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D rinking milk or consuming
 other foods high in calcium
 does not protect adult
 women from the hip or arm
fractures that are the hall-

marks of osteoporosis, according to a recently
published study by Harvard University re-
searchers of nearly 78,000 mostly middle-
aged women.

The study, published in the American Jour-
nal of Public Health, is likely to add fuel to
the already-vigorous debate over the role of
dietary calcium in preventing bone fractures.

Osteoporosis, a chronic and often crippling
condition caused by thin, brittle bones, affects
an estimated 25 million Americans, most of
them white women over 60. Some studies
have found that calcium builds bone mass in
adults, while others have found that it does not.

The latest study, by Diane Feskanich, Wal-
ter Wilett, Meir Stampfer and Graham Colditz
of the Harvard School of Public Health, in-
volved 77,761 registered nurses. When the 12-
year study was launched in 1980, the nurses
were between the ages of 34 and 59.

To test the validity of public-health mes-
sages and advertising campaigns that empha-
size milk drinking as a way to prevent osteo-
porosis. Feskanich and her colleagues studied
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good?
Link to osteoporosis will help identify new therapies
Gannett News Service Such therapies might include drugs that

Scientists for the first time have found a
could mimic the biological action of certain

link between a gene and bone strength in genes.

preteen girls, a potential early step toward It’s still unknown if the better genetically

identifying and preventively treating endowed girls will keep their edge after

women at high risk for osteoporosis. menopause or lose more because they have

The findings add to a growing body of more to lose, Cosman said. And right now,
genetic research “that will help us design the most vulnerable have only therapies that
new therapies,” said Felicia Cosman, an os- apply equally to all calcium-rich diets, ex-
teoporosis expert at Columbia College of ercise, no smoking and a limit of two alco-
Physicians and Surgeons, New York City. holic drinks a day.

the frequency of bone fractures among heavy
milkdrinkers -- women who drank at least.
two glasses per day -- and those who said
they drank a glass or less per week.

The Harvard researchers found that drink-
ing a lot of milk -- three or more glasses per
d a y  did not protect women from hip or
forearm fractures, even after adjustments
were made for weight, menopausal status,
cigarette smoking and alcohol consumption,
all of which influence bone density. Heavy
milk drinkers, they concluded, were no less
likely to suffer from hip fractures than were
women who drank little or no milk.

“Certainly there are a lot more things that
go into who gets fractures,” said Feskanich.

“One hypothesis is that calcium may be bene-
ficial in the short term but not in the long
term. Or it could be that calcium does not
demonstrate as strong a protective effect as
estrogen or other factors.”

The single most important factor, Fes-
kanich said, is family history, which is strong-
ly associated with bone density and in turn
determines who is most likely to get osteo-
porosis. According to Feskanich, about 60 to
80 percent of variance in bone density is ge-
netic. Thin, white, sedentary women who
consumed little calcium as adolescents and
whose mothers have osteoporosis are at high-
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est risk of the disease.
But Feskanich noted that mid-

dle-aged women should not es-
chew calcium, an essential compo
nent of a healthy diet. “Our study
does not say that milk doesn’t help
at all,” she said. “But I wouldn’t
want to say across the board that
milk is all women need” to prevent
thin, brittle bones.

Robert l? Heaney, a professor
of medicine and calcium expert at
Creighton University in Omaha,
disputed the study’s conclusions
and its methodology.

The Harvard study is an obser-
vational study, not a randomized
controlled trial, the gold standard
of scientific research. In random-
ized controlled trials, participants
are randomly assigned to one
group, which receives a particular
substance or drug, or another
group that receives a placebo, or
dummy pill.

The Harvard study relies on
peoples‘ memories of what they
ate and on unavoidably inexact
calculations of portion size and
nutritional content, which can
vary from one batch of vegetables

or bottle of milk to another.
“We ought to stop reporting

observational studies when
we’ve already got the answer to
this question” of whether calci-
um consumed in adulthood pre-
vents bone fractures. Heaney
said. “We have three randomized
controlled trials which have
demonstrated that consuming
calcium is protective” against
bone fractures and a number of
observational studies that fail to
demonstrate such an effect.

Such a paradox is not unique to
studies of the effects of calcium.

Because calcium is crucial to a
healthy diet, Feskanich said that
she hopes her study will not dis-
suade people from consuming it.

“We’re so under-calcium forti-
fied that in some way I don’t have
a problem with these milk mes-
sages,” she said. noting that many
adult women consume only 300
or 400 milligrams of the mineral
per day, about 20 to 30 percent of
the recommended daily allowance
of calcium for adult women. “But
I don’t think calcium is the total
answer and that if you increase it
to 1,000 or 2,000 milligrams
you’ll solve the problem.”


