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Bone mass at risk during weight loss

Overweight Americans are
told to lose weight for better
health. "Whatever it takes, lose
the weight!" So the message
goes. Often overlooked, how-
ever, is potentially serious bone
loss that occurs along with some
approaches to weight loss.

In general, overweight and
obese people have stronger
bones than their lower-weight
counterparts of similar age. In
fact, obese people generally
have about 20 percent more
bone mineral content than the
average person. Consequently,
those carrying some extra
weight have less risk of devel-
oping osteoporosis and crip-
pling bone fractures of the
spine, hip and wrist as they age.

Question: What happens to
bones during weight loss?

Answer: It depends on how
you lose the weight. A study
conducted at the Washington
University School of Medicine
in St. Louis monitored two
groups of people who lost a lit-
tle more than one pound per
month for a year. Half of them
lost the weight by eating fewer
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calories, and the other half lost
by increasing their physical ac-
tivity. Despite the gradual rate
of weight loss, the dieters lost
bone mineral density from their
spines and hips. The exercisers
lost weight but not bone mass.

Q: Is it common for bone loss
to accompany weight loss?

A: There is growing evidence
that bone loss occurs in dieters.
Rapid weight loss from cutting
calories appears to be the hard-
est on bones. Some researchers
consider this weight loss/bone
loss association to be a serious
and emerging problem that of-
ten follows the increasingly
common types of obesity sur-
gery.

Q: How can weight loss be
done without bone loss?

A: First, don't aim for a spe-
cific goal body weight. Rather,
seek to find the stable weight at
which you function best --
physically and mentally. If you
are physically active, maintain-
ing a stable weight, eating a bal-
anced diet and without other
risk factors for chronic diseases,
your weight could be right for

your genetics -- even if it does-
n't get you on the cover of a
fashion magazine.

If you really do need to lose
weight, do it with bone health in
mind. Eat a balanced diet and
burn more calories rather than
cutting calories too much. Meet
all your nutrient needs -- espe-
cially calcium and vitamin D. If
you need to cut calories in your
diet, mainly cut the fat calories,
keep protein intake adequate
and consider a multivita-
min/mineral supplement.

Discuss your concerns about
bone loss with your doctor and
request an evaluation of your
bone density before and during
your weight loss so you know
how your bones are doing. Don't
let a bone fracture be the first
sign of osteoporosis.
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