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Bone Development 
Childhood, adolescence and the teenage years are critical life stages for bone
development, with about 90% of peak bone mass achieved by the late teens.
Therefore, specific efforts should be made to address bone health during these
stages of life. However, and also of significant importance, during later adulthood
bone loss exceeds the rate of bone formation, and therefore efforts to address bone
health are still required to slow down or delay the progression of bone loss. The key
is following a ‘bone-friendly’ diet and lifestyle throughout life.

It is essential that during childhood, and indeed throughout life, that people
consume a varied and balanced diet containing sufficient daily intakes of calcium
and vitamin D. Also, throughout childhood, weight bearing exercises (exercise
during which our bodies carry our weight e.g. dancing, jogging, etc.) and
strengthening exercise (appropriate to the individual) can significantly benefit bone
development and reduce the risk of developing osteoporosis in later life.
Maintaining a physically active lifestyle and engaging in weight-bearing activities
during adulthood remains important for bone health. 

Why does Osteopenia/Osteoporosis Develop?
Bone is a living, growing tissue. Like other tissues in the body, bone is continually
being renewed - old bone is broken down and replaced with new bone. Any
imbalance in this process can lead to the development of weak or brittle bones,
increasing the risk of fracture(s).

Signs and Symptoms
of Osteoporosis
• A broken bone caused by a trip and 

fall from a standing position: It is not 
usually normal to break a bone at any 
age from a trip and fall. If a person’s 
bones are healthy they should 
not break.

• Loss of height: Many people believe 
that it is normal to lose height as 
you get older. However, if a person 



loses more than two centimetres, it is a red flag that they should get a DXA scan 
to rule out osteoporosis. A DXA scan is a simple, painless scan used to 
diagnosis osteoporosis.

• A hump developing on the upper back: If this is from osteoporosis, the bones in 
the spine are collapsing and will continue to collapse unless prevention 
methods are put in place.

• Sudden, severe upper, mid or low back pain: This could be a sign that a fracture 
has occurred, especially if the person has any of the signs or symptoms 
mentioned above.

1. A family history of osteoporosis

2. A menopause before age 
45 years

3. Low levels of oestrogen in 
women which results in 
irregular periods or loss 
of periods

4. A broken bone from a trip and 
fall from a standing position 

5. Steroid therapy – for a variety 
of conditions e.g. rheumatoid 
arthritis or use of oral steroids 
for asthma 

6. Smoking

7. Alcohol abuse

8. Eating disorders e.g. anorexia, 
bulimia or binge eating, over 
exercising with insufficient 
calorie intake, irregular or loss 
of periods (not due to pregnancy)

9. Certain medical conditions 
including Crohn’s Disease, 
Coeliac Disease, Ulcerative 
Colitis, Haemochromatosis 

10. People who are wheelchair or 
bed bound for 6 weeks or long 
term

11. Radiation, chemotherapy, 
arimedex, warfarin, and heparin

12. In Men: low levels of 
testosterone

Diagnosis 
Osteoporosis is known as a ‘silent disease’ as it usually develops without any
symptoms. A DXA scan of the hips and spine (which is a simple, painless scan) is
currently the most accurate and reliable means of assessing bone mass and the
presence or risk of osteoporosis.

Below are just a few of the many risk factors for developing osteoporosis



Alcohol - Excess consumption of alcohol can increase the
risk of fracture and reduce bone formation. Women should
limit their alcohol intake to 14 units per week and men to 21
units per week. It is important to spread these out over the
week, ensuring to include alcohol free days each week. One
unit is roughly equal to half a pint of beer or one pub measure
of spirits or one small glass of wine.

Smoking - The toxins in cigarettes negatively affect bone and
therefore should be avoided in order to promote bone health
and overall health and wellbeing.

Safety - Wearing good walking shoes in the home,
removing loose rugs and having regular medication
reviews can help all senior citizens to maintain their
independence.

Body Weight
A healthy body weight
is recommended for
bone health. Restrictive
dieting leading to
excessive weight loss
can negatively affect
bone health. Women
who suffer from
absent or infrequent
periods are also at risk
and should seek
medical advice.



Treatments for Osteopenia and Osteoporosis
There are many treatment options, however they should be based on the following:

1. The reason why you developed osteopenia and/or osteoporosis

2. The DXA results of your spine and hips

3. Your risk of fracture or re-fracture

4. Your age

5. Your medical history

Healthy eating, including the recommended dietary allowances for calcium and
vitamin D, and engagement in weight-bearing/strengthening exercise should be
included in all treatment plans. 

For more information including an extensive list of risk factors please contact: 
The National Dairy Council or the Irish Osteoporosis Society.
(see back cover for contact details)

Summary 
Osteoporosis, once regarded as an illness associated with natural old
age, is now the leading bone disease in the world affecting both sexes
and all ages. Although there are a number of unmodifiable factors
influencing bone health, compliance with appropriate lifestyle and dietary
guidelines can contribute to optimising bone health and reduce the risk or
delay the onset/progression of osteoporosis.




