of the duode- 

 
 
num showed a Marsh 3a lesion -- indicating partial villous atro-
phy. By contrast, the random duodenal biopsies taken from her 
index EGD (at the time her Celiac disease was first diagnosed) 
had shown a Marsh 3b lesion -- indicating subtotal villous 
atrophy. Comparing the duodenal biopsies from the two EGDs, 
showed the patient failed to achieve histologic normalization of 
her duodenal mucosa despite a gluten-free diet, and also failed 
to achieve significant histologic improvement.     
 
Colonoscopy demonstrated mild erythema in the cecum and 
ascending colon (Figure 2) and biopsies taken from the right 
and left colon demonstrated collagenous colitis.  
 

Figure 2 
 
The patient was advised to discontinue Diclofenac and was 
started on budesonide 9 mg by mouth daily. After 4 weeks on 
the budesonide, her diarrhea had resolved. She was instructed 
to taper her budesonide to 6 mg daily for two weeks, followed 
by budesonide 3 mg daily for two weeks. She successfully 
tapered off of the medication without any recurrence of her 
diarrhea to date.  
 
Discussion 
 
Microscopic colitis is found in 7.5% of all patients that undergo 
evaluation for chronic diarrhea.1 In order to make a diagnosis 
of microscopic colitis, three defining features must be present. 
First, the patient must have a chronic, watery, non-bloody 
diarrhea. Second, the colon must appear normal (or almost 



normal) on colonoscopy. Third, biopsies taken from the colon 
should demonstrate a distinct histologic pattern.2  
 
Two histologic varieties of microscopic colitis can be seen: 
collagenous colitis and lymphocytic colitis. Collagenous colitis 
is associated with a sub-epithelial collagen band spanning at 
least 10 micrometers in thickness. Lymphocytic colitis is 
associated with at least 20 intraepithelial lymphocytes per 100 
epithelial cells. For the optimum sampling, it is suggested to 
obtain at least 8 biopsies from different areas of the colon.3 
Segmental colon biopsies do not need to be separated into 
different bottles by segment. They can be placed into right and 
left colon biopsy bottles.     
 
Although the exact pathophysiology of microscopic colitis is 
not well understood, either ingested medications or bacterial 
antigens are felt to contribute to development of the disease. 
Medications listed in Figure 3 have been suggested as possible 
causes of microscopic colitis (Figure 3).4 It is hypothesized that 
medications (or perhaps bacterial antigens) present within the 
fecal stream migrate into the colonic sub-epithelial space, 
where they can coordinate dysregulated immune and inflam-
matory reactions.  
 

 
Figure 3 
 
Treatment for microscopic colitis involves stopping any of-
fending medication. Loperamide and Bismuth may be useful in 
treating mild to moderate cases of microscopic colitis.3 For 
more severe cases, budesonide is strongly recommended for in 
the induction and maintenance of remission.1   
 
Celiac disease is strongly associated with microscopic colitis. 
Patients with pre-existing Celiac disease have a 70-fold 
increased risk of developing microscopic colitis.5 In patients 
with both microscopic colitis and Celiac disease, the micro-
scopic colitis has been diagnosed a mean of 45 months after 
Celiac disease diagnosis.  
 
Our patient failed to achieve normalization of duodenal histol-
ogy. A significant portion of patients with Celiac disease fail to 
achieve complete mucosal recovery. In patients with Celiac 

disease alone, only 66% of patients achieve complete mucosal 
recovery after 5 years on a gluten-free diet.6 In those patients 
with both microscopic colitis and celiac disease, the rates of 
duodenal mucosal recovery may be even lower. One study of 
30 patients with microscopic colitis and Celiac disease overlap, 
with excellent compliance to gluten-free diet, only 13% were 
found with mucosal recovery after a mean of 46 months, 
whereas 40% still had subtotal or total villous atrophy.5 This is 
relevant because patients with Celiac disease who fail to 
achieve duodenal histologic normalization may be at increased 
risks of bone disease and small bowel lymphoma. 
 
Conclusion 
  
Microscopic colitis and Celiac disease commonly occur 
together. Patients with previously diagnosed Celiac disease 
who develops diarrhea despite compliance to a gluten-free diet, 
should be evaluated for microscopic colitis. Overlap of both 
microscopic colitis and Celiac disease may reduce the 
likelihood of duodenal histologic normalization compared to 
patients with Celiac disease alone.   
 
REFERENCES 
 
1. Nguyen GC, Smalley WE, Vege SS, Carrasco-Labra A; 

Clinical Guidelines Committee. American Gastroentero-
logical Association Institute Guideline on the Medical 
Management of Microscopic Colitis. Gastroenterology. 
2016 Jan;150(1):242-6; quiz e17-8. doi: 10.1053/j.gastro. 
2015.11.008. Epub 2015 Nov 14. Review. PubMed PMID: 
26584605. 

2. Magro F, Langner C, Driessen A, Ensari A, Geboes K, 
Mantzaris GJ, Villanacci V, Becheanu G, Borralho 
Nunes P, Cathomas G, Fries W, Jouret-Mourin A, Mes-
coli C, de Petris G, Rubio CA, Shepherd NA, Vieth M, 
Eliakim R; European Society of Pathology (ESP); 
European Crohn's and Colitis Organisation (ECCO). 
European consensus on the histopathology of inflam-
matory bowel disease. J Crohns Colitis. 2013 Nov;7 (10): 
827-51. doi: 10.1016/j.crohns.2013.06.001. Epub 2013 Jul 
17. PubMed PMID: 23870728. 

3. Pardi DS. Diagnosis and Management of Microscopic 
Colitis. Am J Gastroenterol. 2017 Jan;112(1):78-85. doi: 
10.1038/ajg.2016.477. Epub 2016 Nov 29. Review. Pub 
Med PMID: 27897155. 

4. Beaugerie L, Pardi DS. Review article: drug-induced 
microscopic colitis - proposal for a scoring system and 
review of the literature. Aliment Pharmacol Ther. 2005 
Aug 15;22(4):277-84. Review. PubMed PMID: 16097993. 

5. Green PH, Yang J, Cheng J, Lee AR, Harper JW, 
Bhagat G. An association between microscopic colitis and 
celiac disease. Clin Gastroenterol Hepatol. 2009 Nov;7 
(11):1210-6. doi: 10.1016/j.cgh.2009.07.011. Epub 2009 
Jul 22. PubMed PMID: 19631283. 

6. Rubio-Tapia A, Rahim MW, See JA, Lahr BD, Wu TT, 
Murray JA. Mucosal recovery and mortality in adults with 
celiac disease after treatment with a gluten-free diet. Am J 
Gastroenterol. 2010 Jun;105(6):1412-20. doi: 10.1038/ 
ajg.2010.10. Epub 2010 Feb 9. PubMed PMID: 20145607; 
PubMed Central PMCID: PMC2881171. 

 
Submitted October 10, 2018 




