
The Gluten-Free Restaurant Experience

T
here are a lot of opportuni-
ties to eat out at restaurants 
that cater to those with CD 
and gluten sensitivity. The 

restaurants fall into several categories:

• Restaurants that are entirely gluten 
free (rare, but they do exist)

• Restaurants that have separate 
gluten free menus

• Restaurants that do not have sep-
arate gluten 
free menus 
but clearly 
indicate 
which items 
are already 
gluten free 
or can eas-
ily be made 
gluten free

• Restaurants 
which will 
accommo-
date your 
gluten free 
needs with care and competency

• Restaurants that are hesitant to  
serve you for fear they cannot do a 
good job

It is our responsibility to our  
homework beforehand. The  
bedrock of this is our knowledge 
of the gluten free diet and how 
food is prepared. Our website 
(www.nationalceliac.org) has a 

list of gluten free and gluten free 
friendly restaurants. There are many 

gluten free apps for your smart 
phone. The internet, in general, 

is a good resource.  
 

For ethnic restaurants (and for times 
you travel) there are restaurant cards in 
many languages that explain the gluten 
free diet, the ingredients we cannot 
eat, and a description of cross- 
contamination.

Your work, however, is not over! You 
will need to continue to communicate 
your gluten free needs throughout the 
restaurant process. When you make 

a reservation, 
alert the host 
that you need 
to eat gluten 
free. When you 
arrive at the 
restaurant, tell-
ing the person 
who is seating 
you is optional. 
However, that 
person will 
often bring this 
to the attention 
of the waitstaff 
and/or the 

manager. Determine if there is a sepa-
rate gluten free menu. When the wait-
staff arrives, announce that you are the 
person who needs to eat gluten free. It 
has been more and more common for 
the waitstaff to ask if this is an allergy or 
a choice. This indicates a fairly sophis-
ticated level of knowledge about what 
you are eating. And, yet, when the food 
arrives, confirm that the order you are 
getting is, indeed, gluten free.

Does this sound like a lot of work?  
It certainly is, but it is the process 
whereby you can allow yourself to ven-
ture out to a world of culinary delights.
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Gluten Free Safety Tips:
•	 Review	menus	on-line	to	get	an	idea,	in	advance,	which	items	are	

likely	to	be	safe	and	which	are	to	be	avoided

•	 Call	the	restaurant	at	a	quiet	time	to	find	out	what	your	gluten	free	
options	are

•	 Always	bring	a	gluten	free	dining	card	that	explains	the	diet

•	 Let	the	staff	know	that	you	have	this	is	diet	is	medically	necessary,	not	
a	choice

•	 Tell	the	staff	that	you	must	avoid	food,	sauces,	marinades,	and	salad	
dressings	that	contain	or	come	into	contact	with	wheat,	rye,	barley	or	
oats,	even	in	tiny	amounts

•	 Emphasize	the	need	to	avoid	cross-contamination

•	 Bring	gluten	free	bread	and	crackers	to	the	restaurant	if	you	want

•	 Some	restaurants	will	let	you	bring	your	own	pasta.		Make	sure	it	is	
cooked	in	fresh	water—not	water	that	was	cooked	with	other	pasta

•	 Never	take	a	chance	with	the	food.		If	your	salad	arrives	with	croutons	
or	your	hamburger	with	a	bun	(not	gluten	free),	insist	that	this	dish	
needs	to	be	made	from	scratch	because	of	the	cross-contamination

•	 Soups	are	rarely	gluten	free

•	 Au	jus	almost	always	contains	gluten

•	 Believe	it	or	not,	some	restaurants	add	flour	to	mashed	potatoes	or	
eggs.	Double	check	this

•	 Rice	dishes	are	often	enhanced	by	spices,	broth,	or	other	hidden		
gluten.	Make	sure	yours	is	gluten	free

•	 If	you	are	ordering	fried	food,	make	sure	it	is	prepared	in	a	dedicated	
fryer	(not	used	to	fry	anything	with	gluten)

•	 If	something	doesn’t	look	right,	do	not	hesitate	to	question	it.	It	is		
better	to	look	fussy	than	to	take	chances

•	 If	you	have	any	doubts	about	the	restaurant’s	ability	to	feed	you,	
order	as	plainly	as	possible	(plain	broiled	fish,	chicken	or	steak,	plain	
steamed	vegetables	and	a	baked	potato

•	 If	the	restaurant	staff	makes	a	genuine	effort	to	respect	your	diet,	
make	sure	to	show	your	appreciation	by	thanking	them	sincerely	and	
by	tipping	generously
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